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ABSTRACT 

 This study is a multidisciplinary historical analysis of the national junior-

community college mission debate in the twentieth century. It utilizes resource 

dependency, institutional and social movement theories to explain the organizational 

behaviors of the community college as these relate to the concept of mission. Historians 

of the colleges note that the first junior colleges were established without clear missions 

or a plausible theoretical framework to rationalize their educational activities and social 

purposes. Growth in concern about the mission and identity of the community college 

parallels movement expansion.  

 A common conception among community college scholars is that the colleges are 

non-traditional, non-specialized by design, and mandated to provide a comprehensive 

curriculum to their communities. Practitioners tend to focus on the ideas of openness, 

access, and responsiveness to community needs. Historically, there has been little 

consensus among practitioners, advocates, and academic researchers about the 

educational outcomes and social significance of the colleges. Practitioners and critics 

often speak past each other because they employ incommensurate units of analysis and 

possess conflicting or unexamined assumptions. As a result, these multiple lenses of 

analysis lead to multiple understandings (and misunderstanding) of the community 

college mission.   

 This study analyzes how and why the junior college was transformed from a 

minor extension of secondary education to an expansive, ubiquitous national institution 
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embracing a fungible, even amorphous, comprehensive mission. It contextualizes two 

questions posed by George Vaughan: 

Why do even the community college’s most articulate and intelligent leaders have 
difficulty explaining its Proteus-like characteristics? Why is it difficult to explain 
to the public in simple and understandable terms the twin towers of community 
college philosophy: open access and comprehensiveness? (1991a, p. 2) 

 
 Two additional questions guide this research and lead to the investigation’s 

findings: 

1) How can organization, institutional and social movement theories clarify the 

mission problem?   

2) What is the impact of postindustrial change on the contemporary community 

college mission? 

 This study employs historical methods, grounded theory, and case study 

methodology to elaborate and explain organizational behavior and to uncover previously 

ignored characteristics of the national community movement. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE MISSION: HISTORY AND THEORY 

 
When scholars themselves accept what practitioners know from 
experience, that community colleges are neither textbook cases nor 
intellectual constructs but dynamic, complicated and messy environments, 
then scholarship may have more to offer practice.  

John Stewart Levin, 1994 
 

The two-year college is a creature of the twentieth century and therefore 
has not developed a great deal of insulation form the swiftly changing 
cross-currents of the society which gave it life. It is closely related to the 
social, economic conditions which shape its character. 

Blocker, Plummer, & Richardson, 1965 
 
 

The Community College Mission Problem 

The Carnegie Commission on Higher Education notes that the “most striking 

structural development in higher education has been the phenomenal growth of the 

community college” (Olgivie & Raines, 1971, p. v). Others describe the community 

college as “one of the greatest education success stories” of the twentieth century 

(Breneman & Nelson, 1981, p. 1; C. Kerr, 1985; O’Banion, 1989; Brint & Karabel, 1991; 

Griffith & Connor, 1994). In spite of the proclaimed success of community colleges, 

there is a history of ambiguity, even confusion, about the mission and purposes of the 

colleges (Eells, 1931a; Richardson & Leslie, 1980; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; 

McCarten, 1983; Cross, 1985; Vaughan, 1988, 1991a; Bogart, 1994; Bailey & 

Averianova, 1998; Grubb, 1999; Nora, 2000; J. Levin, 2000; Bailey & Morest, 2004). 

Frye remarks that the first junior colleges were “accompanied by no clear mission, set of 

criteria, nor theoretical framework” (1992, p. 1). Employing content analysis of the 



12 

publications of fifty-six colleges for the year 1920-21, the most prominent early junior 

college scholar identified at least twenty-one distinct educational and social purposes for 

the colleges (Koos, 1925). Later scholars worried that the colleges lacked a “plausible 

categorical imperative” (Cohen, 1977, p. 74). Why has the mission debate raged every 

decade over the past century?   

The “academic revolution” of the twentieth century defined a mission for the 

research university focused on the troika of research, teaching, and public service (Jencks 

& Riesman, 1968). There has never been a similar degree of consensus among 

practitioners, policymakers, or university scholars in respect to the community college 

mission (Blocker et al., 1965; Richardson & Leslie, 1980; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; 

Cross, 1985). One barrier to theoretical consensus is that some scholars evaluate these 

local, community-based organizations by the standards of selective universities such as 

Berkeley and Princeton (Breneman & Nelson, 1981; Frye, 1994). Another challenge to 

theorizing the mission is the wide diversity of institutions, communities, and state-level 

governance systems associated with the community college sector of American higher 

education. Disagreements about curriculum, the professional standing of community 

college faculty, and the relative position of the community college within the status 

hierarchy of American public education further complicate analysis. Lack of consensus 

among practitioners and scholars about social purposes and expected institutional 

outcomes challenges generalization regarding the colleges. Finally, the volatility of the 

American social and economic context dictates that community colleges tack and wend in 
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response to the frequent and sometimes conflicting gales directed at them from the state 

and local communities.  

The Carnegie Commission observes that a variety of confounding variables 

challenge attempts to codify the mission:  “The roles of the community college are so 

diverse as to be bewildering” (Olgivie & Raines, 1971, p. v). Others contend that flux, 

change, and “multi-variance” are defining characteristics of the colleges (Blocker et al.). 

Mutability is a frequently observed characteristic of the mission: “[Community colleges] 

change frequently, seeking new programs and clients” (Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p. 37). 

But change and innovation may become ends in themselves rather than the means of 

achieving some coherent social, educational, or institutional purpose, since “community 

colleges do not even follow their own traditions” (Cohen & Brawer, 1996, p. 37; J. Levin, 

1998a). As the colleges are buffeted by social and economic change, they seek to buffer 

themselves by engaging in ritualized planning focused on serving communities and new 

clienteles without providing much evidence of strategic direction (Cohen, 1977; Cohen & 

Brawer, 2003).  

Under examined assumptions about the mission and social role of the colleges are 

common among practitioners. These include broadening the American democratic ethos, 

the influence of the colleges on American social and economic well-being, and the value-

added to the life chances of their students (Reynolds, 1957; Gleazer, 1968; Parnell, 1985; 

Griffith & Connor, 1994). Mission discussions reflect a pervasive economic and 

technological optimism that have been part of the ideological fabric of the colleges since 

their inception (Goodwin, 1973; Frye, 1994). Institutional discourses dominated by the 
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“rhetoric of innovation” and “management babble” obscure the social and historical 

forces that shape core educational processes and outcomes (Cohen, 1969a; R. Williams, 

2002). Consequently, community college constituents and stakeholders often lack 

adequate information about institutional processes and outcomes. As one long-time 

observer notes, too often “[E]quivocation is the prime doctrine in community colleges 

[which] suffer self-serving pap from their purported spokesmen” (Cohen, 1977, p. 75). 

To the extent that lack of clarity about institutional purposes and outcomes are normative 

within community college culture, conceits about the efficacy of visionary leadership do 

not bear rigorous scrutiny and may even contribute to the erosion of faculty professional 

identity and educational effectiveness (Cohen & Brawer, 1972, 1987). Organizational 

change and outcomes may have more to do with external forces and the kinetics of 

cultural reproduction than any measurable effect of “visionary leadership” (J. Levin, 

1998b).   

Conventional discussions of the public community college mission emphasize 

open-access, educational opportunity, and “comprehensiveness” (Bogart, 1994; Ratcliff, 

1994). The idea of comprehensiveness tied to open-access gained wide currency by 

the1960s and continues to dominate mission discussions among community college 

educators. Most definitions of the comprehensive mission emphasize those educational 

functions that comprise “five traditional community college programs” (Cross 1985, p. 

36; Bogart, 1994). These include: 1) collegiate and transfer education, 2) vocational 

education, 3) developmental or compensatory education, 4) general education, and 5) 

community education and service (Cohen & Brawer, 1996). Some practitioners include 
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guidance and student development in the list of critical functions (Collins & Collins, 

1971; Frye, 1991). General education defined variously possesses a contested legacy as a 

central college mission (Bird, 1947; Johnson, 1952; Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching, 1977; Cross, 1985; Cohen & Brawer, 1989). Cohen and 

Brawer conclude pessimistically that the general education ideal has been weakened to 

the point of incoherence: “It is a centripetal idea that is constantly subverted by the 

centrifugal forces of staff members and students with their own agenda and by the 

universities that have rarely provided it for their own students” (Cohen & Brawer, 2003, 

p. 426). By the 1990s, a “new function” was added to the mix: community economic and 

workforce development (Parnell, 1990; Dougherty & Bakia, 1999; J. Levin, 2001a). 

Some scholars identify multiculturalism as an emerging emphasis within the mission of 

urban community colleges especially (Rhoads & Valadez, 1996; J. Levin, 2001a; 

Woodlief, Thomas, & Orozco, 2003).  

An alternative approach to conceptualizing the community college mission is to 

view it as a historically contingent social and educational process rooted in the needs of 

local community (Hayden, 1939; Ratcliff, 1987, 1994; Bogart, 1994; Gleazer, 1994a). 

This perspective focuses on what the college contributes to its clients and society as a 

whole. It addresses the general social benefits and sometimes liabilities that result from 

the distinct social process of providing education and services to widely varying 

neighborhoods and constituencies (Breneman & Nelson, 1981).  

A common conception among scholars is that the colleges are “non-specialized by 

design, their mandate is to offer a comprehensive curriculum and to serve a wide range of 
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community needs” (Owen, 1995, p. 145). The rub is what this means in either theory or 

practice. Openness, access, and responsiveness amount to a stance, perspective, or 

attitude rather than constituting either a theory or a purposeful program that differentiates 

a college from, say, a shopping mall or a theme park. The perennial focus on “inputs” by 

practitioners begs the question of what community colleges do with these inputs or what 

their measurable impact is on students, communities, and the nation (Breneman & 

Nelson, 1981; Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Community college practitioners, unless 

pressured externally by policy makers, accrediting agencies, or critics, are accustomed to 

rationalizing their practice by pointing to the degree of access they provide to higher 

education and their good intentions (Bogue, 1950a; Gleazer, 1968; Griffith & Connor, 

1994; Kovar, 1996). Some community college critics discern subordination of democratic 

impulses among students and faculty to the imperatives of capitalist economic 

development and cultural reproduction (Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994; Rhoads & Valadez, 

1996). Others cite the professional self-interests of national college leaders as a 

significant determinant of the mission (Goodwin, 1973; Frye, 1991; Dougherty, 1994). 

When pressed with evidence of marginal institutional outcomes, the practitioner’s culture 

often responds with “Horatio Alger stories of student success” while sidestepping the 

problem of contested institutional outcomes (Brint & Karabel, 1989, p. 179; see also 

Reynolds, 1957; Cohen, 1969b; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; McGrath & Spear, 1991; 

Griffith & Connor, 1994; Kovar, 1996; Grubb, 1999).  

Amidst the cacophony of competing voices, Cohen and Brawer assert that it may 

be best to characterize the colleges as both untraditional and the primary example of 
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American educational innovation in the twentieth century (Cohen & Brawer, 1996, pp. 

36-37). As bastions of non-traditional postsecondary education serving mostly non-

traditional students, some scholars argue that it is inappropriate to judge college activities 

and outcomes by the standards of elite universities. They argue that the colleges promise 

equality of access rather than equality of outcomes and students may utilize college 

services in creative and sometimes idiosyncratic ways that confound the understandings 

of either theorists or policymakers (Cohen, 1990; Adelman, 1994; Frye 1994; Woodlief et 

al., 2003). While universal access, diversity, and untraditional practices may be truly 

American, confusion over the purposes and role of community colleges is also a 

consequence of their uncertain pedigree and purpose in higher education (Clark, 1960; 

Jencks & Riesman, 1968), their unwritten history (Frye, 1991, 1992), the “edginess” of 

their communitarian ethic (Vaughan, 1991a), and their “eagerness to expand into new 

markets” (Grubb, 1999, p. 7).  

 
Research Questions 

 Multiple identities and multiple lenses of analysis lead to “numerous 

understandings of the community college” (J. Levin, 1998a, p. 2). George Vaughan, a 

prominent community college historian, scholar, and former president, has admitted 

candidly that a clear definition of the institution still eludes him: 

Why do even the community college’s most articulate and intelligent leaders have 
difficulty explaining its Proteus-like characteristics? Why is it difficult to explain 
to the public in simple and understandable terms the twin towers of the 
community college philosophy: open access and comprehensiveness? (Vaughan, 
1991a, p. 2)   
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The purpose of the present study is to address Vaughan’s questions through an historical 

and sociological analysis of both the community college national mission debate and the 

movement’s organizational development since 1930. This project seeks to make an 

original contribution to the community college literature by documenting and explaining 

how the junior college was transformed from a relatively minor extension of secondary 

education to an expansive and ubiquitous national institution embracing a remarkably 

fungible, even amorphous, comprehensive mission. Two additional questions guide the 

research and writing of the study: 1) What contributions can organizational and social 

movement theory make to clarifying the mission problem? 2) What is the impact of the 

postindustrial environment and attendant social and economic change on contemporary 

community college mission and identity?   

 
Justification for the Study 

 There is a significant omission in the literature concerning the historical origins of 

the community college and the social and educational forces that have shaped the 

mission. Rigorous historical studies are relatively rare in the literature of higher 

education. The field is far less developed compared to the historical literature of public 

schools. For community colleges, analytical historical studies are even less common 

(Ratcliff, 1987; Frye, 1991, 1992).  

The history of the junior-community college demonstrates that it is buffeted by 

and continuously adapting to social, economic, and technological change: “In acting upon 

a plethora of intended goals and in responding to the cultural, educational, political, and 

social needs of its community or communities, the community college is highly 
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susceptible to economic, political, and social forces (J. Levin, 2001a, p. xii; Blocker et 

al.). The current study examines the programs, political behaviors, and theoretical 

rationales of community college leaders as rationalizations for adapting the colleges to 

environmental challenges over which they have limited control.  

The writer is respectful of the academic critics of the community college. The 

study responds to the critics by relying on a complex theoretical framework and 

developing a deeper historical context than is usual in the practitioner’s literature. By 

triangulating the contributions of the critics with fresh historical research and 

organizational analysis, the study attempts to explain and assess the past and current 

trajectories of the colleges.  

 
Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1. The Community College Mission: History and Theory 

This chapter summarizes the issues and problems associated with studying the 

community college as simultaneously an institution within the general framework of 

American higher education and a community-based organization for which the 

conventional, university-based higher education paradigm has limited utility in 

explaining the mission behavior of the colleges. The chapter addresses the current state of 

community college historiography and theory in regard to the mission and identity 

problems. It proposes a complex theoretical framework employing historical analysis, 

open-systems theory/resource dependency theory, institutional theory, and consensus 

social movement theory to reframe and contextualize the community college mission 

problem.  
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Chapter 2. Social and Educational Origins of the  

Community College Movement: 1930-1945 

This chapter analyzes the social and educational forces that shaped the 

community college concept and the outlines of the comprehensive mission. By 1930, the 

movement possessed a national organization, a committed and knowledgeable leadership, 

and a professional journal. But within the national movement and at the local level there 

was significant disagreement about the identity and social purposes of the colleges. A 

majority of the university professors who dominated the early national junior college 

movement insisted that the colleges were the upper tier of secondary education and that 

their primary social purpose was to socialize youth by providing mostly terminal 

vocational and general education. Experiments in adult education and community-based 

programming during the Depression and World War II opened the mission debate to the 

influence of students, adult learners, and faculty who desired stronger identification of the 

junior college with higher education. The experience wartime democratic crusade 

reinforced social reform perspectives within the movement. The comprehensive mission 

was already well developed among many California junior community colleges by the 

late 1930s.  

Chapter 3. The Consensus Social Movement: 1945-1960 

Unprecedented economic growth driven by technological and demographic 

change accelerated national and local demands for expanded higher education services. 

The 1944 “G.I. Bill of Rights” helped to establish the basis for postwar prosperity and 

increased access to higher education and postsecondary job training. The 1947 
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President’s Commission on Higher Education report, Higher Education for American 

Democracy (or Truman Commission Report), was both a reflection of this demand and a 

federally supported manifesto for the community college. During this period, the junior-

community college movement entered the takeoff stage as a significant education and 

training force in American society as well as a successful consensus social movement. 

Finding themselves caught among contending forces within higher education and 

increasing demands for community service in the context of a rapidly changing economy, 

national and local leaders resorted to pubic relations and marketing as a strategy for 

addressing identity problems and sidestepping critical questions about organizational 

practices and outcomes. This is especially the case for a subterranean “racialized 

mission” that permeated much of the movement.  

Chapter 4. Institutionalizing the Comprehensive Mission, 1960-1985 

Community colleges become important institutions in their own right. They 

command the attention of policy makers, foundations, corporate and business groups, and 

numerous stakeholders. Because of these expectations and the public perception of 

collegiate education as the primary avenue to middle-class status, a new college is 

founded each week on average during the first half of the 1960s. Conflicts emerged over 

the community college institutionalization project and the roles of faculty, students, and 

communities in defining the mission. As community colleges became the most likely 

point of entry into higher education for minorities, women, and working-class students, 

there were increasing disagreements among scholars, practitioners and policymakers over 

the social mission and significance of the colleges.  
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Chapter 5. The Postindustrial College at the Millennium. 

This chapter employs concepts associated with postindustrial theory, 

organizational and especially open-systems theory, and critical theory to interrogate 

variant discourses within the national mission debate. These discourses address, “new 

managerialism,” “new learning paradigms,” the impact of information technology, and a 

shift in national leadership rhetoric to a “new community economic development” model 

influenced by neo-liberal ideology. Other narratives focusing on diversity, difference and 

multiculturalism intersect, question and sometimes subvert conventional mission 

discussions; such critical narratives reflect an educational and social condition in which 

community colleges are now the entry point of more than 60% of all minority students 

into higher education and nearly 50% of all new students entering higher education.  

Chapter 6. The Community College Mission: Theory and History 

 This summative chapter draws out the historical and theoretical insights 

developed across the entire study. It discusses some of the current contradictions and 

challenges of the community college mission. It concludes with suggestions for new 

avenues of research focusing on the community college as a social and educational 

process. 

 
Definitions 

Leaders and observers of community colleges employ words such as “vision,” 

“mission,” and “purposes” to not only explain but influence organizational behavior and 

outcomes. The terms are seldom well defined. Let us agree with Schumpeter that the 

concept of vision implies a “preanalytic cognitive act that supplies the raw material” for 
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defining and analyzing organizational aims and practices. The concept of vision is neither 

precise nor rooted necessarily in objective organizational behavior. The concept is 

“ideological almost by definition” (Schumpeter, 1954, pp. 41-42). Modern, secular 

ideologies may be defined as “rational belief systems.” Modern belief systems are 

differentiated from religious or traditional value systems that privilege deference and 

diffidence, the priest and sometimes even the inquisitor, over critical enquiry. Traditional 

belief systems seek to control everyday life. Secular ideologies are more concerned with 

“achieving especially mobilized projects [seeking] to gather, assemble, husband, defer, 

and control the discharge of political energies” (Gouldner, 1976, p. 26, emphasis in the 

original). Countering tradition, modern ideologies require at least a modicum of critical 

thinking because the existence of a mobilized political or social project implies some 

tension vis-à-vis the status quo and prescriptions for altering it.  

Vision flows from hopes, dreams, values, aspirations, and social interests. 

Creating a vision is an imaginative act that requires some degree of faith, hope, or 

optimism; a vision is not constrained necessarily by either temporal limitations or 

analytical categories. For the purposes of this study, the publicly articulated mission of a 

college, or any organization for that matter, provides some degree of boundary 

maintenance for organizational activity. The publicly expressed mission attempts to 

encode the vision by clarifying the presumed purposes and activities of an organization. 

The articulated mission constitutes the ideological rationale for the organizational project 

and implies a program or a set of goals for achieving it. The concept of mission connects 

the vision, however tenuously, to the “product” or “outcomes” of organizational activity.  
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Implied or stated in the mission is a mobilization strategy, program, or a set of 

procedures or organizational repertoires for pursuing and validating institutional goals 

and outcomes. Formal mission statements in higher education “tend to focus aspirations: 

on what institutional leaders want the college or university to become, as opposed to what 

it is now” (Davies 1986, p. 95). Such statements are inherently ideological, more closely 

associated with the concept of vision, and, thus, difficult to confirm or disconfirm 

logically or empirically. Community colleges mission statements are closely connected to 

the expectations of external constituencies: “[M]issions exist at the interface between an 

institution and its environment” (Richardson & Doucette, 1984). The publicly stated 

ideological mission of an organization is one thing, but the enacted or empirical mission 

may be quite another as the organization is shaped by and responds to its social and 

economic environment.  

 
Mission Versus Outcomes 

Organizational behavior and outcomes may appear to contradict the espoused 

purposes of an organization. There is a potential gap between the publicly expressed 

institutional mission and daily activities and outcomes. Organizational ideologies and 

“rational organizational myths” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) are necessary mechanisms for 

bridging the ideal and the real—vision v. results. This condition may explain why 

organizations, especially in the public sector, are more likely to emphasize inputs than 

outputs. Stakeholder expectations are easier to manage when public institutions can 

emphasize access to services, rather than engaging critical evaluation of the quality of the 

services or the social utility of the organizational product. Educational institutions often 
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confound leadership theory and sometimes the expectations of accreditation agencies 

through mission statements that are so general as to be interpreted in a variety of ways 

(Richardson & Doucette, 1984; Davies, 1986). Historically, the community college 

practitioner’s literature tends to employ the concepts of mission and functions 

interchangeably, while eschewing systematic analysis of organizational outcomes 

(Cohen, 1969b; Cohen & Brawer, 2003).  

One junior college historian suggests: “[The] definition of the two year college is 

not much clearer today than it was before 1940” (Frye, 1991, p. 12). Elusiveness has its 

attractions. Generic or vague statements of purpose afford managers tactical flexibility 

and political cover. Ambiguous connections between organizational means and ends 

provide leaders with greater discretion while limiting their accountability (Cohen, 1977; 

Davies, 1986). If policy makers and stakeholders are relatively satisfied with 

organizational performance, the utilitarian calculus of organizational and professional 

self-interest persuades faculty and administrators to avoid the constraints and 

expectations associated with unambiguous goals and measurable outcomes. Flexibility 

and image management are compromised by benchmarking, for there are internal and 

external pressures to address and document what an organization claims to measure. The 

concepts of vision and mission constitute a kind of cognitive map for both understanding 

and explaining the organization and for navigating it through the complex geography of 

broader organizational fields. Mission is an inherently unstable social construct that seeks 

to either integrate or obscure the relationship between the “is” and the “ought” in 

organizational behavior.  

 



26 

Community college mission discussions are notoriously imprecise. Categories and 

levels of analysis tend to elide differences of meaning or intent depending on the 

theoretical stance, rhetorical strategy, or the professional or social interests of the 

observer. Writers on the community college mission often conflate units of analysis and 

ascribe purposes to the institution without posing clear historical, philosophical, or 

empirical justifications for doing so (Bailey & Averianova, 1998). Conflicts and 

confusions stemming from unexamined assumptions about the purposes and outcomes of 

the colleges among policy makers, scholars, observers, practitioners, and students are 

obscured by imprecise language and inconsistent taxonomies. It is possible for a writer to 

describe the mission of the community college in one paragraph as an “effective 

democratizing agent in higher education” and in the next paragraph to assert that a 

primary function of the colleges is to be a “distributing agency”–to identify and divert the 

many “concealed terminals” among the student body (Medsker, 1960, pp. 4-5). It is 

important to note, however, that in 1960 such an apparently contradictory statement was 

unremarkable. Elitist and meritocratic assumptions were generally unchallenged. The 

junior college gate-keeping and student diversion functions were extolled by 

policymakers (McConnell, 1962; C. Kerr, 1978). Understanding historical context is 

important for clarifying the mission debate.  

Historically, terms such as community college mission or junior college 

philosophy have been under theorized by scholars. When practitioners employ them, they 

tend to be value-laden and embedded with so many assumptions as to be tautological. To 

begin to address these problems, certain analytical distinctions are in order. The  present 
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study employs the following heuristic for analyzing the junior-community college 

mission across four domains: 1) the publicly expressed philosophical mission(s) of the 

colleges; 2) the functional or operational mission articulated at the level of the formal 

curriculum and reflected in the professional identities and pedagogical commitments of 

faculty and administrators; 3) the summative or empirical mission expressed in the 

enacted curriculum and concrete, replicated organizational behavior, including the 

educational, fiscal and political decisions that shape institutional educational practices 

and short-term outcomes; and 4) the formative or social mission conceptualized as the 

long-term effects of more than one thousand public colleges on local communities, higher 

education, and American society in general. There has been an historical tendency in 

community college mission discussions for both observers and practitioners to conflate 

desires with realities. The present study seeks to impose a degree of logical clarity on a 

sometimes confused theoretical terrain by superimposing the four latitudes of mission 

analysis across longitudes of community college history.     

 
Historical Context of the Mission Debate 

A century after the founding of the first public junior college, observers comment 

that the community college mission “is still unclear” (Koos, 1925; Eells, 1931a; Gleazer, 

1980; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; McCartan, 1983; McCabe & Skidmore, 1983; 

Vaughan, 1983, 1991a, 2003; Frye, 1993; Lorenzo, 1994; Gleazer, 1994b; Bogart, 1994; 

Cohen & Brawer, 1996; J. Levin, 2000; Nora, 2000). Growth in concern about the 

mission and identity of community colleges parallels movement growth and expansion 

(Koos, 1925; Ells, 1931a; Bogue, 1950a; Clark, 1960; Medsker, 1960; Gleazer, 1968; 
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Zigerell, 1970; Young, 1977; Cohen & Brawer, 1972; Cohen, 1979; Tillery & Deegan, 

1985; Roueche & Baker, 1987; Clowes & Levin, 1989; Bogart, 1994; Frye, 1992, 1994; 

Dougherty, 1994; Rhoads & Valadez, 1996; Grubb, 1999; J. Levin, 2001a). “Reforming,” 

“renewing,” “revitalizing,” “reassessing,” and “revisiting” the mission are frequent 

organizational rituals of public community colleges (Zigerell, 1970; Young, 1977; 

Cohen, 1979; Gleazer, 1980; Cross, 1985; Tillery & Deegan, 1985; Parnell, 1985, 1986; 

Frye, 1994; O’Banion, 1997; J. Levin, 2000; Nora, 2000). Burton Clark views ambiguity 

and uncertainty about the junior-community college mission as the inevitable result of 

open-access and weak institutional connection to the organizational field of higher 

education: “[T]he building of a communicable and socially acceptable identity is the 

problem resulting from the character of the unselective junior college” (1960, p. 171, 

emphasis in original). This is a more germane but generally overlooked theoretical 

insight into the community college mission problem than Clark’s more prominent 

analysis of the latent “cooling-out function” of quietly turning resocializing hopeful 

transfer students into terminal students.  

Policy makers, communities, presidents, boards, faculty, students, scholars, 

businesses, and pundits assail the colleges to embrace or reject a shifting array of 

initiatives and practices (McLane, 1910; Lange, 1918; Koos, 1924; Eells, 1931a; 

Ricciardi, 1938; Bethel, 1946; Harlacher, 1969; Gollatschck, Harlacher, Roberts, & 

Wygal, 1976; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; Gleazer, 1980; Cross, 1985; Tillery & Deegan, 

1985; Parnell, 1986; Lombardi, 1987; Roueche, Taber, & Roueche, 1995; Rhoads & 

Valadez, 1996; O’Banion, 1997). Adapting to these pressures and rapidly changing 
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economic and political contexts, the colleges revisit their missions and purposes in 

response to environmental pressures and their own uncertainty about their educational 

roles and social expectations. At times they ignore their publicly espoused missions in 

response to perceived community needs, external policy signals or social and economic 

change. Their search for new markets and customers, programs and students is 

continuous and unrelenting (Cohen & Associates, 1975; J. Levin, 2001a).  

In the restless pursuit of new opportunities, the colleges tend to reject the history 

and traditions of higher education:  “Unlike four-year colleges and universities, 

community colleges are nontraditional or untraditional: they do not even adhere to their 

own traditions. They make and remake themselves” (J. Levin, 1998a, p. 2; Cohen & 

Brawer, 1996). This organizational behavior is reflected in perennial calls for change by 

national and local leaders who simultaneously agonize about the need for coherence and 

focus in the mission and practices of the colleges (Breneman & Nelson, 1981; Tillery & 

Deegan, 1985; Cohen & Brawer, 1996).  

Some scholars perceive the often frenetic activity and weak traditions of the 

colleges as symptoms of an inadequately realized “institutionalization project” (Clark, 

1960; DiMaggio, 1988; M. Meyer, 1988). Other observers have explained mission drift, 

mission creep, or mission angst in a variety of ways, including:  a) the progressive, 

inevitable consequence of pioneering on the frontiers of community economic 

development and social responsibility (Vaughan, 1991a); b) self-aggrandizing behavior 

of relatively autonomous professional elites (Dougherty, 1994); c) a positive consequence 

of entrepreneurial enterprise and technological innovation (O’Banion, 1997); d) attempts 
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by either practitioners or policy elites to mask the realities of the tracking, sorting, and 

distribution functions of community colleges that result in the diversion of the majority of 

community college students from baccalaureate aspirations (Brint & Karabel, 1989);  and 

e) inherent in community college cultural dynamics and adaptive behaviors that maintain 

and reproduce its identity (J. Levin, 1998a). 

 
Theorizing the Community College Mission 

From the perspective of conventional higher education professional models, 

community college scholarship and theory appear to be as fragmented and uncertain as 

the mission (Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Frye 1994; Cohen & Brawer, 1996; J. Levin, 

1997b; Bailey & Averianova, 1998). One difficulty is that from the inception of the 

junior-community college there has been little consensus among community college 

“practitioners,” “advocates,” and “external specialists” about the relative significance of 

the activities or outcomes of the colleges (Eells, 1941a; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; 

McGrath & Spear, 1991; Dougherty, 1994; Frye, 1994; Pincus, 1994; Cohen & Brawer, 

2003). Another problem is that community college advocates and critics often speak past 

each other because they employ incommensurate units of analysis and embrace 

conflicting or unexamined assumptions rooted in the substance of their own professional 

practice. The existence of competing educational paradigms and boundary issues 

attendant on the duplicative nature of community colleges that replicate some four-year 

college functions contribute to conflicting perspectives on the status and outcomes of the 

colleges (Frye, 1994).  
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Even the question of community college qua higher education is contested. As 

demonstrated in Chapter 2, this has been a long-standing debate since at least the 1930s. 

Some scholars question community college status as part of the formal higher education 

system (Koos, 1924; Clark, 1960; Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Astin, 1985; Brint & 

Karabel, 1989; Clowes & Levin, 1989; Thelin, 2004). Historically, there has been a 

theoretical challenge to positioning the junior-community college in relation to either 

secondary or higher education. Whether one views the community college as an 

extension of the high school, a postsecondary educational and training formation 

disconnected from the rest of higher education, or as a legitimate subsystem of higher 

education depends on the theoretical assumptions of the observer and whether or not the 

emphasis is on curriculum, student diversity, governance, staff qualifications, sources of 

funding, social purposes and other factors. Modes of analysis and conclusions are further 

conditioned by whether the observer is examining a single college, a state system, or the 

national movement as a whole.  

While some scholars see diversity and confusion within and among the colleges, 

others argue that the community college “covert mission” is, in fact, quite coherent and 

effective at “cooling out,” “tracking,” and “managing the ambitions” of unwitting 

students (Clark, 1960; Pincus, 1974; Karabel, 1977; Zwerling, 1976; Brint & Karabel, 

1989; Monk-Turner, 1998). These academic critics place the burdens of democracy and 

equality on the community college, faulting it for reproducing the “domination and class 

exploitation” of corporate capitalism (Karabel, 1972, 1977; Pincus, 1974; Zwerling, 

1976; Bowles & Gitnis, 1976).  
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A barrier to evaluating competing perspectives is that the organizational structure 

and behavior of the colleges have been under theorized in the literature of higher 

education. There is also a relative paucity of accessible historical data and analysis of the 

national movement in general and local colleges in particular (Frye, 1992; J. Levin, 

2001a). Another difficulty is that community colleges seek to be more than educational 

institutions in their communities (Cohen, 1969b; Gleazer, 1994a; J. Levin, 2001a).  

Historically, community colleges have exhibited characteristics more closely 

associated with certain kinds of social movements rather than well-defined institutions. 

These characteristics are shaped or reinforced on the local level by widely varying 

communities. It is difficult to generalize about hundreds of public colleges because of the 

condition of relatively loose coupling to national organizational fields reinforced by 

widely varying state, regional, and local contexts. This situation results in conflicting 

loyalties and commitments leading to relatively diffuse institutional identities. Another 

complication is that contemporary colleges are challenged to adapt core educational 

processes to the needs of growing numbers of increasingly diverse part-time learners 

many of whose families possess low socio-economic standing.  

Urban colleges in particular must cope with exploding ethnic and class diversity 

among students compared to more heterogeneous student populations at residential 

universities. For example, in a state such as California where many of the colleges are 

now “majority-minority institutions,” approximately 22% of incoming students are either 

immigrants or children of immigrants (Woodlief et al.). Weaker faculty disciplinary 

norms compared to university faculty are apparent among community college faculty of 
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whom 67% are adjuncts nationally (Cohen & Brawer, 1996). This condition is reinforced 

by the legacy of origins in secondary education and the pull of trade unions that are often 

dominated by the interests of K-12 teachers. The ambiguous professional status of faculty 

and administrators tend to push the colleges even further to the edge of the organizational 

field of higher education (Clark, 1993; Cohen & Brawer, 2003). 

A limitation of some community college studies is that they substitute structural 

analysis and deductive logic for primary historical or empirical evidence. Levin 

comments: “Overall, scholarly knowledge of community colleges is built upon data not 

generated from the field, with few exceptions” (J. Levin 2001a, p. 20). Relying on 

sometimes selective empirical data, unexamined elitist assumptions, and narrowly 

defined research procedures, some university-based scholars reify the community college 

as an abstract institution that ought to conform to “theory” generated within the 

organizational field of selective universities (Cohen, 2005; Frye, 1994).  

An alternative approach, reflected in this study, is to theorize the community 

college as a historically contingent, evolving social and educational process influenced by 

the unique constellation of interests and needs in the surrounding community and beyond. 

Thus, one observes paradoxically that community colleges share many similarities but 

can also be strikingly different, even within multi-college districts (Breneman & Nelson, 

1981). Just compare Paradise Valley College to South Mountain College in the Maricopa 

System (Arizona) or Compton College in Los Angeles to Santa Monica College, which 

are separated by not only an hour’s drive, but a world of ethnic and economic difference 
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as well. Mission variability shaped by community influence complicates generalization 

about the colleges.  

This variability among college communities and across systems may be the real 

source of “mission confusion.” A theme of this study is that community colleges should 

not be evaluated exclusively in terms of national generic mission statements of 

organizations such as the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) and the 

League for Innovation. National mission statements, national discourses, and national 

academic studies often overlook community contexts and locally contingent historical 

influences that shape the enacted missions of individual colleges. Discontinuities between 

national discourses and local practice are obscured in the practitioner literature and even 

more so in over-aggregated Carnegie classifications. National mission discussions often 

ignore complexity and variation inherent in institutions that pride themselves on local 

community service. Assimilating the enacted mission and outcomes of a small rural and 

historically Mormon led college in Safford, Arizona to that of La Guardia Community 

College in Queens with its 50,000 students from over 160 countries speaking more than 

110 native languages requires more historical understanding and theoretical subtlety than 

may be evident in conventional research methodology on the colleges (Mellow & Heelan, 

2008) 

The condition of diversity and difference combined with relative “institutional 

amorphism” (Cohen & Brawer, 1972, p. 3) and sometimes disorganized academic 

practices (Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Cohen, 1969b; Zwerling, 1976; Richardson, Fisk & 

Okun, 1983; Kempner, 1991; McGrath & Spear, 1991; Clark, 1993; Cohen & Brawer, 
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1994, Grubb, 1999; Path & Hammons, 1999; J. Levin, 2001a; Cohen, 2005) challenge 

both practitioners and scholars who struggle to clarify the mission. Frequent change and 

adaptation, restless pursuit of new clients and programs, open-access, and commitment to 

experimentation mark the colleges as “truly American” for some observers (Cohen & 

Brawer, 1996, p. 37). However, unbridled pragmatism, opportunism, atheoretical 

attitudes, and institutional denial regarding anemic standards, fragmented core 

educational processes, and contested institutional outcomes may be the most palpable 

markers of “true Americanism.”   

Rejecting the tradition and norms of university scholarship, much of the 

community college practitioner’s literature eschews both history and theory. It tends to 

focus on technical issues associated with teaching, learning, student development and a 

seemingly endless, sometimes stillborn, cavalcade of “innovations” (Cohen, 1969a; 

McGrath & Spear, 1991; Kempner, 1991; Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Grubb, 1999). As will 

be demonstrated in the empirical contribution of the present study, the national leadership 

literature as exemplified by the Junior-Community College Journal is more image 

management than about students and teaching.  

The boosterism of prominent national spokespersons of the movement obscures 

ideological fissures and philosophical disagreements concerning mission and outcomes 

(Blocker et al.; Goodwin, 1971; Clowes, 1991; Frye, 1991, 1994; Dougherty, 1994; 

Grubb, 1999; Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Vaughan writes that “much of the literature 

remains ‘promotional’ rather than analytical” (1983, p. xiv). Breneman and Nelson view 

the practitioner’s literature charitably as “somewhat stronger on advocacy than on 
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analysis” (1981, p. 5). Image management and status anxiety permeate both national 

publications and the “fugitive literature” of practitioners (Cohen, Palmer, & Zwemer, 

1986; Frye, 1994). Some scholars charge the colleges with organizational blindness, or 

even intellectual cowardice, in face of mediocre institutional and student outcomes 

(Grubb, 1999; Path & Hammons, 1999).  

Rarely does the practitioner’s culture make or accept criticisms of its activities 

and commitments (Cohen, 1977; Richardson & Leslie, 1980; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; 

Clowes, 1991; Frye, 1991; Kempner, 1991; Grubb, 1999). The culture of the community 

college on both the national and local levels has long reacted defensively to any form of 

criticism, especially from universities (Frye, 1991; Clowes, 1991). This is reflected in 

Ken Kempner’s statement:  “Lacking a sound theoretical base, proponents of community 

colleges primarily defend their position with emotional and ideological arguments rather 

than theoretical ones” (Kempner, 1991, p. 1). In the absence of a well-developed 

historical perspective or an educational philosophy that moves beyond the rhetoric of 

open access, multiple functions, and bland, often unsubstantiated assertions of student-

centeredness, there is little tradition of reflexive examination of core educational 

processes and outcomes (Reynolds, 1957; Cohen & Associates, 1971; Grubb, 1999; Path 

& Hammons, 1999). Of course, similar indictments could be made of other sectors of 

higher education (Cohen, 1969b; Cohen & Associates, 1971; Frye, 1994; Grubb, 1999).  

Further complicating matters, local colleges adopt new functions regularly, 

shifting focus and intent periodically often without coherent justification (Cohen, 

Lombardi & Brawer, 1975). Open-access and comprehensiveness may be the twin pillars 
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of the community college philosophy. But the underlying mission of the national 

leadership and the concrete, enacted missions of individual colleges are more opaque and 

socially determined than is assumed in the promotional literature of the colleges. 

Relatively weak professional norms and traditions reinforce an uncertain identity that is 

challenged by pressures of conflicting demands to provide for both social change and 

social control–to address simultaneously competing imperatives of egalitarianism and 

meritocracy (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Frye, 1992; Labaree, 1997; Grubb, 1999). 

 
Historiographical Background of the Study 

In addition to generating a complex, historically informed theory of the 

community college mission, this study extends and modifies the work of the community 

college historians, John H. Frye (1991, 1992) and Gregory Goodwin (1971, 1973). These 

community college professionals have written pioneering historical studies of community 

college ideology and educational practice that have been little noticed by practitioners. 

Certainly, there is a relative lack of interest in history that permeates higher education 

studies in particular and American society in general (Hofstadter & Smith, 1961; 

Hofstadter, 1966). Since community colleges are of little interest to most scholars, 

historical studies of the community college are rare (Frye, 1992; Labaree, 1997).  

There are no comprehensive intellectual or social histories of the community 

college. Frye points out that: 

[It] is very rare for any writer on the junior college to show a serious historical 
interest in the origins of the movement. Typically a few generalizations are made 
as to formative figures, usually prominent personalities in higher education, who 
played a role in initiating the movement. This outline information is passed from 
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author to author in those few introductory or survey studies of the junior college. 
(Frye, 1992, p. 5) 

 
He explains that most of the literature is “descriptive and promotional,” and when it 

“touches on theory or general models...it tends to vagueness and imprecision” (1992, p. 

6).  

 The only attempted synthesis of a century of community college history is 

published by the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC): America’s 

Community Colleges: The First Century (Witt, Wattenbarger, Gollattscheck, & Suppiger, 

1994). The authors celebrate rather than critically analyze the movement. The book is 

ebullient about community college growth without addressing the quality of its outcomes. 

One would never guess there is a critical literature of the colleges. The authors pride the 

community college for having come to the attention of policymakers such as Nixon, 

Reagan, and Bush. The book does provide a useful topical chronology of the community 

college movement, including the most extended discussion in the literature on the World 

War II junior college. Marred by over adherence to the great men school of history, it 

resorts too frequently to the hortatory tradition passed from one generation of national 

leaders to the next. The book’s self-conscious promotional bias deflects the most 

pedestrian criticisms of the colleges. It is noteworthy that these long-time defenders of 

the community college do not cite seminal, critical works such as Clark’s study of the 

open door college (1960), Breneman and Nelson’s classic examination of college finance 

and the mission (1981) that sparked a defensive American Association of Junior Colleges 

(AAJC) commission study, Richardson, Okun, and Fisk’s case-study of deficient 

academic practices in an open-access college (1983), or McGrath and Spear’s (1991) 
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critical examination of the practitioner’s culture and the “remedialization” of the 

community college. Unable to ignore completely Brint and Karabel’s (1989) landmark of 

critical scholarship, they acknowledge this award winning work by citing it twice to make 

a minor statistical point and a pedestrian comment on elitism.  

 The authors obscure the racism that survived late in AAJC history. For instance 

the book provides a “1959 Report Card” of selected state systems including the 

Mississippi and Florida systems without ever mentioning race or segregation. Later in the 

text, there is a cursory examination of desegregation at Miami Dade but no mention of 

how the AAJC might have helped to advance or impede the cause of integration. In this 

regard there is the notable omission of any reference to Art Cohen’s dissertation research 

(1964) on these events, which was summarized in the Journal (1965). They claim 

admiration for a few African Americans who fought their way into the national 

leadership in the 1970s without confronting why racial conflict occurred within an 

association that formally espoused the goals of equity and racial justice.  

The authors of America’s Community Colleges perceive and prescribe unity, even 

a messianic sense of purpose, where other scholars detect disagreement, divergence, and 

disorder in the mission. The authors do make a significant point that has been 

inadequately theorized by community college scholars: community colleges constitute 

the “only sector of higher education to be called a movement” (Witt et al., 1994, p. xviii). 

The social movement perspective is implied strongly in the “forward” by Edmund J. 

Gleazer, Jr., President Emeritus of AACC. Gleazer illuminates the mission debate in 

twelve spare pages. He emphasizes the “continuing search for identity” and asserts:  
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“Now the crucial questions are not of college structures but of functions–what functions 

are appropriate and worthy of support” (1994b, p. viii). He distills the community college 

core mission down to two deceptively simple issues—extending educational opportunity 

and valuing diversity. Gleazer expresses ambivalence about the community college qua 

institution. Will commitment to opportunity and diversity subside as “institutional forms 

and practices have congealed”?   

The reigning philosopher and former leader of the AAJC has long-been reticent to 

describe the community college as an institutionalized sector within an organizational 

field dominated by universities (Gleazer, 1958). He suggests “facetiously” that “to assure 

vitality [the colleges] should level their buildings and start all over again” (p. v). For the 

philosopher of the “community service function,” the hardening of institutional 

categories, routinization of charisma, and triumph of bureaucratic imperatives weaken 

commitment to the social role of the colleges.  

As suggested by Gleazer’s example, there is tradition of college leaders resisting 

subordination to the stratified prestige system dominated by selective universities (see 

Eells, 1931a; Bogue, 1950a, 1957; Gleazer, 1958). To understand why some community 

colleges leaders relish life on the borderlands between community and higher education, 

scholars should consider their historical origins and development as an educational social 

movement.  

A small number of historical studies address various aspects of the mission. There 

is no sustained analysis based on primary documents of the mission debate from 1940 to 

the present. Brick (1964) provides a shrewd but relatively uncritical history of the history 
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of the AAJC to 1960. Scattered throughout seventy-years of the Junior-Community 

College Journal are occasional historical vignettes by observers such a Robert Pedersen 

and George Vaughan. Pedersen’s analysis of small business and the early junior college 

(1988) connects one aspect of the mission to the economy in the early movement. 

Vaughan (1984a) makes an important contribution to the history of the mission by 

documenting interviews with “six leaders in the community movement” who analyze the 

central public policy events and decisions that played a critical role in “forging the 

community college mission.” Utilizing secondary sources Tillery and Deegan (1985) 

develop a brief, schematic history of the community college mission from the founding of 

the first public junior college in 1901 through the “fourth generation” comprehensive 

community college that reached “maturity” by the 1980s. They predict a “fifth 

generation” transformation of the colleges, implying a significant reframing of the 

mission in the 1990s and beyond. They list critical issues facing the colleges in this next 

generation. They note in particular the strengthening current of the economic 

development model, the rising tide of lifelong learners, and a potential tsunami of 

technological innovations and challenges. They make the important point that the shape 

of the mission is largely a reflection of fundamental social changes occurring in 

American society–community college leaders respond and adapt to social and political 

pressures rather than controlling them. The chapter provides a useful taxonomy linking 

organizational structure, curriculum, and environmental relations across the “four 

generations.”  
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In a pioneering article on the historical origins of junior colleges, Ratcliff (1987) 

makes a compelling argument that the “first” public junior colleges emerged as a result of 

broad social and economic forces spawned by the second industrial revolution and its 

aftermath. Interest group politics grounded in economic calculus at the community level 

drove early junior college development rather than visionary leaders. In a later article, 

Ratcliff (1994) identifies “seven streams” in the historical evolution of the 

comprehensive community college, without recognizing that the mission may be taking a 

different turn under the impact of postindustrialism and globalization (c.f. J. Levin, 

2000). In the same volume, Eaton (1994) presents an interesting, if attenuated, historical 

discussion of the transfer function as a prologue to a forceful polemic in defense of 

transfer as the “dominant aspect of the mission.”  

Dougherty (1994) employs historical analysis in conjunction with case-study 

materials to develop a “state-relativist” interpretation of leadership ideology and interests. 

He argues that a community of interest among educational policy makers has been the 

driving force in shaping and even deforming the movement. Based on his reading of 

student transfer data, he makes policy arguments for eliminating the community college 

as an independent higher education sector. Since it is unlikely that the larger state 

community college systems will ever be transformed into official appendages of the 

universities, Dougherty might have made a greater impression on the practitioner’s 

culture by suggesting strategies for improving community college outcomes rather than 

merely dismissing them.  
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Labaree (1997) utilizes secondary sources tied to a university-based educational 

paradigm to analyze the social significance of the colleges. He develops a challenging 

Weberian sociological analysis that places community colleges in the context of the 

social and educational rationalization process and credentials expansion over the past 

century. He analyzes the “failures” of the community college as both an institution of 

democracy and social efficiency due to its subaltern status position in the stratified higher 

education prestige system, on the one hand, and the consumer market for education and 

credentials, on the other. Labaree’s analysis is informed by the “social reproduction and 

neo-Marxist schools” of community college criticism (Karabel, 1972; Zwerling, 1976; 

Bowles & Gintis, 1976). His argument is weakened by not being rewritten for publication 

in the light of subsequent, alternative conceptions of college mission and outcomes that 

have been published since 1989 (e.g., Cohen, 1990; Frye, 1992, 1994; Adleman, 1994). 

Nevertheless, he raises an important challenge to the community college mission:  How 

does an open-access institution remain a legitimate component of the collegiate sector 

while addressing the conflicting demands of meritocractic and egalitarian ideologies and 

the special challenges of community-based programming? 

No serious historical study of the junior-community college mission may ignore 

the work of Brint and Karabel (1989). As a prelude to a case study of “vocationalization” 

in the Massachusetts community college system, they offer a critical, historically 

informed “institutional-conflict analysis” of the origins, development and “hidden 

significance” of the vocational mission (Brint & Karabel, 1991). Echoing Marxist and 

functionalist critics of the community college, they emphasize the decline of the transfer 

 



44 

education mission and argue that community college leaders have practiced “anticipatory 

subordination” to the logic of corporate capitalism and the meritocractic ideology of the 

universities (Brint & Karabel, 1989, pp.17, 216). For Brint and Karabel, community 

colleges sort and track students along class lines primarily, diverting the majority of 

students from liberal transfer education into less prestigious vocational programs. They 

argue that national and local leaders of the colleges have constructed a system of tertiary 

postsecondary education that privileges occupational education over transfer education. 

Community colleges insulate universities from the demands of the majority of lower class 

and under prepared students. By diverting these students from collegiate to vocational 

education, community colleges acquire a secure market niche and modicum of influence 

within the organizational field of higher education. These activities further the 

professional aspirations and interests of community college leaders. They achieve greater 

professional status by buffering selective universities from access demands of under-

prepared students; community colleges assist in mystifying the American class system 

and social division of labor. Brint and Karabel provide invaluable, though slanted and 

selective, historical data and analysis.  

A recent dissertation by a prominent community college practitioner, Robert 

Pedersen (2000) is of particular note. First, it is one of only a small number of studies that 

attempts a comprehensive analysis of the early public junior college using primary 

documents. Second, it is one of the rare studies that make a concerted effort to 

reconstruct the history of the junior college from the documentary evidence of local 

colleges. This is a particular challenge since few colleges devote much energy to 
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maintaining systematic archives of their history. Pedersen is to be commended for his 

resourcefulness and perseverance in tracking down local documents to support his 

arguments about the social origins of the colleges. Third, Pedersen is the first junior 

college historian to develop an analytical taxonomy of junior college types based on 

municipal structure: “Great City,” “Small City,” and “Small Town.”  

Pedersen’s analysis demonstrates the dangers of over generalizing the origins of 

local junior colleges from national-level studies and data. The “municipal-small town” 

junior college has been taken as a sort of archetype for the entire movement. Perhaps this 

is because so many of the early prominent leaders of the national movement came from 

this milieu. Pedersen argues that the peculiar historical dynamics of the municipal college 

are not reflective of the experience of Great City and Small Town Colleges. Finally, 

Pedersen’s study is revisionist history and a rebuke to junior college hagiography of great 

university presidents and scholars initiating and nurturing the movement in its early 

years. He argues that the first junior colleges were founded as elitist, anti-democratic 

institutions driven by parochial interests, not ideology or great men. This study can be 

read as a theoretical and historical riposte to Frye and Goodwin who covered much the 

same period as Pedersen but with different units of analysis. It is also a potential 

corrective to the present study, which takes more of a national and state level perspective 

on the mission.  

John Frye (1992) examines the “vision of the public junior college” from 1900 to 

1940. Making supple use of movement documents including the Journal, he identifies a 

species of “paramnesia” in the rhetoric of national college leaders. He exposes the irony 
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of a national leadership that, while legitimizing and popularizing the junior college ideal 

among policy makers and university elites, was widely ignored in educational aspirations 

and practice by both local community college practitioners and students (1991, 1992). 

Frye documents the early history of an educational social movement that was eager for 

legitimacy and a secure place in the ecology of higher education without automatic 

consignment to the shallow end of the academic gene pool. Early community college 

leaders developed a strategy to acquire social legitimacy and stability through the 

acquisition of new markets outside the traditional purview of higher education. They 

sought to popularize the concepts of terminal education and paraprofessional training in 

the junior college. Frye describes an historical contradiction between the prescriptive 

vision of national leaders and the enacted mission of individual colleges in their 

community settings. One concludes from Frye’s work that Brint and Karabel 

underestimate the efficacy of the student or consumer choice model for driving mission 

behavior. If national leaders desired terminal or paraprofessional curricula but the 

majority of students chose collegiate/transfer education and local colleges supplied these 

services, then who defines the mission of the local colleges, leaders and managers or 

students and community?   

There is convergence between Frye’s interpretation of community colleges as an 

organizational embodiment of certain middle-class aspirations and anxieties and 

Rubinson’s (1986) interpretation of the common school and comprehensive high school 

movements as limited victories of the working and middle-classes to establish a relatively 

undifferentiated and unstratified public educational system over the objections of 
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corporate and conservative interests. As a rejoinder to Michael Katz (1968), Bowles and 

Gintis (1976), and other “social reproductionists,” Rubinson makes a case that the 

success of public schooling including junior colleges is a consequence of the ability of 

middle and working-class social interests to influence state policy in the direction of 

greater democracy and opportunity (Rubinson, 1988; Cohen, 1990; Frye, 1994). 

Movements for expanding educational opportunity were successful during the first and 

second industrial revolutions partly because of the strength of the American democratic 

ethos and because the social dislocations caused by industrial capitalism required a 

reaffirmation of the “American myth of success” and limited provision for inter-

generational mobility as an escape valve for class tensions (Weiss, 1969). Such 

movements were also abetted by the urban demographic explosion, as millions were 

displaced from Europe and rural America by social and economic modernization.  

Frye further contributes to the conceptual framework of the present study with his 

analysis of “Educational Paradigms in the Professional Literature of the Community 

College”:   

Two conditions affect the presentation of the literature on the two-year college. 
First, the uncertain place of the two-year college in the system of higher education 
colors many of the issues expressed. Second, the changing paradigm of higher 
education in the United States influences the debate on issues relating to the 
community college. (1994, p. 181) 

 
Frye analyzes higher education as a social system and the community college as an 

educational subsystem possessing a unique history, traditions, culture, and peculiar 

organizational dynamics that are not easily assimilated by university models. University 

specialists, national advocates, and community college practitioners have differing, 
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sometimes conflicting, ideologies, mental models, values, goals, and motivations:  

“[W]riters on the two-year college reflect the traditional [university professional] 

paradigm, both by what they defend and what they attack, by what they propose and what 

they ignore” (Frye, 1994, p. 219). The university-based professional model establishes 

standards and expectations for the community college that are inappropriate given the 

role that society has defined for it in serving a complex, demanding, and sometimes 

needy clientele. Frye argues that if the same standards of  “quality,” “outcomes,” and 

“effectiveness” are applied to many other institutions of higher education, especially third 

tier state colleges, then community college outcomes are quite defensible in comparison 

to rest of the relatively unselective mass system. Grubb (1999) makes a similar point 

regarding much of what passes for lower division education across much of the American 

higher education system (Grubb, 1999).  

College outcomes have never been as positive as asserted by junior-community 

college boosters and advocates or as wanting as claimed by critics (Adelman, 2005; 

Mellow & Heelan, 2008). Conflicting educational paradigms and status differentials 

contribute to uncertainties and confusions surrounding the mission and identity of the 

colleges. Cultural and social differences between community college students in urban 

Buffalo, for instance, compared to those attending Syracuse University should be 

considered in assessing institutional outcomes. Social stress and economic change tend to 

magnify theoretical and social contradictions across higher education. At issue is the 

shallow understanding of the community college mission, the relative dearth of historical 

analysis, insufficient or conflicting data on student outcomes, and often inconsistent 
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standards and criteria that are applied to the colleges by sympathetic observers and critics 

alike. 

Gregory Goodwin’s dissertation (1971) on the formation and development of 

community college ideology is a seminal, critical intellectual history of the junior college 

movement to the 1960s that remains unmatched in either its clarity or philosophical and 

political insight. Even though this study was never published outside of ERIC (Goodwin, 

1973), its influence is apparent on the interpretations of writers as diverse as Cohen and 

Brint and Karabel. Writing under the direction of Terry O’Banion, Goodwin employs the 

construct of ideology to analyze the aspirations, commitments, and programs of the 

national spokespersons of the community-junior college movement from the early 

twentieth century through the 1960s. Goodwin offers a penetrating analysis of the 

development and evolution of community college ideology validated by immense 

research in the primary documents of the national movement. He is among the first 

scholars along with Brick (1964) and Aldridge (1967) to employ documentary materials 

from the AAJC in the historical reconstruction of the national leaders’ worldviews and 

mobilization strategies. Focusing on the nineteen most widely published and quoted 

advocates of the community-junior college, Goodwin describes a social an educational 

reform movement that was for many years “more of an idea than institution” (Goodwin, 

1971, p. 189). Early movement leaders were circumspect about their reformist impulses, 

stressing social efficiency, accommodation with capitalism, and cooperation among 

classes. For the junior college founders, the road to democracy and individual 

achievement was through the classroom. Despite moments of sharp disagreement and 
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occasional criticisms of American institutions, leaders and scholars focused on 

developing a strong social justification for the colleges rooted in relatively traditional 

conceptions of individual achievement and social control through education (Frye, 1992; 

Goodwin, 1973). By the 1960s, the once dynamic, almost messianic ideology of 

community college leadership appeared in decline in the face of managerial consolidation 

around narrowly institutional and bureaucratic concerns (Goodwin, 1973).  

 
Historical Data 

The present study utilizes the Community College Journal (1992-2000) and its 

predecessors the Junior College Journal (1930-1972), the Community and Junior College 

Journal (1973-1985), and the Community, Technical, and Community College Journal 

(1985-1992) as primary historical documents. Variations in nomenclature are significant. 

The Journal of Higher Education maintained its title, if not its theoretical stance, for 

more than eighty years. For community colleges, shifting institutional purposes and 

mission drift are reflected in episodic changes in the name of the national organization 

and its journal, which began as American Association of Junior Colleges (AAJC) and is 

presently the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC).  

The early AAJC was dominated ideologically by university scholars such as 

Leonard Koos, George Zook, and Walter Eells who became chief executive officer in the 

1930s. Koos was Journal editor in the late1940s. However, prominent junior college 

presidents played influential roles on the Board and also advised the chief executive. The 

AAJC Board president was usually a Junior College President. In the postwar era, the 

Journal and politics of the AAJC/AACC was dominated by prominent local presidents 
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such as Bogue, Gleazer, and Parnell who rose from their colleges to leadership of the 

organization.  

The Journal was published primarily for junior college administrators and 

scholars interested in the movement. There were occasional efforts to persuade more 

junior college teachers to read and contribute to the Journal, which has always featured 

articles and reports by practitioners on curricular and pedagogical innovations. However, 

contemporary classroom practitioner interest in the Journal is not extensive. The current 

writer cannot recall any classroom faculty referring to the Journal in his three decades of 

teaching and leadership at three different colleges.  

In recent years the AACC and has become even more of a political advocacy, 

lobbying, and administrative networking organization. A careful reading demonstrates 

that each incarnation of the Association and Journal represents a stratum in the accretion 

of the national mission debate. The strata develop as a result of shifts in social and 

ideological fault lines that determine the general contours of the community college 

terrain. The Association has always been sensitive to shifts in the national political 

economy. Responsiveness to potential realignments of labor markets, capital 

accumulation, resource allocation, and political power reflects the imperatives of resource 

mobilization and perennial challenge of resource dependency. There are also faults and 

fissures separating the generic national mission of the AACC and the enacted missions of 

individual colleges. The AACC is more of a distant mirror reflecting the general outlines 

of the movement. But at times, as with the racial conflicts in the 1960s, there is more 
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congruity with and sensitivity to local missions, when students and faculty pressure 

administrators and boards for reform.  

 There have been few systematic analyses of the Journal. One of the first studies is 

an unpublished “Doctor of Education Project” by Anderson (1954) commissioned by the 

AAJC. This was an attempt to discover who was reading a publication that some 

regarded as unattractive and not particularly relevant to the needs and interests of local 

practitioners. Anderson advised the AAJC on how to enliven the format–Life Magazine it 

was not–in order to attract new readers, especially the burgeoning community college 

faculty. More readers might increase the reach and influence of national leaders who 

desired greater unity within a rather fragmented national movement. A dissertation by 

Rutledge (1951) on the history of the AAJC (1920-1950), utilizes Journal copy but 

demonstrates superficial understanding of the debates that erupted periodically in its 

pages.  

Through the 1980s, the Journal offered occasional discussions of the role and 

impact of the publication. Such discussions ignored theoretical concerns for the most 

part, focusing on the Journal as a public relations vehicle. A notable exception is an 

article by Clowes and Towles: “Lessons from Fifty Years: Analysis of the Association’s 

Journal Provides Insight into Shifting Leadership Interests” (1985). Having already 

annotated fifty-five years of the Journal, the present writer examined this article with 

intense interest. Clowes and Towles, applying content analysis as advised by Krippendorf 

(1980), code every article and lead editorial in the Journal to 1980. They tie the codes to 

measurements and totals of column inches of text as proxies for leadership interests. They 
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organize their data into a strong theoretical framework through binary analysis based on 

Cameron’s (1984) discussion of organizational adaptation and the mission theory of 

Cross (1985). Clowes and Towles’ (1985) longitudinal analysis of AAJC leadership 

concerns influenced both the analytical and research procedures of the present study (see 

Appendix A). 

There is an extensive contemporary literature on the community college mission 

for each period covered in the present study. This literature was read, categorized, coded, 

and assimilated in the process of the research phase of the study. It has been analyzed and 

synthesized as part of the historical and sociological context of the study itself. The 

precise organizational and analytical procedures of data acquisition, analysis, and 

communication are summarized and explained in the methodological appendix to this 

study. 

 
Conceptual Frameworks 

The present study employs historical methods and critical documentary analysis 

to analyze and reassess the community college mission problem. The current writer’s 

formal academic training was in European Intellectual History with emphasis on social 

theory. The study combines intellectual and social history to illuminate the mission 

debate. It is a venture in organizational and historical sociology as well. After more than 

six years of research on the mission debate and extensive reading in organizational 

theory, it has become apparent to the writer that the limitations of most previous 

scholarship, especially the practitioner’s literature, result from a combination of infirm 

historical understanding and superficial understanding of organization theory.  
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To theorize the historical evolution of the community college mission, the study 

connects consensus social movement theory (Lofland, 1989; McCarthy & Wolfson, 1992; 

Schwartz & Paul, 1992) with organization theory. Consensus movements are social 

mobilizations that enjoy broad public support and little organized opposition. Such 

movements tend to be nonpartisan, humanitarian, or educational. They are less 

characterized by “their publicly avowed ideologies” and more by “the social 

infrastructures and institutional resources that shaped their emergence” (Schwartz & 

Paul, 1992, p. 205). They reflect a tendency in modern societies toward 

“bureaucratization of social discontent” (McCarthy & Zald, 1977, p. 20). They are 

distinguished from “conflict movements” in that they do not “seek to alter existing labor 

or property relations” (Schwartz & Paul 1992, p. 165). They differ from “non-

movements” and “interests groups” in that they struggle to bring about “mass changes in 

perception or consciousness” (Lofland, 1989, p. 165).  

Consensus movements in the United States tend to align closely with middle-class 

norms and expectations: they are respectable and rarely question the fundamental 

structures of the prevailing economic and stratification systems. Their strength and 

persistence “depend not only on the extensity (sic) of support but also on the structure of 

group and community solidarity for their mobilized support” (McCarthy & Wolfson, 

1992, p. 278).   

McCarthy and Zald (1977, 1987) focus social movement theory on the concept of 

“resource mobilization.” They define a social movement as “a set of opinions and beliefs 

in a population representing preferences for changing some elements of the social 
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structure or reward distribution, or both, of a society.” Social movements are “preference 

structures directed toward social change” (McCarthy & Zald, 1977, p. 1213). The key to 

understanding the success or failure of a social movement is to measure its effectiveness 

at mobilizing and maintaining control over critical resources such as money, facilities, 

communications, and labor:  “Society provides the infrastructure that social movement 

industries and other industries utilize” (McCarthy & Zald, 1977, p. 1214). A legitimating 

strategy for social movements is to strengthen their influence by penetrating educational 

institutions and reshaping the curriculum (Slaughter, 1997). By becoming stakeholders 

and functionaries in the education system, movement members have opportunities to 

influence the curriculum and to leverage resources and allies to support their reform 

objectives. 

 There is an interesting contemporary convergence between social movement and 

organization theory (Davis, McAdam, Scott, & Zald, 2005). John L. Campbell in 

particular discusses the “Common Mechanisms in Organizations and Social Movements 

Research” (2005). He points out that the “resource mobilization” concept was imported 

into social movement theory from organization theory. The concept is allied with 

resource dependency theory (Davis et al., 2005). Campbell also explains how the social 

movement concept of “social movement bricolage” may be employed to fine tune 

understanding of isomorphism across organizational fields.  

 This construct helps to explain the extraordinary organizational diversity and 

organizational flexibility within the community college movement and sources of 

differentiation from other public education institutions. Differentiation emerges as 
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community college missions evolve through frequent iterations and modifications of 

organizational structures. Thus, incremental blending and reblending of organizational 

elements from business, community agencies, non-governmental organizations, welfare 

organizations, and other schools differentiates the community college from more 

traditional educational institutions.  

Consensus social movement theory is relevant to the present study of the 

community college. From Leonard Koos (1924) to Edmund Gleazer, Jr. (1994b), national 

and local leaders have often described the junior-community college as an 

educational/social movement. Initially conceived as an extension of the high school 

offering an inexpensive method of expanding general education and relieving universities 

of some of the burdens of educating and culling terminal freshmen and sophomores, the 

national junior college movement extended its aims and ambitions as a middle-class 

consensus movement. By broadening its formative social mission from providing limited 

educational mobility for the deserving few to extending democracy and social equality 

for the many, the junior college transformed itself ideologically into a community college 

movement advocating “higher education” and service for all citizens who might benefit.  

Jesse Parker Bogue, perhaps the single most influential AAJC leader, emphasized 

twice in his landmark defense of the community college ideal: “[T]he community college 

is not an institution. It is a movement” (1950a, pp. xx, 239). A careful reading of Bogue’s 

The Community College (1950a) yields two senses in which the word movement is 

employed. The first sense is that of an institution in formation but not quite congealed. 
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The second is that of a social and political reform movement possessing intertwined 

democratic and social evangelical impulses:  

On this ground, the community college takes a firm stand. It insists that in the 
interest of a better society further education must be more democratic, more 
popular among the masses of the people and more accessible to them [because 
education] should be a lifelong process. (pp. 18-19) 
 

“The first qualification is service primarily to the people of the community” (p. 21, 

emphasis in original). For Bogue a fundamental mission of the community college 

movement was to change public attitudes and consciousness of the social functions of 

education in a democratic polity. Only one scholarly study has even touched on the 

implications of this statement for explaining community college leadership and 

organizational behavior (Twombley & Amey, 1999). No scholar has analyzed 

systematically the social movement quality of the colleges from an historical perspective.  

If the national movement dreams like one, thinks like one, acts like one, then the 

social movement metaphor may have significant implications for explaining 

organizational structure, behavior, and the continuity of national community college 

ideology from the 1920s through the 1960s. There is of course a difference between 

relative consensus and absolute agreement. All social movements, even consensus 

movements, exhibit variations on themes and programs. There were significant variations 

among junior college regions in the 1930s. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, there were 

important divergences in mission development and ideology in the California movement 

compared to the upper Midwest or the Deep South. Junior-community ideology, mission, 

and programs tend to be fungible in the face economic and political change. Resource 

dependency promotes tactical flexibility in environmental transactions. 
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As part of a multi-frame, multi-level analysis, this study examines the mission 

problem through the lens of open-systems organizational analysis with particular 

emphasis on resource dependency theory. In applying Morgan’s “organismic metaphor” 

(1997) to the community college, this study asserts that varying levels of resource 

dependency and the continuing exigencies of resource mobilization account for 

differentiation between community colleges and four-year institutions and within the 

community college sector as well.  

Open-systems theorists argue that, no matter how formal or mechanistic the 

structure, an organization both influences and is influenced by its environment (Lawrence 

& Lorsch, 1966; W. Scott, 1987; Morgan, 1997). A key to understanding organizational 

behavior is to study transactions with the environment; such study leads to a perspective 

that organizations are collections of shifting interest groups that develop goals and 

activities through a process of competition, cooperation, and negotiation among 

themselves and with the environment. Organizational behavior and structure are 

contingent on a mosaic of shifting environmental influences. Organizational survival is 

the most mission critical goal. Thus, formal organizational missions and goals may 

appear ambiguous or shifting because they are a consequence of internal reframing of the 

organization as an adaptive response to environmental pressures and external negotiation 

of dependence relations vis-à-vis the organizational environment (Cameron, 1984). 

Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) contextualize contingency theory by exploring and 

applying the concept of resource dependency. Organizations are neither autonomous nor 

completely rational. They are “quasi-markets” that continually struggle for expanded, but 
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still limited, autonomy because their constraints and opportunities are driven by 

influences emanating from broader organizational fields: “The key to organizational 

survival is the ability to acquire and maintain resources” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, p. 2). 

Resource dependency theory asserts that much organizational behavior can be explained 

by viewing an organization as an open-system that is influenced heavily by the 

environment. Transactions within and between organizational fields in pursuit of 

marginal dollars and increments of institutional political influence structure 

organizational goals and behavior in a decisive fashion.  

Contrary to the classical rational model of managerial command and control 

associated with the metaphor of “machine bureaucracy” (Mintzberg, 1979; Morgan, 

1997), the manager is a “boundedly rational” (March & Simon, 1958; Simon, 1960) actor 

who must constantly negotiate conflicting imperatives of organizational stability and 

organizational adaptiveness and change. This is not to imply that managers or 

organizations are helpless or ineffectual in the face of organizational threats. While 

resource dependency theory analyzes the organization and its mission as the dependent 

variable (as does the current study), organizations have a degree of discretion in 

interpreting and responding to environmental pressures. They may comply or adapt. They 

may also attempt to manage an external threat or demand by renegotiating the exchange 

or by acquiring alternative sources of funds or political influence through new markets or 

new partners. From this perspective mission drift and mission creep may be viewed as 

appropriate responses to environmental threats and opportunities. 
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 An argument of the study is that the community college, as a distinct 

organizational field, is the most open-systems sector of public higher education when it 

comes to market pressures, funding, and external political influence. As late, relatively 

under-funded arrivers at the bottom of the higher education food chain, the colleges are 

especially sensitive to environmental pressures (Breneman & Nelson, 1981; Vaughan, 

1994; Bailey & Averianova, 1998; J. Levin, 2001a). Their local roles are tied to 

dependency on block grants from state and local governments and categorical funds from 

the federal government. The colleges are challenged to buffer their core technologies and 

educational processes from external forces. This makes resource scavenging an 

organizational imperative.  

 An organizational consequence of perennial resource dependency is the perceived 

need to expand alliances, clientele, enrollments, and marginal dollars in order to buffer 

and replicate core organizational processes and technologies. The vaunted community 

college responsiveness to competing expectations of communities, universities, and a 

wide variety of stakeholders, including business, is expressed in often tortured mission, 

goal, and policy statements at the state and local levels. Organizational survival in the 

complex, rapidly changing environment requires that enacted local missions are much 

more complicated and messy social and educational processes than presumed from 

reading AACC policy statements, state master plans, or local mission statements. The 

challenge of resource dependency forces the comprehensive mission to flow in the 

direction of marginal revenue streams with local budgets acting as the operational 

expressions of the concrete, enacted missions of the colleges.  
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Institutional theory provides additional insight into the organizational behavior of 

the colleges. As explained by DiMaggio and Powell (1983), an institutional perspective 

examines the organization as part of a broader, networked organizational field in which 

organizations tend to emulate one another. This tendency towards “institutional 

isomorphism” pays benefits through increased social legitimacy and relatively stable 

revenue streams, providing the possibility for a more predictable institutional 

environment. Institutional theory pays attention to the historical and cultural contexts of 

organizational development and activity. Organizational environments comprise cultural 

as well as technical and economic dimensions (W. Scott, 1983). Institutional and allied 

professional norms within organizational fields play a significant role in fostering and 

maintaining institutional identity, while contributing to both organizational legitimacy 

and survival. Ideology and organizational myths and narratives rationalize organizational 

activity and outcomes (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The complex interaction of professional 

standards and organizational myths contributes to both organizational boundary 

maintenance and boundary spanning under conditions of threat or instability. Stability 

within and between institutions and across organizational fields is facilitated by 

normative conceptions of a particular institution within both its native organizational 

field and society as a whole. Organizational culture and professional norms constitute 

important elements of the institutional environment of organizations. The adaptation of 

mission behavior and organizational structure to the imperatives of the institutional 

environment is conceptualized as a method of acquiring legitimacy and increasing 

organizational influence by incorporating and modeling “best practices” within the 
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organizational field: “[O]rganizations compete not just for resources and customers, but 

for political power and institutional legitimacy, for social as well as economic fitness” 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 150). It is assumed that institutional survival or failure can 

be explained and predicted, at least in part, as a logical outcome of both competition and 

cooperation within organizational fields (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983).  

“Incomplete institutionalization” of the community college as either higher 

education or community center is reflected in episodic mission angst. A panoply of 

organizational myths and rituals surround mission critique in community colleges. The 

rhetoric of innovation and the promotional ethos of local and national leaders are 

distinctive features of community college culture that are closely tied to mission anxieties 

(Johnson, 1964, 1969; Cohen, 1969b; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; Grubb, 1999). 

“Reforming,” “renewing,” “revitalizing,” “reassessing,” and “revisiting” the mission are 

ritualized endeavors that speak more to the realities of resource dependency, boundary 

spanning, and community contexts than to any subjective demand of students or local 

stakeholders to transform the nature and activities of the colleges. Indeed, students and 

constituents may entertain less uncertainty about the mission of their local college than 

boards and managers. Open access, program flexibility, and relatively transparent 

connection to the labor market may suffice for constituents and stakeholders, if not 

managers. The professional experience and challenges of national and local leaders 

dictate frequent ideological interventions into putative institutional voids. A critical task 

of community college leadership is to frame and enact the institutional mission, while 
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orienting organizational culture and behavior to competing organizational fields. Chapter 

4 provides a more complete discussion of the historical community college 

institutionalization process. 

 
Conclusion 

The guiding conceptual model of the present study is that the historically 

conditioned social movement character of community colleges tied to relatively 

incomplete institutionalization on both the normative and structural levels, and perennial 

resource dependency account for mission drift, identity concerns, and the ambivalent 

relationship of the community college to university-based higher education. One may 

object that an attempt to synthesize social movement theory (a political and social 

perspective) with institutional theory (an essentially cultural and contextual perspective) 

and resource dependency (a materialist perspective) is to conflate analytical models and 

units of analysis. There is danger of competing epistemologies weakening the ontological 

coherence of the empirical research (Mason, 1996). But a goal of the study is to 

demonstrate that community college mission analysis requires broader theoretical, 

historical and social context than is usual in the literature.  

Previous discussions of the mission relying on one-dimensional theoretical lenses 

have underestimated the degree to which the contested terrain of the community college 

mission is a consequence of multiple, conflicting economic, social, and political 

demands. These demands are attendant on providing educational and community services 

to large numbers of non-traditional students and quite diverse communities; in the words 

of Cohen, the enacted mission is “constant variable” (Cohen & Associates, 1971). Neo-
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institutional theory advocates historical and comparative analysis as acceptable 

methodological approaches for explaining organizational structure and behavior. 

Institutional theory pays particular attention to the cultural and political domains of 

organizational analysis from a predominantly, but not exclusively, consensual point of 

view. Reflecting a fundamentally materialist orientation, resource dependency 

emphasizes environmental transactions; it considers the conflictual origins of inter-

organizational and intra-organizational behavior driven by the quest for resources to 

maintain organizational integrity and growth. As Tolbert (1985) demonstrates in a subtle 

analysis of administrative structure and differentiation in higher education, a synthesis of 

the two theories overcomes the functionalist bias in institutional theory to under theorize 

the problems of power and agency. It also injects an historical and contextual dimension 

into resource dependency theory. Material and environmental constraints on 

organizational discretion may stimulate institutional collective action to ameliorate such 

constraints. Long-term organizational survival institutionalizes mission drift and 

boundary spanning as organizational design.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

SOCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL ORIGINS OF THE COMMUNITY  

COLLEGE MOVEMENT: 1930-1945 

 
 

The rise and progress of the Junior College needs to be looked upon as an 
integral phase of a country-wide movement toward a more adequate 
system of education; a twentieth century system, made in America; a 
system that shall function progressively so as to secure for the nation the 
greatest efficiency of the greatest number. 

Alexis F. Lange, 1916 
 

The junior college that wishes to serve a changing democracy has an 
obligation to the youths and adults that can only be accomplished by 
establishing itself as a community institution. 

Sheldon M. Hayden, 1939 
 
 

Introduction 

The Junior College Journal debate in the 1940s regarding nomenclature–“Junior 

College” v. “Community College”–was more than an academic exercise. The predicates 

of the colleges were bound up in the challenge of defining types and levels of educational 

services and appropriate constituencies and consumers of these services (Hayden, 1939; 

Schindler, 1945). The debate was about creating an organizational identity for the junior-

community college rooted in a plausible, sustainable mission (Boyce, 1949; Martorana, 

1949; Bogue, 1950a). Historians have identified several broad goals for the early national 

movement: 1) to capture growing educational and training markets within the 

increasingly complex ecology of the American education system (Brint & Karabel, 

1989), 2) to secure professional respect and support from policymakers and the 

educational community as a whole (Frye, 1992), 3) to advance a moderate 
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social/educational reform agenda that would support both social order and democratic 

social progress (Brick, 1964; Goodwin, 1971), 4) to support open access to higher 

education and  “short-cycle needs” of diverse clientele (Ratcliff, 1994), and 5) to further 

the “search for institutional freedom to determine its program and to look to the 

community [and its needs] as the arbiter of the suitability of its programs rather than the 

universities” (Gleazer, 1994a, p. 19).  

In the context of a weakly institutionalized and poorly understood educational 

movement, junior college leaders struggled to manage resource dependency, increase 

their power and social legitimacy, and to effect a vision of a stable, healthy American 

society guided by moderate, middle-class progressivism and civic nationalism. Prior to 

World War II, their social vision tended to be rather conservative, focusing as much on 

restraining individualism as advancing it (Goodwin, 1971; Frye, 1992). During the war 

junior college rhetoric took a decidedly democratic turn. Both national and local 

movements sought to advance democracy, equality, and community. Development of the 

comprehensive community college was stimulated by the crises of the Depression and 

World War II and accelerated by vigorous postwar economic and demographic growth, 

especially in California. Mission expansion was abetted by the need for increased 

resources and the desire of ambitious leaders for both social influence and educational 

innovation in America. 

 
Social Context of Public Junior College Development 

In community college lore, the first public junior college was founded in 1901 at 

Joliet, Illinois. By midcentury, junior colleges had achieved an almost ubiquitous national 
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presence. Cohen asserts: “The foremost impetus for their growth was the pressure for 

further education occasioned by the rising numbers of high school graduates” (1998, p. 

112). The rapid development of the junior college in the first half of the century was also 

conditioned by a variety of dramatic changes in the American social fabric that began in 

the latter half of the nineteenth century and accelerated over the next century. Historians 

employ a variety of descriptors for the era of rapid economic and demographic growth 

spanning the years between 1870 and World War I:  the “Second Industrial Revolution,” 

“Age of Energy,” “Rationalization of American Institutions,”  “American 

Modernization,” “Urbanization of America,” “Managerial Revolution,” “Rise of 

Corporate Capitalism” (Hays, 1957; Wiebe, 1968; Jones, 1970; Miller, 1973; Chandler, 

1977; Noble, 1979).  

 Whatever the metaphor, the United States witnessed a series of complimentary 

economic, social, and technological innovations so extensive that each has been 

characterized as a revolution: 1) an economic revolution that shifted most of the nation in 

less than three generations from a predominantly agrarian and more or less craft-based 

economy comprised of both market and subsistence sectors to a corporate, globalizing 

economy and the richest, most productive country on earth by 1920; 2) an energy 

revolution that shifted nearly the entire society and eventually most of the world from 

mostly animal, human, wind, water, and timber sources of power to more productive 

carboniferous and petroleum-based technologies; 3) a demographic and urban revolution 

that grew the American population almost exponentially, concentrating it around more 

socially complex industrial centers and away from the rural hinterland or from Europe; 
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and 4) a techno-science, engineering revolution that was both stimulus and consequence 

of the other three interrelated movements (Noble, 1977; Hobsbawm, 1987, 1994; Landes, 

2003; R. Williams, 2002). Robert Post, former president of the Society for History of 

Technology, comments: “The late nineteenth century was the greatest period of 

technological change in terms of things that affected numbers of people’s lives in basic 

ways–much more so than today” (as quoted in R. Williams, 2002, p. 21).  

 Corporations developed new efficiencies by achieving economies of scale through 

ruthless consolidations of entire industries; science and engineering became drivers of 

productivity through dramatic improvements in older technologies and creation of 

entirely new technologies and even industries. The most important technological 

consequence of the second industrial revolution was the massive infusion into society of 

cheap energy, rapid communications, and cheaper, cleaner, more efficient transportation 

systems in the cities and nationally. Over the long haul, these changes led to the creation 

of a new mass consumption society and a growing middle-class that demanded increased 

educational services and credentials. These new white-collar workers and consumers 

required higher levels of literacy, numeracy, and communication skills for occupational 

success than previous generations, while the new economy required better trained and 

educated workers for the more complex technical division of labor (Horowitz, Carol & 

Lee, 1990; Hobsbawm, 1994; Cohen 1998; Vinen, 2001; R. Williams, 2002).  

Accelerating social and economic change throughout Western Europe and North 

America sparked political and social conflicts expressed in movements such as populism, 

progressivism, socialism, anarcho-syndicalism, nationalism, imperialism, feminism, 
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liberalism, and a plethora of conservative reactions against such movements such as 

nativism, fundamentalism, and conservatism (Goldman, 1956; Vinen, 2001). These 

movements reveal a variety of social and cultural contradictions rooted in rural/urban, 

regional, religious, and class cleavages in American society that reverberate in 

contemporary debates about religion, reproductive rights, secular education, pluralism, 

free enterprise, corporate power, and the role of the state.  

    Increasing complexity of the social and technical divisions of labor was tied to 

social, political and even cultural hegemony of ever larger, vertically and horizontally 

integrated  corporations at the commanding heights of the economy. The development of 

an industrial urban society under the aegis of corporate capitalism created an environment 

of more complex social institutions and changing lifecycles (Horowitz et al., 1990; 

Hobsbawm, 1994; Vinen, 2003; R. Williams, 2002). Corporate capitalism systematically 

“deskilled” craft workers and employed “Fordism” and “Taylorism” to increase the 

productivity of industrial workers (Braverman, 1974). The new economic system also 

needed to retrain and “reskill” millions of people who would staff the offices, labs, and 

bureaucracies of the new corporate order (Horowitz et al.). Mass compulsory secondary 

education was one mechanism for meeting part of this need; expansion of higher 

education was another. New forms of production and consumption stimulated business 

and community demand for extended education and increased lifelong training 

opportunities. The rapidly changing economic context stimulated both an economic pull 

for better trained technical staff in the private and public sectors and a social push for 

expanded professional and academic credentials for more people. Junior colleges 
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developed as a mechanism for addressing these new educational wants and needs 

(Labaree, 1997).  

Technological innovation, occupational specialization, and growing social 

differentiation compelled extension of postsecondary education as preparation for more 

attractive positions in the capitalist labor market. Extending educational opportunity has 

been a typically American method for legitimating more fine-grained social distinctions 

based on status, culture, social networks, and meritocractic assumptions about 

competition and personal achievement (Warner, Havighurst, & Loeb, 1944; Slaughter, 

1990; Labaree, 1997; Cohen, 1998). From 1900 to 1930, high school enrollment 

increased at least 600% and higher education attendance tripled, exceeding one million 

persons. Escalating secondary and higher education enrollments paralleled a near tripling 

of the U.S. population in the century following the establishment of the first public junior 

college at the dawn of the twentieth century (Horowitz et al.). As industrialization and 

urbanization reduced economic returns on reproduction and extended adolescence, 

education was seen as a necessary source of social legitimation for the new industrial 

system and the surest route to relative economic security by providing access to more 

secure professional and technical positions in the new economy (Bledstein, 1976; 

Horowitz et al.; R. Williams, 2002).  

The social demand for new kinds of educational opportunities and the technical 

training requirements of the second industrial revolution provided the opportunity for 

some new products of higher education and the growing professional middle-class to 

propose the junior college as a partial solution to both the social anomie and the 
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educational requirements associated with the great transformation. The new junior 

college theorists and leaders were often only a few years off the farm and under the 

influence of the twin passions of evangelical Protestantism and populism. They had 

experienced directly the creation of industrial urban society. These movement founders of 

sensed early on the long-term growth potential of local “commuter colleges.” Such 

institutions could help address the educational and training requirements of both the 

burgeoning urban industrial core and rapidly growing suburbs, which were made possible 

by the petroleum and transportation revolutions.  

Richard Hofstadter (1955) has noted a correlation between the rise of progressive 

reform movements at the beginning of the twentieth century and the status anxieties of 

the white middle-class in the face of the social and economic dislocations accompanying 

the second industrial revolution and the rise of large corporations. Increasing access to 

higher education through university expansion and development of easily accessible 

junior colleges was a method for alleviating the growing status anxieties of small-town, 

white Anglo-Saxon Americans who were feeling bypassed in the new economic order 

and concerned for the futures of their children. The junior college was often supported by 

local businessmen and boosters who hoped that it would play a salutary role in local 

economic development (Pederson, 1988; Frye, 1992). A public junior college also offered 

a low-cost, accessible source of education, training, and especially credentials that give 

some members of the middle-class and upwardly working class an edge in an 

increasingly competitive and individualistic society.  
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As the demographic revolution and the dramatic expansion of public schooling 

increased demand for access to higher education, the automobile, electric trolley, and 

subway would deposit part of the demographic and educational tidal wave at the entrance 

of the new junior college. Historically, the junior-community college has been more a 

mirror of society than a driver of social change (see Adelman, 1994). The present study 

examines how the community college was shaped by, but also reinforced, systemic social 

and economic change in twentieth-century America. 

 
Social Origins and Ideological Assumptions of  

Junior College Founders 

Goodwin (1971, 1973) and Frye (1992) agree that in the early years the junior 

college movement was dominated theoretically and ideologically by university-based 

leaders and scholars. Good fortune and effective national organization attracted a strong 

group of advocates and theorists to articulate the vision and multiple purposes of the 

community-junior college (Goodwin, 1973). The professional educators and professors 

who led the movement came from predominantly small-town, Protestant evangelical 

backgrounds. Some were ordained ministers and a significant number of the most 

prominent national leaders held doctorates in education from elite universities such as 

Chicago, Michigan, Berkeley, Stanford, and Harvard. Many junior college educators 

identified with the moderate reformism of the Progressive Movement. They were often 

admirers of John Dewey’s “pragmatism” and identified with his focus on the utilitarian 

and practical aspects of education, if not his socialism. As self-made exemplars of 

middle-class individualism and achievement through hard work and education, they 
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rarely questioned the hierarchical nature of society. Nor did they contradict the broad 

middle-class consensus regarding competitive capitalism, constitutional government, 

patriarchal family structures, and the moderate nationalism sometimes associated with the 

“virtues” of Anglo-Saxon supremacy (Goodwin, 1973; Frye, 1994).  

Gerstle (2001) labels as “Civic Nationalism” the constellation of social, political, 

and economic values expressed by many early junior college leaders, which included 

economic and political individualism tied to constitutional and democratic government. 

Below the surface of civic nationalism lurked a powerful and influential “racialized 

nationalism” as well (Gerstle, 2001; King, 2004). The present study demonstrates that 

few community college leaders seriously questioned traditional ethnic and racial 

divisions in American society until the inexpensive, easily accessible nature of the 

colleges made them a logical, inexpensive entry point for minorities into higher education 

late in the twentieth century. A similar point can be made about the unexamined 

patriarchal assumptions of the national leaders and their insensitivity to feminist 

aspirations (Gittel, 1986; Amey & Twombley, 1992; Twombley & Amey, 1999). 

 The early leaders developed a variety of justifications for the two-year college. 

These included educational opportunity and socialization for democratic citizenship, 

social adjustment and social solidarity, strengthening secondary education, training 

middle-level managers and semi-professionals for a rapidly industrializing society, family 

health, assisting upward mobility for deserving “bright boys” from the lower orders, 

facilitating university matriculation, providing general education to the masses, and 

contributing to social stability and economic development (Koos, 1924; Eells, 1941b; 
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Goodwin, 1971; Brint & Karabel, 1989; Frye, 1992; Ratcliff, 1994; Cohen & Brawer, 

1996). Movement and institutional justifications have often been muddled and, some 

claim, contradictory (Goodwin, 1971; Vaughan, 1991b; Frye, 1992; Dougherty, 1994; 

Cohen & Brawer, 2003). 

The synthesis of Protestant religious fervor and moderate reformist sensibilities 

tied to unquestioned meritocratic political and economic assumptions marked the early 

junior college as a relatively conservative movement; prevailing social arrangements in 

small-town America were rarely questioned and often idealized (Goodwin, 1973, pp. 13-

15). The odor of “Social Darwinism” was never completely purged from the “Reform 

Darwinism” of Progressive America and wafted through the nation’s educational 

institutions (Goldman, 1956; Slaughter, 1990). Despite occasional sharp debates, even 

rancor, over strategy and program on the part of well-educated, competitive leaders, 

progressive and civic nationalist ideologies contributed a unifying conception that 

buttressed national junior college identity and provided common ground for 

understanding and cooperation until at least the 1960s. In Gregory Goodwin’s words, 

national junior college leaders viewed “the basic mission of the community-junior 

college as a panacea for social ills” (Goodwin, 1973, p. 13).  

 
Secondary Education or Higher Education? 

The American Association of Junior Colleges (AAJC) was established in 1920. 

The first issue of the Junior College Journal appeared in 1930. With the advent of the 

Journal–the most important primary document source for the present study–the junior 

college presented itself as an energetic national educational movement seeking to 
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establish a coherent institutional identity and a compelling social purpose. This was a 

major challenge for a small, scattered educational movement that was still more of dream 

than a national educational reality. John Frye argues in The Vision of the Public Junior 

College (1992) that, “One is hard pressed to establish an unambiguous purpose for the 

first public junior college at Joliet, Illinois, or elsewhere” (1992, p. 1). Robert Pedersen’s 

Origins and Development of the Early Public Junior College (2000) makes a parallel 

argument by examining local mission developments among selected early colleges. 

Formative missions reflected parochial concerns. Goodwin’s History of Community 

College Ideology finds greater theoretical sophistication and focus among the leaders but 

not much organizational unity across the movement (1973).  

Other scholars contend that the raison d’etre of the early public junior colleges 

was the collegiate-transfer function with some colleges offering a few marginal 

vocational and remedial courses at the outset (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Eaton, 1994; 

Bailey et al., 2004). As a leading text from the 1960s remarks: “The transfer function is 

the oldest and most revered of the educational services which the two-year colleges 

provide, and the latecomers–technical, vocational, and guidance programs–are still 

having to justify their value and continued existence in such colleges” (Blocker et al., p. 

31). Cohen and Brawer assert that all the elements–academic transfer programs, 

vocational-technical education, continuing education, developmental education, and 

community service–of the comprehensive mission “have been present in public colleges 

from the beginning” (2003, p. 20).  
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During the movement’s formative decades, there was a significant tension 

between national leaders and local practitioners concerning the degree of emphasis on 

transfer and terminal vocational programs. These differences were reflected in the 

contrast between the appeal of some prominent national leaders for vocational 

programming and the local collegiate curriculum and concrete educational behavior of 

students and faculty. While national leaders were never willing to abandon the transfer 

function, their rhetoric often privileged vocational programming over the liberal arts. 

Rather than disparage national leadership prescriptions and programs, individual colleges 

tended to toe the line publicly, while enacting the curriculum and mission in line with 

community expectations and the status consciousness of faculty and students (Frye, 1992; 

Hill, 1938). For many students and their parents, the status and professional revolutions 

of the twentiety century made quest for the bachelor’s degree, if not a liberal education, 

more seductive than the uncertainties of the pre-baccalaureate labor market (Bledstein, 

1976; Brint & Karabel, 1989; Frye, 1992; Grubb, 1996; Labaree, 1997).  

Brint and Karabel (1989) argue that diverting marginal or socially unacceptable 

students away from elite universities was a compelling reason for University of Chicago 

and UC Berkeley administrators and education professors to sponsor experiments such as 

Joliet, Fresno, and Bakersfield Junior Colleges. They offer a plausible, theoretically 

sophisticated argument that national junior college elites cooperated in subordinating 

junior colleges and tracking and diverting students by consciously vocationalizing the 

movement. Brint and Karabel argue that the national mission rhetoric of the AAJC 

leadership shifted from emphasis on the collegiate transfer function to a preoccupation 
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with terminal and semiprofessional-occupational programs by the 1930s. There is no 

doubt that a great amount of editorial energy was devoted to popularizing the junior 

college vocational and terminal functions in early issues of the Journal. Article titles 

sometimes masked intentions:  “Adjustments in the Junior College Curriculum,” “The 

Junior College—Its Character and Prospects,” “The Junior College and the Youth 

Problem,” (Eells, 1933a, 1933b, 1935a). The message was consistent: If the junior 

college was to become an “Educational Highway” as opposed to “Pioneer Trail,” then it 

must develop more pathways to the world of immediate work rather than to university 

heaven (Eells, 1935c).  

Scholars have devoted too little attention to another important division within the 

junior college movement. With the founding of the AAJC, divergent opinions appeared 

on more abstract but, in the long-term, compelling issues of educational philosophy and 

institutional structure. Fundamentally, there were two competing educational visions tied 

to different forms of professional identification: 1) Shall the junior college as an upward 

extension of high school become an institutionalized provider of relatively restricted 

educational services within the existing status hierarchy of graded K-16 education? or, 2) 

shall the junior college resist premature hardening of institutional categories by 

expanding its collegiate mission to include lifelong learning and community service 

programs? Jesse Bogue (1950a) and Edmund Gleazer (1980, 1994a), the two most 

visionary leaders of the AAJC, framed the problem succinctly: Junior College or 

Community College? For university trained junior college practitioners, there were 

important ancillary questions: Will the shift to the community college model advance or 
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retard the status of junior college professionals? Will the shift to community-based 

programming, open access, and adult education provide new markets, clientele, and 

resources? What is the identity of an educational enterprise as it takes on the 

characteristics of a social reform movement, a social service agency, or a vehicle of 

community economic development? These questions echo in community college mission 

debates to this day (Richardson & Leslie, 1980; Breneman & Nelson, 1981; J. Levin 

2000; Vaughan, 1991a, 2003; Cohen & Brawer, 2003).  

In the 1920s and 1930s, contending leaders were less divided by disagreements 

over curriculum than they were by their respective loyalties to secondary education, 

higher education, and an incipient community education project that encompassed both, 

aligning with neither. A significant number of policymakers and university professors 

especially in the Middle West defined junior colleges as an extension of secondary 

education, possessing a tenuous connection to the organizational field of the universities 

(Lange, 1917; Koos, 1924, 1927a). Many local leaders, faculty, and some national leaders 

in the West desired to position the junior college more firmly within the orbit but not the 

structure of higher education. The shift toward a more vigorous collegiate emphasis 

within the junior college curriculum was reinforced by student enrollment behavior and 

community expectations (Pedersen, 2000; Frye, 1992). Ultimately, the higher education 

perspective facilitated an ideological and philosophical shift of AAJC national and local 

leadership towards a curricular model incorporating community-based educational 

programming, adult education, and community service as elements of a new 

 



79 

comprehensive postsecondary mission, which were to stand along side of the collegiate-

transfer mission. California, in particular, paved the way for the community college ideal. 

Most early public junior colleges began as upward extensions of secondary 

schools. The university presidents, scholars and government officials who helped guide 

the movement advocated for a junior college that was “an integral part of the public 

school system” and “fulfillment of the high school” (Lange, 1917, 1918; Koos, 1925). 

The junior college curriculum was to be a capstone of secondary education and 

workforce training rather than providing university access to large numbers of students. It 

was assumed that the colleges would be the “terminal education” experience for the 

majority of their students (Eells, 1933a, 1941a, 1941b). Most first generation public 

junior college leaders “felt very strongly that the junior college should not be separate in 

its funding and administration from the parent high school....[T]hey regarded junior 

college education as secondary, not higher education” (Witt et al., p. 79; Koos, 1927a, 

1927b, 1946). Despite such injunctions, the allure of higher education status was 

prevalent on the local level, especially in relatively rural communities (Bird, 1938; F. 

Bailey, 1936, 1938, 1967; Frye, 1991).  

Writing in 1944, an AAJC “patriarch” asserted that “junior colleges started out as 

nothing but the first two years of college and university training” (Shumway, 1944, p. 

102). The AAJC convention in 1922 reflected this outlook in its masthead resolution: 

“The junior college is an institution offering two years of instruction of strictly collegiate 

grade” (AAJC, 1922). But only three years later the AAJC expanded the mission to 

include terminal vocational and paraprofessional training as advised by the influential 
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Berkeley Dean of Education, Alexis Lange. This resolution was a tactical move to 

maintain the support of university theorists such as Leonard Koos who were influenced 

by Lange. It was also recognition of the strong and persistent advocacy of vocational 

training by local leaders in the West such as C.L. McLane, superintendent of Fresno 

schools. McLane was the founder of Fresno Junior College, California’s first public 

junior college, and a Lange surrogate. Initially, his primary concern was to “separate the 

junior college from the work of the university” (Witt et al., p. 33). The formal AAJC 

formulation of an expanded mission incorporating both transfer and vocational curricula 

represents an interregnum in which there appeared to be a confluence of interests 

between local junior college leaders and the university professors who dominated the 

movement ideologically and theoretically during the first decades of its existence.  

 
The Quest for an Institutional Framework 

The early public junior college was a marginal educational phenomenon seeking a 

coherent educational philosophy, common professional standards, and a national and 

local constituency (Frye, 1991, 1992). Some national leaders and observers developed a 

rough consensus on the general outlines of the junior college mission. Yet, a close 

reading of the first twenty years of the Journal reveals sharp disagreements about the 

identity and purposes of the colleges. As late as 1945, the incoming AAJC President, 

Lawrence L. Bethel bemoaned disorder and discord among junior colleges. Lack of 

consistency among junior colleges was revealed at state meetings: “Institutions that 

operated within a stone’s throw of each other spoke almost a different language” (Bethel, 

1945a, p. 393). For a movement that prided itself on being “sanely progressive” (Eells, 
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1940) and fostering “social intelligence” disunity was both disturbing and inefficient 

(Goodwin, 1971). Some scholars see an overarching ideological unity among junior 

college leaders around the desire to track, channel and sort students in the interests of the 

universities and their own professional aggrandizement (Brint & Karabel, 1989; 

Dougherty, 1994). The leaders themselves saw something more akin to anarchy, as they 

surveyed the curricula and core educational processes of individual colleges (Koos, 

1927b; Ricciardi, 1937; Bethel, 1945a).  

The advent of Walter Eells, a Stanford University education professor, as 

executive leader of the AAJC in 1938, led to seven years of conflict within the national 

movement. Despite his failings as a leader, Eells’ theoretical and practical understanding 

of the expansion and differentiation of the American higher education system contributed 

to the long-term development of a new, unifying program that was sought by many junior 

college leaders. Eells articulated a position differing from Koos, a University of Chicago 

education professor and theoretical Godfather of the junior college movement (see Koos, 

1924, 1925, 1946, 1970; AAJC, 1949). The “Chicago tendency” argued for an extended 

high school orientation for junior colleges, emphasizing “terminal” general and 

vocational education. Koos was quite simply opposed to the idea that junior colleges 

were an integral part of higher education (Goodwin, 1971; Koos, 1927a). But a 

“California tendency” worked for decades to establish educational and political 

separation from high schools and collegiate standing for nearly the entire curriculum. 

Pursuing the allied goals of greater independence from secondary education and 

increased autonomy within higher education, they advocated for tighter coupling of 
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curriculum and programs to communities and aggressive public relations and marketing 

(F. Bailey, 1936, 1967; Hayden, 1939; Gleazer, 1994a).  

Sensitive to the growing status differential between secondary and higher 

education and apprehending the growth of new higher education markets, Eells insisted 

that the two-year program including vocational education is collegiate education above 

and beyond secondary schooling (Eells, 1931a, 1940). He agreed with a number of his 

California colleagues who believed that junior colleges would acquire greater influence, 

improve faculty morale and professional status, and expand resources if they distanced 

themselves from the high schools (F. Bailey, 1936). They rejected Alex Lange’s and 

Koos’ dictum that the junior college is “an integral part of the public school system” 

(Lange, 1917; Koos, 1927a; F. Bailey, 1936, 1967). Eells countered that the junior 

college “can and should have an individuality and personality of its own” (Eells, 1931a, 

p. 657).  

The California junior college movement was the largest and most dynamic in the 

country. Prominent leaders sought political control and financial resources independent 

of high schools by redefining and legitimizing junior college missions and programs in 

terms of community needs and collegiate purposes (F. Bailey, 1936; Hill, 1938). Many 

local administrators and faculty agreed with Eells, as principals coveted the status of 

college presidents and teachers desired to become college professors (Holiday, 1929; F. 

Bailey, 1936; Frye, 1991; Cohen & Brawer, 1996).  

Eells was criticized by some national leaders for being California-centric. Much 

of his writing as a movement leader was in defense of terminal and semi-professional 
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junior college education: “The junior college should be the ‘people’s college’ and be 

available to all. It should provide collegiate opportunities for the mass of high school 

graduates who can’t, won’t or shouldn’t become university students” (Eells, 1931a, p. 

192). In this regard, he was in the mainstream of pre-war leadership mission thinking. 

The special character of public junior college development in California colored Eells’ 

definition of “higher education.” He disquieted the assumptions of university patriarchs 

such as Koos and George Zook, a university president and later U.S. Commissioner of 

Education, who warned that the movement would damage its credibility by undermining 

“traditional college administration” (Koos, 1927; Zook, 1932). This would happen if 

junior colleges strayed from Lange’s conception of the “junior college as an integral part 

of the public school system” (Lange, 1917, p. 465). The traditionalists were chagrined 

that Eells contributed theoretical respectability and a national public forum to an 

idiosyncratic, but ultimately triumphant, reframing of junior college identity.  

California’s geographical size and economic and demographic growth combined 

with the relative dearth of four-year colleges created ideal conditions for the rapid 

development of the junior college movement. The booming California economy and 

population facilitated successful resource mobilization. Local boosters were eager to fund 

new colleges, preferring to make local investments in educational and economic 

development rather than funding additional brick and mortar universities in distant cities. 

With few higher education competitors, the California movement was able to tap into 

copious financial and political support.  
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The earliest California public junior colleges, Fresno (1910) and Bakersfield 

(1913), were established with the support of the University of California because of their 

geographic isolation from any university (Brossman & Roberts, 1973). The University 

also had an interest in limiting competition in its prestige race with Stanford. Junior 

colleges were a method of inoculating small town California from sponsorship of more 

ambitious higher education projects.  

The movement was driven by local boosters who perceived increasing need and 

public demand for opportunities to pursue collegiate education close to home. Local 

supporters included small businesspeople who expected substantial return on investment 

from local colleges in terms of workforce training economic development (Brossman & 

Roberts, 1973; Pedersen, 1988, 2000). Four-year colleges and universities in California 

appreciated the potential value of the “screening service” the new colleges would play in 

diverting some junior college students away from baccalaureate aspirations (Lange, 1916; 

Brossman & Roberts, 1973; C. Kerr, 1978; Brint & Karabel, 1989).  

From the beginning California junior colleges exhibited a kind of “democratic 

pluralism” rather than any unifying mission, at least until the first “Master Plan for 

Higher Education” was promulgated in 1960 (Brossman & Roberts, 1973). Thus, Fresno 

Junior College attempted but failed to establish an identity as a vocational school 

(McLane, 1910), while Bakersfield College (BC) nurtured an institutional ethos as 

“Berkeley South” and middle-class preparatory college at the outset. It privileged transfer 

education and high-minded, even spiritualized, conceptions of general education over 

vocational training (Bird, 1947; Bakersfield College, 1952; Merson, 1955).  
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BC’s Dean, Grace V. Bird, emphasized that a central assumption driving the 

curriculum was the “planned-for development in the individual in harmony with the 

social ideals of democracy” (Bird, 1938, p. 19). Bird’s democratic assumptions were 

translated into modest support for “adult education”–73 adults among 763 students 

enrolled in 1937-38. The most striking depression era development in the Bakersfield 

curriculum was that vocational and community programming remained nearly static 

while transfer courses and enrollments tripled in the decade between 1928 and 1938 

(Bird, 1938, p. 18). From its inception the BC liberal arts curriculum “duplicated the 

lower division courses of the University of California” (Chism, 1981, p. 8). The tight 

coupling of Bakersfield College to the university was reinforced by Bird’s training at 

Berkeley. Bird also enjoyed a close personal relationship with UC President Robert 

Sproul whose motor trips between UCB and UCLA afforded frequent opportunities to 

lunch with her in Bakersfield, which enabled him to guide the junior college experiment 

(Chism, 1981). 

As the California movement accelerated, administrators, faculty, and even 

students worked to distance themselves from secondary education, redefining themselves 

as collegiate institutions apart from high school identity and control. Santa Rosa Junior 

College (1918) was the first to break free of formal high school integration in 1927. 

President Floyd Bailey documented that teachers were a primary force for separation 

from high schools. His 1936 article was titled significantly, “Adaptation to Community 

Needs.” This was one of the first arguments published in the Journal for altering the 

governance and organizational logic of the junior college in the name of community 
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service. Later in the same year Byron Hollinshead, president of a private Pennsylvania 

junior college, made one of the first philosophical and political arguments for conceiving 

the junior college as a “community college meeting community needs” (1936).  

Koos, whose early professional experience was as a public school superintendent, 

and other junior college traditionalists opposed Eells’ higher education perspective and 

California’s nascent experiment in junior college autonomy. Their primary concern was 

to buffer the universities by expanding secondary education, not higher education. 

Among Koos’ theoretical assumptions were that the junior college was not part of formal 

higher education and the “democratizing function” of the colleges was to give students 

only “the type of education suitable to their intellect” (Koos, 1925; Goodwin, 1971, pp. 

101-102). Reflecting the prevailing wisdom in the universities that only a select few 

possessed the intellectual capacity, breeding, and cultural conditioning to pursue higher 

education, he viewed the “popularizing function” of the colleges as primarily terminal 

general education and semiprofessional–a word coined by Koos–training (1927b).  

Koos believed that the tilt away from secondary education would weaken 

institutional boundaries and loyalties across the entire American education system. The 

University of Chicago professor exhibited unflinching commitment to defending 

organizational boundaries and the traditional status hierarchy in higher education. In 

opposition to the movement to sever California junior colleges from high schools, Koos 

published a 1927 article, “Conditions Favor Integration of Junior Colleges with High 

Schools.” This polemical salvo was intended as a theoretical and political riposte to the 

news that Santa Rosa College had done just the opposite in the same year. Nevertheless, 
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the prevalent attitude in California was that the public junior college “is more A College 

than A Secondary School...[and] must be free to organize in any way it wishes...” (Hill, 

1938, pp. 107-108, emphasis in original).  

California leaders began to frame a position that sought to differentiate the junior 

college institutionally from traditional higher education by locating it along side but not 

within the status hierarchy defined by selective universities: “It is a new institution 

endeavoring to work out is own salvation without recourse to the standard college” 

(Harberson, 1938b, p. 47; Hill, 1938). An ideological contest on this front continued for 

more than four decades. When it was clear that the professors had lost the ideological 

battle, then others stepped in with mechanisms such as the Donahoe Act in California, 

institutionalizing boundaries through a “State Master Plan for Higher Education” (C. 

Kerr, 1978; Douglass, 2000, 2007). 

 
Social Origins of the Comprehensive Community  

College Concept 

During the depression, there was a marked shift in national leadership thinking 

toward vocational education, especially in leading states such as California and Texas. 

Despite AAJC advocacy for both terminal and paraprofessional training, a majority of 

students continued on the transfer path in hopes of acquiring the bachelor’s degree (Bird, 

1938; Frye, 1992; Brint & Karabel, 1989). Overall, national junior college enrollments 

increased steadily during the decade. By 1937, California junior college freshman 

enrollments dwarfed combined public university freshman enrollments by 17,941 to 

7,564 (Hill, 1938, p. 8).  
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The California movement registered a notable 13% enrollment increase for 

vocational programs (Witt et al.). Many of these new vocational students were driven by 

economic necessity, while others were enticed by a new vocational counseling and 

tracking model pioneered at Pasadena Junior College and extolled by both Koos and 

Eells (Harberson, 1938; Eells, 1941b; Goodwin, 1971; Brint & Karabel, 1989; Cohen & 

Brawer, 1989; Witt et al.). Gains in vocational enrollments were not uniform. Colleges 

such as Antelope Valley, Bakersfield, Compton, Citrus, Glendale, and Riverside favoring 

preparatory school models witnessed static or declining vocational enrollments (Hill, 

1938). A striking depression era trend in student demographics was the rapid growth of 

adult enrollments–21 California junior colleges enrolled 11,994 of these non-traditional 

students in 1937-1938 (Hill, 1938, p. 12). The remarkable growth of this new educational 

market in California was not lost on younger AAJC leaders observed intently local 

college experiments in the West. California’s successful market expansion helped to 

stimulate a national junior college dialog on “lifelong learning” (Brothers, 1935; Eells, 

1935a).  

Junior college growth in the face of extensive economic misery and the near 

collapse of so many other social and economic institutions from businesses to schools 

and cities strengthened movement confidence and credibility. Increased enrollments in 

junior colleges led to increasing numbers of university transfer students not only for 

traditional liberal arts preparatory students but for vocational students as well. The 

vocational transfer phenomenon was documented by Walter Eells in 1941 and has 

accelerated to this day (Cohen, 1990; Clark, 1990; Dougherty, 1994; Grubb, 1996).  
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By the mid-1930s a new perspective on the mission and purposes of the junior 

college in an increasingly complex, but troubled, industrial society developed in the local 

environs of the movement in regions such as the Mississippi Valley, Texas, and 

California. These were areas where populist and progressive sentiments were closely 

allied with frontier traditions; this political context was also tied to a significant degree of 

educational insulation from university influence due to the paucity of four-year collegiate 

institutions compared to the Upper Midwest and the Northeast (Frye, 1992). In the far 

West in particular, junior college practitioners shifted the mission dialog away from 

traditional educational functions and conventional curricular models toward lifelong 

learning, adult education, and community service (Hill, 1938).  

Reflecting his strong connections to the California movement, Eells was the most 

articulate and prominent advocate in the1930s of adult and continuing education 

(Goodwin, 1971). He applauded “Adult Education in California Junior Colleges” (1935a) 

in particular. Initially, his advocacy of lifelong learning as an important new element in 

the mission was ignored by traditionalists. They continued to believe that “youth 

adjustment” and guidance away from higher education was the most important function 

of the junior college (Goodwin, 1971; Frye, 1994). By injecting community education 

concepts into national mission debates, the narratives of Eells and local leaders in the 

West shaped the outlines of an alternative national program that constituted the 

foundations of the postwar comprehensive mission. This shift in emphasis paved the way 

for eventual movement dominance by new, energetic leaders who built their careers at the 

local college level on the margins of the theoretical consensus of the founding patriarchs. 
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Edmund Gleazer, former leader of the AAJC, credits Byron Hollinshead’s article 

in the Journal (1936) as a path-breaking redefinition of the junior college as a community 

college focused on meeting community needs. Hollinshead was the president of a private 

junior college in Pennsylvania, an ally of Eells, and a future president of the AAJC. 

Gleazer sees this article as the intellectual genesis of the comprehensive mission, which 

“anticipated the marketing approach of the present as did his view on close relationships 

with the high schools and other community institutions” (Gleazer, 1994a, p. 18).  

The community college orientation challenged the idea of automatic 

subordination to either secondary or university-based curricular models; it questioned 

traditional conceptions of collegiate education. Community college advocates 

emphasized community programming and service over traditional liberal arts education. 

The significantly broadened mission was validated through local experiments in adult and 

continuing education. Advocates of a new kind of community college argued that 

“considering education as a lifelong process is the most important function of the junior 

college as a community institution” (Hayden, 1939, p. 72). Stimulated by economic crisis 

and galvanized by New Deal idealism, they believed:  “The junior college which attacks 

vigorously the problems of the social reconstruction must be a part of the community, 

warmed or chilled by the same breezes which warm or chill a community” (Kelley, 1936, 

p. 428).  

The community-based continuing education perspective reflected and reinforced 

the drift in the movement from older progressive notions of technocratic social 

engineering to more liberal-democratic models of social mobilization paralleling the 
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politics of New Deal America. This social and political context structured development 

of a new community college ideology. This ideology argued for a comprehensive, 

fungible mission as a “social panacea” to address political conflicts and social problems 

of the 1930s (Goodwin, 1973; Hayden, 1939). The new outlook undermined traditional 

conceptions of the two-year institution restricted to teaching an extended high school 

curriculum and socializing youth. The ideological shift toward democracy and 

community service widened the breach between those who conceived of the junior 

college as the upper tier of secondary education with only a narrow “educational 

isthmus” connecting it to higher education (Koos, 1925, pp. 92-95) and those who began 

to imagine an expansive comprehensive mission that was higher education in both form 

and function. The latter argued that such education should be accessible to nearly all 

adults within commuting distance of each college (Eells, 1940; President’s Commission 

on Higher Education, 1947a).  

The Journal in the 1930s exhibits increasing influence emanating from Southern 

California public colleges. One cluster in particular, including Pasadena (1924), Ventura 

(1925), Compton (1927), Glendale (1927), Long Beach (1927), Los Angeles (1929), and 

Santa Monica (1929), provided its members with friendly competition and regaled 

Journal readers with innovative educational experiments from the coast, some which may 

have perplexed their more stuffy counterparts back East (founding dates are from 

Brossman & Roberts, 1973, which are a matter of disagreement among some California 

colleges). But even the self-described “conservative East” was “spellbound” and 

“inspired” by the energy, experimentation, and irrepressible enthusiasm of the California 
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upstarts (AAJC, 1931). Soon no growing Southern California community would be 

without its own junior college. Expanded access tied to low cost community-based 

curricula and programs rationalized on democratic rather than eleemosynary grounds 

helped to establish California’s reputation as a land of opportunity.  

Shortly after becoming executive secretary of the AAJC, Eells sanctioned another 

broadside from California: “Junior College As a Community Institution” (Hayden, 1939). 

It was written by a Santa Monica College faculty member, Sheldon Hayden. A decade 

after its founding, Santa Monica City College was one of the most dynamic junior 

colleges in the country. Hayden, former president of the Southern California Junior 

College Association, and his colleagues saw the possibilities of a new kind of junior-

community college. His article reflected the sunny optimism of a California system that 

had grown and prospered despite the Depression. Hayden’s tone and focus contrasted 

with the frigidity of the Midwestern traditionalists. The article was no more theoretical 

than most articles in the Journal. As a political manifesto for the community college, it 

had sweeping implications because it anticipated and summarized almost perfectly the 

general outlines of the postwar comprehensive mission. Bursting traditional educational 

boundaries and structures, Hayden re-imagined the junior college movement an 

educational reform movement that employed the curriculum and faculty to “mold public 

sentiment.” Community college staff were to eschew exclusive devotion “to the routine 

of teaching and of administering the internal affairs of educational institutions” (1939, p. 

72) in favor of “socializing education” as a means of preserving democracy. A primary 

function of education “is to substitute social organization for primitive individualism” (p. 
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71). Hayden observed that, “Educators are discovering that the local social world is the 

fundamental unit of learning and teaching” (p. 70). The two most important mechanisms 

for molding public sentiment to support the community college and its agenda for social 

change are a “planned public education campaign” and “a program for adult education”: 

The junior college as a community institution must set up a program of adult 
education. Education can no longer be conceived as stopping when adulthood is 
reached. Thus, considering education as a lifelong process is the most important 
function of the junior college as a community institution....Our task is no longer 
that of merely transmitting knowledge. This has too long been the end of 
education....The community must play an important part in our educational 
thinking. The junior college must become a community institution to accomplish 
it objectives in a democracy. We need to see the junior college as a people’s 
college movement. (1939, p. 73) 

 
This article marks a philosophical and political rupture with the traditional theory of the 

junior college as educational mechanism for socializing youth and insulating elite higher 

education from populist demands for expanded educational opportunity. It certainly had a 

formative influence on the strategic thinking of Eells and young liberal practitioners. 

Hayden outlined a new kind of community-based educational movement before this 

conception possessed any significant national currency. With this manifesto, the door was 

opened for imaginative junior college leaders to reframe their activities in terms of an 

expansive social movement transcending the conventional norms and organizational 

structures of both secondary and tradition-bound higher education.  

It is notable that Hayden’s article has not been cited in the literature. One may 

speculate why this path breaking polemic, which anticipated so many elements of 

postwar community college ideology, has been overlooked by community college 

historians. Perhaps it is because previous historical discussions of the early junior college 

 



94 

have placed inordinate emphasis on the institutional formation of the junior college 

around the vocational tracking and diverting functions of the colleges. By over 

emphasizing relatively conservative biases in early national leadership ideology 

(Goodwin, 1971; Frye, 1992) and the social reproduction role of the colleges (Bowles & 

Gitnis, 1976; Zwerling, 1976; Brint & Karabel, 1989) there has been a strong tendency in 

the literature to underestimate or dismiss the influence of democratic and social 

evangelical reform impulses that coexisted within the junior college movement since at 

least the 1930s. This “animating spirit of the community college” (Grubb, 1999, p. 347) 

has waxed and waned for decades depending on perceived social and political threats and 

opportunities.  

Social reform tendencies may be blunted by the hesitancy of policymakers to 

countenance college activities such as political action, community engagement, and 

expansive conceptions of lifelong learning. A perennial concern of policymakers is that 

such initiatives transcend traditional conceptions of institutionalized, graded education 

while increasing economic and political costs to states and communities. As managerial 

and conceptions of appropriate organizational behavior have penetrated both leadership 

ideology and scholarship on community college organizational behavior, the social 

mission as opposed to broadly economic and social control functions has tended to 

decline in significance for both institutional leaders and scholars (Goodwin, 1973; Grubb, 

1999). Processing rather than proselytizing students is a safer bet generally in terms of 

assuring short-term organizational survival and stability. The craving for social 

respectability is a powerful normative force for rising professions (Bledstein, 1976; Starr, 
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1982; Frye, 1991). Professional aspirations and expectations often frame and delimit 

theories and methodologies.  

Nevertheless, the philosophical turn to lifelong learning, community service, and 

more democratic, popular higher education positioned the junior college to expand its 

social reach and legitimacy during the early postwar years. The new community oriented 

philosophy implied rejection of the constraints that conservative policy makers and 

university theorists had long sought to impose on the junior college curriculum. New 

leaders such as Hayden were almost inebriated by the prospect of building new colleges 

with few institutional boundaries or traditions. Among local faculty and administrators, 

there was a growing appeal for adult education and social and political activism in 

response to the twin problems of economic dislocation and the rise of fascism. Rising 

leaders including Hayden, Jesse Bogue, and Edmund Gleazer believed that the colleges 

should be more tightly coupled with local communities rather than the status force field 

defined and dominated by university elitists. By spanning boundaries between 

educational institutions and among community service organizations, the “community 

college” would expand its market while becoming an agency of social change. The 

California perspective on the community-based mission and flexible programming would 

be tested during World War II.  

 
Theoretical Conflict in the AAJC 

Fermentation of the mission distressed university-based leaders such as Koos who 

feared a dangerous mission drift among the colleges. Koos and the old guard among the 

AAJC leadership viewed the primary role of the colleges as serving and protecting the 
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universities, while fostering “social intelligence” and “life skills” amongst potentially idle 

and destructive youth (Frye, 1992; Goodwin, 1971); this was to be achieved by 

disciplining and diverting most junior college students into terminal general and 

vocational education. Eells agreed that this was a primary function of the junior college. 

He was also sensitive to a growing contradiction between the presumptive national 

leadership and its local constituents regarding the social and educational identity of the 

junior college. Traditionalists seeking permanent consignment to secondary education 

argued: “It is well determined that the junior college is a ‘youth movement’” (Hill 1938, 

p. 7; Koos, 1947a). Exponents of the emerging community college concept emphasized 

lifelong learning, social reform, and the conquest of new markets as the immanent future 

of the colleges. 

Understanding the growing social demand for expanded higher education access, 

Eells argued for a shift from a secondary to a higher education focus in 1931; he was 

rebuked by Koos for questioning the secondary education lockstep. Smarting under this 

attack from the leading junior college scholar, Eells was reticent initially to continue his 

advocacy of the collegiate focus once he became editor of the Journal; however, his 

decision to publish Bailey and Hayden and to assist Hollinshead’s campaign to become 

president of the AAJC in 1939 was certainly a calculated gesture toward Chicago and the 

traditionalists who still wielded theoretical dominance within the political apparatus of 

the AAJC. Arguments that the “community college” should play an active role in 

political and social reform undercut the conservative assumptions of Koos and 
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increasingly reactionary disciples such as Doak Campbell, who was Eells’ immediate 

predecessor as executive secretary of the AAJC (Goodwin, 1971).  

Once ensconced as executive leader of the AAJC, Eells (1940) repeated his faux 

pas by again arguing for a higher education curriculum focus. Despite attacks by the old 

guard, the stubborn and sometimes reckless Eells appeared more confident now that he 

was positioned as executive leader of the national organization and was supported by an 

AAJC president who shared his views.  

Eells and local practitioners were aware that most traditionally aged students and 

their parents embraced the idea of the junior college as higher education rather than 

terminal secondary education. This outlook was exhibited through a broad but not 

exclusive preference for the transfer curriculum and something resembling a collegiate 

experience beyond high school. As Eells (1940, 1941a) observed, adult students also 

desired to have their continuing education validated as “higher education.” Eells and the 

new leaders understood and encouraged local demands for more flexible educational 

programming and training options beyond high school for the community as a whole 

(Eells, 1941b). They were willing to accommodate the tendency of local constituencies to 

push junior colleges into the organizational field of higher education on terms defined 

increasingly by faculty, student, and community expectations rather than universities.  

The Depression broadened public demand for higher education services and 

opportunities. The junior college sector was especially appealing because of its 

accessibility and the fact that the primary cost was generally born by the more fortunate 

in the community. As the labor market constricted for unskilled industrial and service 
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workers, more students and their parents as well as increasing numbers of adult learners 

viewed the junior college as an attractive, low-cost, easily accessible route to higher 

education and the more secure professions. To the degree that programs were perceived 

as higher education, junior colleges were even more attractive to potential consumers.  

The fear of social unrest and the potential fragmentation of the vital center of 

society marked the junior-community college as a possible remedy to class conflict that 

was in line with the allied traditions of American individualism and civic nationalism. In 

this context, Eells and his California colleagues calculated that junior college popularity 

and, most importantly, survivability would be strengthened by redefining it as a nascent 

higher education institution and connecting the curriculum more directly and 

systematically to local community needs. The new consumers of junior college programs 

and services included adult learners–and voters–who were desperate to penetrate new 

labor markets or at least defend their current positions within increasingly complex, 

segmented technical division of labor. 

Among AAJC leaders Eells and Hayden’s positions represented a minority, 

sectional view in 1939, especially the emphasis on community programming (Goodwin, 

1971). But the 1939 ascension as president of the AAJC of Hollinshead, the first person 

to employ the words “community college” in the Journal and a friend and supporter of 

Eells, marked an important turning point within the movement. The idea that the “junior 

college is essentially a community institution” was given pride of place as a 

“fundamental principle” of the AAJC Commission on Terminal Education in 1940 
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(Thornton, 1960, p. 54). The commission also included adult education in the junior 

college as a primary research topic for the association (Brick, 1964).  

Eells’ position on higher education achieved increasing influence in the 

movement as well. A contemporary university-based perspective in the higher education 

literature charges the AAJC leadership with engaging in “anticipatory subordination” to 

the twin structural imperatives of university prestige and the “ordinary workings of the 

capitalist labor market” (Brint & Karabel, 1989, p. 218). This analysis is one-sided and 

deterministic. The growing community orientation of public junior colleges contributed 

to a programmatic orientation vis-à-vis the universities that was both more complex and 

strategic than one of either automatic genuflection to the superior status of the 

universities or reflexive channeling of programs and students in response to signals from 

the capitalist labor market. There is no doubt that AAJC leadership rhetoric privileged 

terminal vocational education over transfer education in the 1930s. They did so because 

there were, in fact, relatively few terminal programs across the country in comparison to 

traditional liberal arts and transfer programs (Koos, 1927b). From an institutional point of 

view, the Eells faction of the AAJC leadership was struggling not to undermine 

traditional transfer education by vocationalizing the mission but rather to import and 

emulate nationally a set of “best practices” from the California movement that was 

aggregating around a new conception of a community-based comprehensive mission. 

This included a mix of transfer, general education, adult education, cultural 

programming, and vocational curricula based on the needs and demands of local 

communities (Hill, 1938; Harberson, 1938b, 1942b).  
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Vocational Ironies and the Origins of the  

Comprehensive Mission 

Almost from the beginning of the movement, California and Texas were the most 

vocationally oriented systems in the country, at least in terms of their rhetoric. The 

earliest sustained argument in the junior college literature to associate semiprofessional 

and technical training with the curriculum came from California’s C.L. Mclane, founder 

of Fresno Junior College (McLane, 1910). The Fresno example provides a fascinating 

case study of junior college organizational and educational ambivalence during the early 

struggle to establish a sustainable mission.  

A scholar reading only Mclane’s 1910 article might expect to observe an all 

encompassing commitment to vocationalism in California’s first junior college. But 

another scholar comparing it to McLane’s remarkable 1913 report on the new curriculum 

in The School Review might draw very different conclusions about the efficacy of the 

vocational curriculum in the face of the desire for institutional legitimacy and prestige in 

the eyes of the broader educational community. In the latter article, McLane boasted to 

the world a traditional, transfer oriented enacted mission as expressed in the classroom. 

This curriculum ignored substantially the publicly expressed philosophical mission of the 

vocational college proposed in 1910. McLane (1913) began by identifying the junior 

college as an upward extension of high school and asserting the importance of “practical 

courses” in agriculture, manual training, domestic science and technical work. But the 

formal curriculum incorporated only one-year options in either surveying or machine 

shop. These appeared almost as an afterthought at the bottom of an ambitiously rigorous 
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collegiate grade curriculum. Fresno’s transfer curriculum included two-years of English, 

two years of Latin, German, or French, history, college-level chemistry, “advanced 

physics,” and seven courses of higher mathematics. Even more remarkable by the 

standards of today’s community college dominated by faculty from relatively unselective 

state universities were the proudly stated credentials of the founding faculty: a principal 

who was a graduate of Harvard College and Berlin University, a dean of the college with 

degrees from Columbia and UC Berkeley, a vice-principal/historian from Stanford, a UC 

Berkeley physicist, a UC Berkeley German teacher, and even a French professor hailing 

from the University of Paris. Only one member of the junior college faculty was a 

graduate of a state “normal college.” While this faculty and curriculum may have 

terminated its share of naive students, it is obvious that higher education legitimacy and 

professional credentials trumped any ideological commitment to the vocational arts. The 

same can be said for Bakersfield, Glendale, Riverside, San Bernardino Valley and others 

among the 40 California public junior colleges founded before World War II.  

Following the Fresno and Bakersfield examples, junior college liberal arts transfer 

enrollments in California and most of the nation exceeded those in vocational and adult 

education for much of junior college history (Hill 1938; Hillmer, 1949; Frye, 1992). 

AAJC leaders often expressed regret over this situation. Excepting the university 

“Godfathers,” however, they never suggested that the transfer function should be 

abandoned or even weakened. Their interest was to strengthen vocational education as a 

method for attracting new consumers of junior college services and broadening 

legitimacy and influence of the colleges within their communities and with local business 
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interests, not to weaken transfer liberal arts education. Even militant advocates of 

vocational training and student tracking such as John W. Harberson, principal of 

Pasadena Junior College, understood that weakening the transfer mission would 

undermine the educational legitimacy and, most importantly, the revenue streams of 

junior colleges in their communities (Harberson, 1942b).  

Brint and Karabel assert that “the ordinary workings of the capitalist labor 

market” and the commanding “structural power” of big business and the universities in 

American society defines and determines junior-community college organizational 

behavior (1989, pp. 216-220). This underestimates the degree of agency practiced by 

local colleges and their students. Resource dependency theory posits political and cultural 

dimensions to organizational responses to perceived external threats and controls (Pfeffer 

& Salancik, 1978). Organizational actors may respond to external influences in creative 

and resourceful ways by redefining missions and internal and external organizational 

relationships. Assuming that labor markets, funding streams, and political pressures 

structure the mission, the historically contingent process of defining and elaborating the 

mission reflects a mosaic of conflicting and cooperating social, economic, and 

educational influences. Not least of these are the individual needs and desires of pesky 

faculty and students who may confound the musings of university observers. From an 

institutional theory view, cultural and political contexts empowered local actors and 

internal professionals to follow their own professional and community commitments 

rather than the discourses of national leaders. 
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The AAJC leadership was aware of the dissonance between expressed and 

enacted missions (Eells, 1941a; Goodwin, 1973; Frye, 1992). Superficial readings of 

editorials and articles by national junior college propagandists misinterpret the 

ideological and professional motives of those national leaders who wielded the greatest 

long-term movement influence. Such leaders were quite aware that most junior college 

students entertained university transfer aspirations. They accepted these aspirations as 

legitimate and never questioned the necessity of protecting the collegiate-transfer 

function of the junior college (Harberson, 1942b). Institutional legitimacy, fiscal stability 

and growth, and their own professional status required that they meet the demands of 

their customers and stakeholders for locally provided opportunities to ascend the 

educational ladder to the bachelor’s degree. They were committed to expanding the 

junior college educational market in as many directions as possible. This was an 

organizational strategy to blunt effects of resource dependency and subaltern status 

within the American higher education system.  

The community college movement has always been omnivorous. The vocational 

thrust in early national mission debates was one element of a broad strategy to assure that 

the junior colleges would develop a defensible, flexible comprehensive curriculum that 

would maximize both organizational discretion and revenues (Bogue, 1950a, 1956; 

Gleazer, 1968). This broad-spectrum model was achieved much earlier in California than 

is recognized by most scholars. Structural subordination models of junior-community 

college institutional development underestimate the role that organizational leaders, 

communities and students play in shaping the enacted missions of the colleges.  
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Institutionalizing the California Comprehensive Mission 

For historians of the early movement, an overlooked data set compiled in 1938 by 

Dr. Merton E. Hill of the University of California sheds new light on the historical 

development of the comprehensive mission. Precise curricular and enrollment data for 

early individual junior colleges is rare or non-existent. Longitudinal data are even more 

unusual. Hill’s “Symposium” includes a detailed curricular taxonomy tied to the number 

of course offering of 37 California colleges from their founding to 1938. The only 

contemporary citation of Hill is in Dougherty (1994). This author either misses the full 

implication of the data or interprets these in such a way that it would not undermine his 

thesis on the social origins and political significance of the vocational mission after 

World War II. Dougherty over emphasizes the professional interests and “relatively 

autonomous” decision-making of educational policy-makers and institutional leaders. He 

views the vocational mission as a forced institutional choice imposed on students and 

faculty by national junior college leaders. Along with Brint and Karabel, Dougherty sees 

the vocational thrust as a predominantly postwar community college development that 

was calculated to weaken the transfer function rather than emerging organically in the 

1920s and 1930s out of the successful but sometimes fitful experiments of the California 

and Texas junior college movements.  

A careful analysis of Hill’s data demonstrates that issues of comprehensiveness 

and vocationalization are far more complex and mediated than one would surmise from 

conventional narratives on the historical development of the community college concept. 

Varying in interpretation on motivations and causes, these narratives agree that, “Transfer 
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has been the primary aim of the community college since the earliest days of its 

precursor, the junior college, at the beginning of the twentieth century” (Eaton, 1994, p. 

28). These scholars argue that other purposes such as job training did exist on the margins 

of some early junior colleges but that vocational programming was a minor institutional 

effect in the face of the dominant transfer function until the 1960s. Confluence of 

leadership interests, labor market signals, and organizational survival strategies facilitated 

the development and dominance of both the comprehensive mission and the vocational 

function by the 1970s or 1980s (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Eaton, 1994; Dougherty, 1994). 

Such narratives are anachronistic in terms of the historical development of the 

comprehensive mission at least in California; they rest on unexamined, elitist 

assumptions about “dominant” and “subordinate” functions flowing from university-

oriented biases regarding “superior” and “inferior” forms of education and training. Hill’s 

data call into question bald assumptions about dominant and subordinate functions. 

There is little doubt based on Hill’s data that the majority of students across the 

California system in the 1920s and 1930s did gravitate to the transfer curriculum. Does 

this mean that transfer was the “dominant function” of the California colleges? The 

answer depends on regional and institutional contexts. If one looks at the data for Los 

Angeles Junior College (LAJC)–the largest public junior college in the state and nation, 

then one might arrive at a very different conclusion about dominance: university transfer 

courses constituted only 30.9% of the curriculum while semi-professional and vocational 

programming combined for 34.1% of all courses. Both of these figures were surpassed by 

“cultural enrollments” which comprised no less than 35% of the curriculum in 1938. 
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While the prevailing LAJC student profile was the traditional age student, no less than 

1,500 out of a total of 5,200 students in 1938 were adult students who attended the junior 

college for a variety of individualistic reasons. Long Beach demonstrates a similar pattern 

with less than 30% of students in the transfer curriculum. But just up the coast at Santa 

Monica Junior College 54.5% of all courses were in the transfer area with less than 15% 

of courses in the semi-professional/vocational category (Hill, 1938, pp. 38-41). Relative 

community affluence and proximity to UCLA were drivers of the Santa Monica transfer 

function, as well as a significant number of University of California graduates who 

filtered into faculty ranks. In the San Francisco bay area, the San Mateo Junior College 

lower-division transfer function witnessed a significant decline from a historically 

dominant role to 46% of the total course offerings in 1937-38 (Hill, 1938, pp. 38-72). 

Generally, the farther a college was from an urban-industrial core and more 

removed from a university center, the more likely it was to emphasize the transfer 

function in the enacted mission as in the Central Valley and then rural Orange and 

Riverside Counties. Hill’s data point to Ventura Junior College (VJC) as perhaps the 

modal comprehensive college in the state. At Ventura in 1938, 52.1% of all courses were 

“university lower division.” 14.4% were semi-professional courses. 16.2% of courses 

were “specific vocational” in nature, and 15.2% were in the “cultural area” including 

non-degree, non-certificate general education and remedial education (Hill, 1938, p. 78). 

The 45.8% of the curriculum that was not university parallel is hardly a “minor theme” in 

the enacted mission. Ventura spanned the boundaries between the rural periphery and 

urban core in Southern California. It was founded in 1927 for the time honored California 
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junior college reason: If other counties and large towns are developing colleges, why not 

Ventura? Ventura’s inaugural curriculum provided for approximately one-third 

vocational programming and two-thirds liberal arts transfer. During the depression, there 

was an initial spike in semi-professional/vocational education. By 1938, the ratio of 

vocational programming to the transfer curriculum was about the same as ten years 

earlier. The most significant trend during the depression was a doubling of the “cultural 

curriculum.” What emerges from this snapshot of the VJC curriculum and general trends 

in California junior colleges in the inter-war period is one of growing institutions with 

increasingly balanced curricula incorporating the elements of the comprehensive mission. 

Hill’s “Symposium” confirms Cohen and Brawer’s (2003) contention that all the 

elements of the comprehensive mission existed within the movement since its inception.  

Curricular trends in Depression era California, which soon set the standard for the 

entire country, appear to have been remarkably sensitive to community contexts and the 

kinetics of the social and economic environment. Institutional isomorphic pressures 

toward comprehensive models tied to student and community desiderata—consumer-

choice—was a greater influence in shaping the curriculum than the “relatively 

autonomous decision-making” of self-interested institutional leaders (c.f. Dougherty, 

1994). National leadership decision-making and ideology probably had the greatest 

influence over decisions to reorient the colleges toward secondary or higher education 

and the degree to which a particular college would assume the mantle of a community-

based social movement or remain a more traditional school. But students and community 
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constituted a significant influence on the enacted curriculum then as now (see Adelman, 

1994, 2005).  

There is no doubt that by 1940 a goal of the national leaders who had either risen 

from the local colleges or were at least influenced by developments in regions such as 

California and Texas was to provide a significant increment of “semi-professionals” to 

the pre-baccalaureate labor market (Eells, 1941a, 1941b). This concern did not obviate 

other educational goals in an increasingly complex mission. The leaders understood that 

local and national labor markets required both technicians and university-trained 

professionals. In their minds “intelligent human engineering at the junior college level” 

required them “to combine vision with skill and tie it into community needs....Today’s 

world demands that citizens not only know how to live but also how to make a living” 

(Fredenburgh, 1948, p. 151, emphasis in original). For such minds human engineering 

and educating autonomous citizens, some of whom would be manufactured into followers 

and technicians while others would be trained as leaders and professionals through 

further higher education, were complimentary projects. As they became more confident 

of the staying power and social influence of the junior college, the leaders argued that 

both functions were legitimate and necessary collegiate activities. In the 1930s and 1940s 

and later in the 1970s, the AAJC emphasized the vocational function because the transfer 

function was taking care of itself without the need for much active intervention; students 

and consumers of junior-community college services were a formative influence on the 

mission and curriculum.  
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The Challenge of Institutional Legitimation Within  

Higher Education 

There is ample evidence in the junior college literature of competition with 

universities and hostility by junior college leaders to university criticism (Frye, 1991; 

Bethel, 1945b; Gleazer, 1958). Even though most national leaders shared consensus on 

the importance of carving out an educational market niche in support of technical and 

service sector labor markets, there was pride, not embarrassment, at asserting that “the 

original purpose of the junior college was to offer the first two years of college work, and 

in many colleges this is still the primary function” (Bethel, 1946, p. 130). Most junior 

college leaders, including those most committed to the vocational project, were more than 

willing to defend the collegiate and transfer functions in the face of any overt threat from 

their university brethren. 

John W. Harberson, principal of Pasadena Junior College, is a case in point. 

Depicted by Brint and Karabel as the most prominent and effective diverter of potential 

junior college transfer students into vocational tracks (1989, pp. 54-61), Harberson 

penned one of the most doughty, acerbic defenses of the “Preparatory Objective of the 

Junior College” in AAJC history. In a lead editorial of the Journal, Harberson (1942b) 

implored his colleagues not to ignore the transfer function as they once did the terminal 

function, since “25 to 30 percent  of the [junior college] student population can and 

should continue their education in higher institutions and they comprise too important 

and sizable a group to disregard” (p. 80). Harberson was quite aware that at his own 

college in 1938 no less than 46.3% of all courses were devoted exclusively to the transfer 
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function with an additional 16.8% “dual credit” courses that could be applied to either 

terminal vocational or transfer credit tracks (Harberson, 1938b, pp. 46-47). The future 

president of the AAJC was not about to forego Pasadena’s market share of transfer 

oriented students who generated the marginal dollars required for experiments in guiding 

some students into innovative technological curricula in architecture, aviation, and civil, 

electrical, and mechanical engineering. Far from desiring to subordinate the junior 

colleges to “standard college and university educators, lukewarm to the junior college 

movement,” he warned that,  

[T]he universities are taking advantage of the present emphasis on terminal 
education to proclaim to the world, by inference at least, that in its post-high 
school training of non-university preparatory students the junior college has at last 
found its true role and the university preparatory function should be surrendered 
exclusively to the standard college....[The junior college] can and must, if it 
continues to merit the financial support of all the people, prepare the potential 
university student for specialization, research or professional study.... (Harberson, 
1942b, pp. 179-180)  

 
For an educational sector that often presented itself as on the edge of penury, the financial 

argument was compelling. A knowledgeable contemporary reader of the Journal would 

have understood immediately the implied rejection of Koos’ position that the primary 

purpose of the junior college was to provide the terminal educational experience to youth. 

To a local administrator or faculty member, Harberson’s position was axiomatic. The 

history of the junior-community college movement witnesses the tenacity of its leaders to 

neither abandon a potential market niche nor cede an autonomy without a struggle. 

Harberson, Eells and other California colleagues abjured subordination to university 

mandates on principle, characterizing the junior college as “a new institution endeavoring 

to work out its own salvation” (Harberson, 1938a, p. 47). Rather than seek a lesser place 
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within the higher education hierarchy, they proclaimed a junior college identity that was 

in Gleazer’s words “neither the penthouse for the high school nor the first two floors of 

the senior institution” (1958, p. 486).  

The example of John W. Harberson and Pasadena Junior College (PJC) is 

instructive in another way. It represents a significant case study of how scholars and 

boosters can be misguided by their theoretical or ideological lenses into overlooking 

complexities or ignoring contrary examples. In order to make their argument that there 

was a virtual cabal of national and local AAJC leaders dedicated to diverting junior 

colleges and their students from the true aims of higher education and social capital 

formation, Brint and Karabel (1989) misrepresent or at least exaggerate the degree of 

Harberson’s commitment to vocational as opposed to transfer education. Despite their 

general thoroughness, they make no mention of Harberson’s 1942 polemic on university 

encroachments on the junior college transfer turf. For Principal Harberson there was no 

contradiction–no either or–in his commitment to a comprehensive junior college mission, 

including both transfer and vocational functions.  

Failing to examine the “Symposium” (Hill, 1938), Brint and Karabel’s analysis of 

the early California vocational movement rests in part on flawed data interpretation in 

respect to their discussion of the PJC example and the professional goals of California 

junior college leaders. They quote with enthusiasm Pasadena’s guidance counselor H.I. 

Weitzel’s communication to Eells on the efficient vocational guidance and sorting system 

pioneered at the college (Eells, 1941b, pp. 66-67). Unfortunately, Eells and Brint and 

Karabel accept Weitzel’s analysis at face value because his revelations fit so elegantly 
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into their conflicting but symmetrical assumptions: vocationalization is good (Eells); 

vocationalization is bad (Brint & Karabel, 1989). Quoting Brint and Karabel on the PJC 

experiment: “With such pressures on consumer choice a matter of institutional policy, 

vocational enrollments rose dramatically. Whereas in 1926 ‘semiprofessional’ 

enrollments at Pasadena were a mere 4 percent, by 1938 they had risen to 67 percent” 

(Brint & Karabel, 1989, p. 60). This statement is objectively incorrect in view of the 

published communications of both Hill (1938) and Harberson (1938b). The 

“Symposium” data indicate that the “4%” vocational enrollment number is accurate for 

1926 but that by 1938 the “semiprofessional curriculum” had grown to only 5% of 

enrollments (Hill, 1938, p. 46), not “67%” as represented by Brint and Karabel (1989, p. 

60). At this time LAJC—the most vocationally oriented college in the state–could only 

muster semiprofessional curricula at 32.4% of all course offerings (Hill, 1938, p. 40). 

Combining all Pasadena vocational courses including the new technology curriculum 

(architecture, aviation, and civil, electrical and mechanical engineering) yields no more 

than 37% of total PJC course offerings devoted to vocational education.  

The Pasadena transfer curriculum data were described precisely by Harberson in 

an official PJC publication (Harberson, 1938b, p. 46). Harberson reported that 46.3% of 

all PJC course offerings in 1938 were “university lower division” and that a plurality of 

Pasadena students continued to choose the transfer path despite putative institutional 

pressures on consumer choice. Counselor Weitzel appears to have been seeking to 

impress Eells with the efficiency of his newly designed vocational guidance and tracking 

system. He told Eells and by extension Brint and Karabel exactly what they wanted to 
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hear. Eells and Brint and Karabel are more than eager to take Weitzel at his word even 

though it contradicted the public pronouncements of the PJC principal in 1938 and 

subsequently in 1942.  

Weitzel and Eell’s communications about the success of the PJC vocational 

experiment defy common sense and much that is known about California junior colleges 

and their students in the 1930s. What Weitzel was describing was the number of 

graduates not the totality of students distributed across the curriculum. As a junior college 

leader and scholar, Eells at least should have known better. He was aware that a relatively 

small number of serious junior-community college transfer students bother to graduate 

because rapid matriculation at a senior institution is their primary goal (Eells, 1931a). A 

concerted effort to increase diplomas and credentials for vocational students in the midst 

of a defense build up does not translate into a significant reduction of transfer 

enrollments. Even with the vaunted PJC vocational guidance system and mandatory 

counseling sessions for students and parents, the largest percentage of students continued 

to choose the transfer path. The institution worked diligently to expand its reach, 

legitimacy, and market share by nurturing a comprehensive mission that provided for 

both transfer and vocational programming (Harberson, 1938b, 1942b).  

The PJC mission in 1940 was shaped by a complex of contending and cooperating 

forces three of which were critical: 1)  leadership interests and educational theory that 

viewed vocational-technical education as a strategic imperative for establishing a 

comprehensive mission; 2) labor market forces driven by escalating defense spending 

especially in the local aircraft manufacturing industry in Pasadena and the broader Los 
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Angeles area, which offered a premium to skilled, certified technical labor; and 3) the 

individual consumer choice of more than 5,700 PJC students. To reduce those choices to 

nothing more than “managed ambitions” imposed by vectors of force emanating from 

impersonal organizational-institutional fields, relegates individualism and consciousness 

to minor dependent variables possessing little statistical significance. This discussion of 

partisan data interpretation suggests that junior college scholars can be over zealous in 

imposing their own ideological and professional frameworks on messy institutional 

contexts. It further supports the proposition that student agency plays a fundamental role 

in shaping institutional mission.  

 
World War II and Mission Expansion  

World War II domestic mobilization and the postwar aftermath shaped the 

comprehensive community college mission in significant ways. Prior to the war, the 

junior college was a minor presence in American higher education and public 

consciousness. Shortly after the war, the President’s Commission on Higher Education 

(Truman Commission) called for a community college within commuting distance of 

most Americans. By the early 1960s, states and communities around the country 

responded to increased demands for higher education and job training by establishing a 

new community college every week. At the end of the century, California’s 108 public 

community colleges enrolling more than two million credit and non-credit students 

constituted the largest higher education system in the world.  

Postwar junior college growth is all the more remarkable when one considers that 

some policymakers and community leaders confessed ignorance of junior college 
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philosophy or local curricular patterns. As one state legislator stated to Jesse Bogue, 

leader of the AAJC, in 1947:  “We believe in the junior colleges and want them. We are 

ready to act, but we don’t know enough about this phase of education to draft a bill” (as 

quoted in Goodwin, 1971, p. 191). The lack of critical inquiry may be a tribute to the 

optimism many middle-class Americans shared about the power of education to provide 

opportunity and improve society (Warner et al., 1944). Community college boosters 

seemed contented with the assurance, as E.H. Hudson put it in the Mexia Texas News, 

that, “The Junior college makes education more available and less expensive” (AAJC, 

1944, p. 100).  

 The historical literature of the community colleges devotes scant attention to the 

role of the colleges in World War II. The usual compressed narrative includes mention of 

the impact of the draft and declining enrollments and then moves quickly to the almost 

giddy reactions of national and local leaders to the G.I. Bill and the 1947 Truman 

Commission Report. Scant consideration is given to wartime activities in themselves. 

Thornton’s (1966) popular study of the community junior college devotes three sentences 

to the junior college experience in World War II. Brint and Karabel (1989) devote two 

paragraphs to the topic, focusing on the G.I Bill. The most extended discussion of the 

wartime junior college focuses on the rapid shift to short-term job training, extended 

adult education, and development of “patriotic non-credit courses.” The new curriculum 

ranged from aviation to victory gardens, cartography to riveting, nursing to do-it-yourself 

functions. These observers note correctly that the sudden shift in emphasis from liberal 

arts transfer courses to vocational and short-cycle occupational training focused on adult 
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part-time students “had a profound effect on the future mission of American junior 

colleges” (Witt et al., pp. 119-121).  

One of the most important developments during the war was increasing 

involvement of the AAJC in recruiting junior college students into nursing for the 

military and domestic hospitals. This activity gave rise to investigation of technical 

nursing education after the war (Brick, 1964). This was an area of vocational education 

where junior college student demands for more classes and faculty would expand 

continuously. Thanks, in part, to the impetus of WW II, nursing and allied health 

programs represent the most prominent community college vocational success story in 

that today 62% of all new health care professionals and para-professionals receive their 

training in the colleges (AACC, 2003).  

Wartime junior colleges experienced more than a 50% decline in enrollments 

nationally and a net loss of at least 54 public and private institutions. Iowa alone lost 

fourteen public colleges. But at the same time, California, driven by a booming war 

economy, acquired six new public colleges (Brossman & Roberts, 1973). For colleges 

that remained active during the war, there was a marked shift in the student profile. The 

1938 enrollment of “special” students (adult part-time) was 20,750 or approximately 

15.2% of the total national junior college clientele. By 1945, adult student enrollments 

increased to 161,791. This nearly 800% increase constituted 64.8% of the total national 

junior college enrollment of 249,788 (Martarona, 1946). Flexible scheduling, accelerated 

courses and degrees, evening and summer sessions, importation of adjuncts faculty from 

industry, and rapid development of work-study and cooperative education curricula were 

 



117 

innovations that would soon be institutionalized as conventional community college 

programming.  

The significance of these developments was not lost on national and local leaders 

who were ever vigilant for new marketing opportunities. Early in the war Leland 

Medsker, a prominent junior college administrator and scholar, observed that “several 

factors seem to make its position strategic” for anticipating post-war needs:  

Probably no type of accredited institution is less hampered by tradition and by 
orthodox methods....It is or can be a local institution [with the] experience and 
ability to deal with all types of students regardless of ability, background, or 
educational and vocational ambitions. (1943, pp. 19, 38) 

 
Throughout the war, Eells was relentless in hyping successful experiments in short-term 

training with an eye to strengthening postwar junior college vocational programs (1944a, 

1944b). Eells, always on the hunt for new markets and constituencies, cited with 

particular approval the vice president of the North Central Accreditation Council: “The 

junior college should serve the whole community and not simply a small fraction of the 

adolescents of college age....” (Eells, 1945, p. 272). Three months after VJ Day the AAJC 

President proclaimed: “I would like to see us study the possibilities and our appropriate 

function in adult and part-time education and throw our weight behind those institutions 

which are pioneering in it” (Bethel 1945b, p. 103). This new strategic direction would 

have profound implications for shaping the enacted missions of the colleges. 

 
The People’s College at War 

Early in the war, President Roosevelt framed the conflict in liberal democratic 

terms as a positive struggle for social reform as well as a negative struggle against 
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tyranny. The “Four Freedoms”–freedom of speech and expression, freedom of religion, 

freedom from want, and freedom from fear–marked the domestic war as a liberal crusade 

for social reform that would be achieved through the anti-fascist struggle. As moderate 

progressives, a number of AAJC leaders had been sympathetic to the New Deal, arguing 

for federal junior college programs in the thirties “as the cheapest investment in a better 

America” (Witt et al., p. 99). They were also isolationists. Most civic nationalists in the 

late 1930s were suspicious of Roosevelt’s internationalism and tilt toward the Allies. A 

national survey by Eells (1939) at the outbreak of the war indicated near universal 

agreement within the movement that the United States should avoid entering the war. 

With Pearl Harbor, civic nationalism was assimilated rapidly into the liberal crusade. The 

junior college asserted itself as a logical cognate for both freedom of expression and 

freedom from want.  

The war confirmed to the leaders of the AAJC that a democratic-managerial state, 

buffered and legitimized by national plebiscites, could mobilize an industrial capitalist 

economy in achieving victory over tyranny, eliminating unemployment, and providing 

security and unrivaled prosperity to the majority of its citizens. They attributed both 

victory and prosperity to the superiority of American institutions including the mass 

public education system and the American higher education system of which the junior 

colleges were a relatively modest but dynamic component. The idealism of the “Great 

Crusade” transformed the relatively conservative, middle-class politics that had 

dominated movement ideology before the war. The nascent social movement tendencies 

articulated by Hayden in 1939 triumphed during the war.  
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Shortly after Pearl Harbor, a 1942 Journal editorial written by an influential 

California leader summed up the goals of the war in liberal democratic terms and 

proclaimed the role of the junior college in postwar construction as helping to create “an 

organized world,” “supporting racial equality,” eliminating “plutocrats and economic 

imperialists,” providing education to construct “the world of the common man,” and 

teaching a “democratic idealism” that “exalts the individual” (Harberson, 1942a). A 

careful reading of the wartime Journal demonstrates that for a time junior colleges 

distinguished themselves as the most militantly democratic sector of higher education in 

American history. The war reinforced the movement’s optimism and self-interest 

regarding the potential of education to reform society and to focus human energy in 

positive ways. It transformed relatively conservative college leaders into the kind of 

socially engaged reformers imagined by Hayden and his Santa Monica colleagues in 

1939. The leaders may have ignored the contradiction between the politics of a well-

organized bureaucratic warfare state controlled by a trained and organized managerial 

class and Harberson’s assumption that “the individual is the great reality” (1942a, p. 

131). Nevertheless, the wartime leaders moved well beyond the “managerial 

progressives” (Horowitz et al.) who had set the tone for the movement beginning in the 

1920s. The earlier leaders had imbibed the idea of progress and believed with Henry Ford 

that “service always pays better than selfishness” (Ford, 1929). They also emulated Ford 

by articulating a paternalistic social vision that hearkened more to the verities of small 

town authoritarianism than to the pursuit of social justice.  
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The shock and excitement of the war transformed the community education 

perspective from a minor theme in national movement thinking to a paean for the 

common man. AAJC leaders sought to translate community education, service, and 

reform into a program that would assist democratic society in ending “the domain of 

special privileges for the gifted and powerful few” (Haberson 1942a, p. 132). 

Mobilization for victory over fascism and the sacrifices of many junior college students 

and faculty paved the way for a new liberal faith:  “The humanity of the person in the 

machine age has by no means come to its full realization, but it is on its way” (Bogue, 

1950a, p. 18). The new junior college mission of liberating the common man was to be 

achieved through force of arms internationally and education and community service 

domestically. As the nation went to war, the junior college took up arms in commitment 

to democratic education and hope for greater social equality rooted in Jeffersonian 

conceptions of equality of opportunity. In the minds of wartime junior college leaders, 

the movement would become a fountainhead of democratic education and individual 

achievement in a reformed political and economic system that would provide a more 

level playing field for the majority of Americans.  

A more skeptical view of the World War II junior college might attribute such 

avowals of democracy and equality to excessive patriotism or even opportunism in the 

face of national emergency. Illustrative of the movement’s sincerity on matters of social 

justice, an event early in the war demonstrates that some AAJC leaders possessed the 

courage to lead junior colleges to act, in Hayden’s words (1939), “as institutions of social 
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guidance.” A democratic litmus test was the willingness of the AAJC editorial board to 

take an unpopular, even dangerous, political position in the face of wartime hysteria.  

In September 1942, Ells published a Journal editorial that committed the 

movement to fully supporting the defense effort while simultaneously defending 

domestic civil liberties. By publishing this editorial and an accompanying article by an 

irate California junior college professor, the AAJC distinguished itself as the only 

national educational association that questioned openly the federal government’s “forced 

evacuation of 100,000 Japanese from the Pacific coastal areas. Hundreds of these 

evacuees were junior college students and American-born citizens....The largest single 

number of Japanese junior college students were at Los Angeles City College” (Eells, 

1942, p. 4). Eells urged his readers to contemplate the “distinctly disturbing” 

investigation into the mistreatment of Japanese families and students that was published 

concurrently with his editorial. He argued that undemocratic and racist treatment in the 

camps “deserved the reading of every junior college instructor” [and] could well be made 

the subject of class discussions in classes in social problems, or government, or current 

events” (Eells, 1942, pp. 4-5). Forced internment of American citizens in humiliating 

conditions without adequate educational opportunity for their children because they 

“happened to have their eyes set at a little different angle from that of other 

citizens...[exposes] the hollowness of the four freedoms....[in ways that are] unhealthy for 

[the victims]; unhealthy for us” (Eells, 1942, p. 5). Employing rhetoric that risked 

alienating some of his closest colleagues in California, not to mention the federal 
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government and U.S. military, Eells insisted that both Japanese-Americans and citizens 

as a whole must be instructed in the true purpose of the war: 

They can be taught in camp that they as well as the rest of us have a job to do 
when the war is over. There must be fewer inequalities for everyone. The poor 
white family of eight now lives on a starvation income whether he lives in the 
United States, in Great Britain, or Italy, must be assured the benefits society as 
whole has achieved. We are fighting today for justice and democracy for all–for 
all classes of society in the world–not for justice to one race at the expense of 
another. (Eells, 1942, p. 5) 

 
 Professor Otis Dunbar Richardson, English department chair and sponsor of the 

Student Nisei Club at LACC, was even more to the point as he described how most 

Japanese parents sent their children to the schools on December 8, 1941, despite their 

fears of infuriated mobs. They took this risk because of their faith in the democratic 

promise of American education. He demanded that junior colleges be allowed to deliver 

educational services to the camps despite military resistance. Richardson’s personal 

investigation of camp life and confrontation with camp commanders over the degrading 

living conditions he observed in the camps, especially the dearth of educational 

opportunity, demonstrate the courage and unrelenting commitment of a dedicated junior 

college professional to the well-being of his students. The article provided voice to 

interred junior college students who connected their own dismay and suffering to those of 

the Chicago slums, the “Okies of California,” and “poor whites in South and the lynching 

of Negroes” (Richardson, 1942, p. 11).  

 The civic nationalism of progressive California had long possessed a racist 

underbelly (Olin, 1968; Daniels, 1971; Takaki, 1993). Eells and Richardson were quite 

aware that demagogic California politicians and white farming and business interests 
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were critical pressure groups in effecting the internment program. As the California 

Growers and Shippers Association announced in the Saturday Evening Post in 1942: 

“We’ve been charged with wanting to get rid of the Japs for selfish reasons. We might as 

well be honest. We do” (as quoted in Takaki, 1993, p. 381). Much closer to the Pacific 

theater in Hawaii where racial relations between whites and Asians were more amicable 

and where Japanese labor was a strategic component of the war effort deportation was 

never seriously considered and in fact strongly resisted by the U.S. military on security 

grounds (Daniels, 1971; Takaki, 1993). For a movement that had been almost morbidly 

concerned about public relations and image management, the AAJC’s firm stance for 

justice and equity in the face of an LA press that was wont to dismiss Japanese-

Americans as “vipers” and their children as “vipers’ eggs” is a testament to the positive 

social vision at the heart of the movement.        

 
Conclusion 

Cohen and Brawer have characterized the historical condition of the junior 

college as one of “institutional amorphism...tied to a mythical ideology” (1972, p. 23). 

But relatively weak institutionalization may offer advantages in terms of organizational 

ability to adapt creatively to environmental threats and opportunities. Confronting the 

challenges of depression and war, junior colleges responded flexibly to the social need 

for new kinds of educational programming. Comprehensive models pioneered in 

California paved the way for the comprehensive community college. In the minds of 

many junior college leaders, the new curriculum was not only a matter of organizational 

survival but also their way of defending democracy through expanded educational 
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opportunity. Some colleges languished; many survived and even flourished during the 

war. The movement took seriously its role as both a community institution and national 

leadership organization committed to promulgating democratic ideology. The ideology of 

the militant but respectable educational movement was well modulated with the desires 

of policy makers, hundreds of communities, and thousands of consumers and 

stakeholders. The junior college’s role in domestic war mobilization and early attempts at 

community development paved the way for the emerging community college to acquire 

increasing social influence as an educational and training force in postwar society. This 

chapter demonstrates that the comprehensive mission was in full-bloom at least in 

California much sooner than is recognized in conventional community college 

scholarship and that student’s aspirations constitute a major influence on the shape of the 

curriculum. As Brossman and Roberts observe,  

In California at least, the community colleges grew out of the demands of people 
for more knowledge and training, not educational theory....It is the concrete 
achievement of former community college students in industry, the professions, 
business, and higher levels of academic endeavor that justifies the existence of the 
community colleges and assures their continuing growth. (1973, p. 88) 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE CONSENSUS SOCIAL MOVEMENT: 1945-1960 

 
The American way of life holds that all human beings are entitled to equal 
opportunities to develop to their fullest capacities. The basic function of 
public education then should be to provide educational opportunity by 
teaching whatever needs to be learned to whoever needs to learn it, 
whenever he needs to learn it. 

Joliet Junior College Board of Education, 1950 
 

The colleges in the past have ignored and neglected these [minority and 
poor] people, failing to reach out to them and to destroy the barriers.  

Edmund J. Gleazer, Jr., 1968 
 
 

Introduction 

At the end of World War II, the public junior college movement possessed an 

articulate, national leadership and hundreds of vigorous local colleges. The movement 

took advantage of postwar prosperity to expand its reach and influence. Widespread 

liberal optimism about higher education’s potential to stimulate economic growth, 

strengthen democracy, mitigate class and racial conflict, and to provide Cold War 

ideological munitions to the American nation provided a cultural context supportive of 

junior college expansion. National and state-level policymakers viewed the once 

marginal junior college phenomenon as a relatively inexpensive, potentially ubiquitous 

solution to the manpower training needs of the rapidly growing economy. The President’s  

Commission on Higher Education (Truman Commission) recommended that a 

community college be established within commuting distance of nearly all Americans 

(1947b, pp. 6-7). The comprehensive mission ideal promised a spectrum of educational 

services extending from transfer education and vocational training to adult education and 
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community service programs. It would address the burgeoning public demand for 

accessible higher education services and credentials.  

The Truman Commission Report decried the fact that poor people and minorities 

lacked access to higher education, which deprived the nation of both potential leadership 

and a more highly skilled workforce. It viewed the community college as an efficient 

vehicle for addressing inequities in higher education. Junior college leaders embraced 

with alacrity the ideals of access and opportunity; they popularized community colleges 

as opportunity centers to enter into the growing middle-class (Bogue, 1950a). Both U.S. 

and Soviet policymakers viewed higher education expansion and scientific and 

technological innovation as markers of social system superiority. The Truman 

administration supported the development of community colleges as a social mechanism 

for strengthening American democracy and providing the U.S. economy with a 

competitive advantage over Communism (President’s Commission on Higher Education, 

1947a). American liberal political leaders also grasped the potential for co-opting higher 

education to further advance “Fair Deal” state legitimacy (Fuller & Rubinson, 1992). 

Community college leaders would become almost giddy over the outward success of the 

movement, measured by nearly exponential increases in enrollments and numbers of new 

institutions. Widespread social approval buttressed by sophisticated marketing and public 

relations buffered the colleges from critical analysis of institutional practices and 

outcomes, including racial equity.  
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Community College Ideology and Mission Expansion 

During the post-war years, the junior college movement experienced a 

fundamental transformation, both ideologically and structurally. The American social and 

educational context structured an ideological and programmatic consensus among 

community college leaders around a vaguely defined but passionately defended 

comprehensive mission. The early junior college was defined generally as extended 

secondary education by the federal government, the states, and some of its most 

prominent national leaders (Winter, 1964). The emergence of the community college 

ideal transformed the junior college from an upward extension of secondary education 

emphasizing terminal and transfer education to an expansive social and educational 

movement, providing open access and lifelong learning to anyone who might benefit 

from its services.  

In 1948, the California Association of Junior Colleges (CAJC) promulgated the 

outlines of a comprehensive mission that would become the model for the national 

movement: “Terminal Education, General Education, Orientation and Guidance, Lower 

Division Training, Adult Education, Removal of Matriculation Difficulties.” 

Underpinning this functional mission was a broader philosophical and social mission. 

The CAJC expressed its commitment to this social mission by articulating a set of values 

intended to rationalize the comprehensive mission:  

1. The junior college is committed to the democratic way of life; 2. The junior 
college recognizes the individual man as the highest value of the world and 
universe; 3. The junior college is committed to the policy of granting to the 
individual man the maximum amount of freedom, personal initiative, and 
adventure consistent with equal opportunities on the part of his fellows; 4. The 
junior college is committed to the policy of providing for all the children of all the 
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people, a post-high-school education which will meet their needs. (Deutsch, 
Aubrey, & Strayer, 1948, pp. 6-7) 
 

Significantly, the “Strayer Report” was submitted to both the Regents of the University of 

California and the State Department of Education as a “Survey of the Needs of California 

Higher Education.” A key CAJC postwar goal was to accelerate the junior college 

organizational transition from secondary to higher education. New AAJC leaders worked 

vigorously to transform Eell’s and California’s heresy into the new orthodoxy.  

The public junior college explored and tested new models for community college 

curricula; it asserted the right to claim collegiate status for most of its programs, as did its 

students and community boosters. The ideological framing of such assertions by 

movement leadership implied rejection, or at least redefinition, of certain professional 

norms of traditional higher education. As postwar research universities accelerated the 

“Academic Revolution” (Jencks & Riesman, 1968), movement leaders demanded the 

imprimatur of higher education status for the colleges without becoming “vassals [and] 

poor relations of the four-year colleges” (Ashby, 1971, p. 10). Even though the national 

leaders were themselves trained and certified by university graduate schools, they began 

a dual process of limiting the influence of university theorists on the movement and 

jettisoning constraints imposed by secondary curricula and governance structures. They 

positioned themselves as an educational movement associated with higher education but 

not automatically subordinated to professional norms and status differentials defined by 

the universities: “Community colleges must strike out boldly, demonstrate that they are 

not bound by tradition or the desire to ape senior colleges for the sake of a totally false 

notion of academic respectability, and do the job” (Bogue, 1950a, p. 313).  
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AAJC leaders focused on the ideals of lifelong learning and community service as 

plausible social justification for a community college that moved beyond the restrictions 

of the extended high school model. President Floyd Bailey of Santa Rosa Junior College, 

a prominent leader of the CAJC, had campaigned for decades to achieve junior college 

independence from high schools (F. Bailey, 1934, 1967). He feared that unless the 

colleges faced more toward the community and higher education they were “doomed to 

be no more than a bump on the top side of the high schools” (F. Bailey, 1967, p. 1). The 

growth of community-based curricula and adult education during the Depression and 

WW II reinforced and popularized Bailey’s and Eells’ position that the restraints of 

secondary education were inimical to achieving the flexibility required by communities 

demanding higher education of a new type.  

The comprehensive community college mission was tied to and articulated 

through a national political and professional framework that was differentiated from 

certain higher education and secondary school norms for strategic reasons. The emerging 

community college ideological and educational framework captured in the metaphor of 

the comprehensive mission was quite congruent with the postwar American 

Weltanschauung. As synthesized by Bogue (1950a), the community college mission 

reflected Cold War consensus politics, technological optimism, and faith in the potential 

of economic growth to transcend or at least blunt social contradictions. This consensus 

movement achieved mass social appeal without challenging prevailing American 

assumptions regarding possessive individualism, competition, and the public good of 

private ownership tempered by the policy agenda of the liberal democratic state.  
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AAJC Leadership Succession 

In April 1945, the imperious Eells was purged from executive leadership of the 

AAJC in a sort of palace coup led by the President of the Executive Committee, 

Lawrence Bethel and backed by Leonard Koos (Brick, 1964). His continuing feud with 

Koos, which was deemed unseemly and unnecessary by many in the association, fatally 

undermined his credibility as a leader (Reed, 1971). Political maladroitness and 

egocentrism blinded him to Koos’ iconic status of “inspirational leadership in [junior 

college] educational theory, practice, and research” (AAJC, 1949, p 545). Eells’ 

insecurity was reinforced by the conviction that the even more commanding Robert H. 

Hutchins, President of the University of Chicago, had been conspiring with Koos to 

undercut his authority. In 1942, Eells staved off an attempt by Hutchinson and Koos to 

marginalize him politically by moving the AAJC executive offices from Washington, 

D.C. to the University of Chicago campus (Goodwin, 1971). His bilious threats to the 

executive committee carried the day but damaged relationships. His fiscal 

mismanagement sorted out by the rising star, Jesse Bogue, further undermined his 

credibility within the AAJC (Brick, 1964). His arrogant and sometimes dismissive 

manner confounded his closest associates and provided succor to his enemies. Eells’ 

angry resignation assured his permanent alienation from the movement. He remained 

outcast until his death in 1963. The Journal’s obituary of Eells echoed this estrangement, 

emphasizing his “uncompromising” nature “in the face of stiff opposition because it was 

unthinkable to him to accept second best” (Bishop, 1963, p. 3). Following Eells’ 

humiliation, Koos assumed editorship of the Journal. He employed this position as a 
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forum to continue his advocacy of high school integration of junior colleges and the 

emphasis on terminal education (Goodwin, 1971). But it was a pyrrhic victory for Koos 

whose theoretical position tying junior colleges to secondary education eroded in the face 

of the increasingly influential community college concept emanating from California. 

Though Eells succumbed, the community college triumphed. His insistence on the 

collegiate standing of the curriculum and his willingness to give voice to the community-

focused comprehensive mission, especially the lifelong learning model, constitutes his 

most important legacy. He achieved posthumous victory over those university-based 

theorists who advocated a more constricted conception of the junior college mission. 

Only six months after his humiliation, Bethel paid a backhanded tribute to Eells’ 

collegiate perspective through a witty defense of one of the longest standing canards in 

community college curriculum–cosmetology as higher education: 

Perhaps some day we may regard the art of beautifying a lady’s face of collegiate 
importance equal to the science of engineering. I suspect that it is not so much 
what is taught that makes a curriculum collegiate or sub-collegiate, but instead 
how it is taught and to whom it is taught. (1945b, p. 103, emphasis in original)  

 
New national leaders who had come up through local colleges that had thrived despite 

depression and war talked excitedly of meeting community needs by “providing 

legitimate educational services, rather than on conforming to preconceived notions of 

what is or is not collegiate subject matter, or of who is or is not college material” 

(Thornton 1966, p. 277). This radical (to some university observers) redefinition of 

higher education was allied to the concept of a community-centered, multipurpose 

education and training center: “‘Junior college’ connotes a small edition of a college; the 
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term ‘community college,’ on the other hand, connotes a breadth of services” (Fields, 

1962, p. 62).  

 
Mission Evangelism 

Eells’ successor as executive leader of the AAJC, the brilliant and energetic Jesse 

Parker Bogue, burst on the scene as the most charismatic and effective advocate of the 

community college ideal in the history of the Association. Born on an Alabama farm, the 

future Methodist minister and junior college president struggled relentlessly to acquire an 

education. Through force of will, he graduated from De Pauw University in 1914. 

Following his war service as an army field chaplain in France, he alternated between 

education and the ministry until he accepted the headmaster position of the Troy 

Academy in Poultney, Vermont, which he soon reorganized as a successful private 

Christian junior college. The college was affiliated with the Methodist church and 

dedicated to “Christian citizenship” (Reed, 1971, p. 36). Bogue soon rose to national 

power as an articulate proselytizer within the AAJC.  

Bogue’s biographer subtitles his study: “Missionary for the Two-Year College” 

(Reed, 1971). Apt description: Bogue synthesized the passions of southern evangelism 

with the reform traditions of populism and democratic progressivism in the vein of 

William Jennings Bryan and Woodrow Wilson. His graduation speech at De Pauw 

University proposed a synthesis of public education and evangelism as the panacea for 

social problems. In this homily Bogue foreshadowed his future commitments as leader of 

the community college movement: “Public education will solve this universally vital 

question [of improving social conditions]....Humanity will never be aroused by a religion 
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that dreams merely of a future existence....Society will be awakened by a religion that 

also serves the eternal, now” (as quoted in Reed, 1971, p. 21). His conflation of 

Christianity and social reform confirms Myrdal’s observation of an historical 

correspondence between the Enlightenment’s doctrine of natural rights and social 

equality and the “ideal of moral law in the Christian faith” (1944, p. 10). Such 

correspondence was an article of faith for Bogue and his fellow educational evangelists 

across the junior college movement; however, as will be demonstrated, junior college 

conceptions of moral law tended to abstraction, even obfuscation, when issues of social 

and educational reform might transect racial and ethnic relations.  

Bogue, Gleazer, and other national leaders of the junior-community college 

movement employed the rhetoric and organizing techniques of evangelical religion to 

make overt and covert appeals to both spiritual impulses of its boosters and stakeholders, 

while ignoring their ethnic prejudices. Pedersen makes a parallel observation regarding 

the religious impetus of early junior colleges: “Civic leaders who advocated for a junior 

college were often the same people who earlier organized to expunge ‘sin’ from their 

communities” (2000, p. 214, note 2).  

The charismatic Bogue possessed a gift for polemics, a penchant for theory, the 

tenacity and persuasiveness of a traveling Bible salesman, and an instinct for movement 

building in the tradition of St. Paul. Most of all he was a barnstormer organizer and 

publicist who was ever willing to take his junior college revival show on the road. His 

optimistic message of an educational social movement combining evangelism, moderate 
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liberalism, and civic nationalism was almost perfectly modulated to the sensibilities of 

the postwar junior college leadership and its constituents.  

The postwar community college movement under the ministrations of Bogue and 

his followers established open access and comprehensiveness as the orthopraxy and 

orthodoxy the practitioners’ culture. Such descriptors are appropriate for a movement 

“theology” that conceived of the colleges as “more like religious organizations 

than...businesses [because]....they help people toward a better life” (Cohen & Brawer, 

1994, p. 20). For Reverend Bogue and Minister Edmund Gleazer (the AAJC’s public 

relations director and Bogue’s successor as executive director), the link between mission 

activism and religious purpose was both axiomatic and revelatory. In their minds 

Christianity, educational opportunity, and democracy constituted a unified social 

philosophy. As Gleazer once declaimed, “I believe in all my heart in those causes which 

can move people to fulfill their God-given potentials. The junior college in this 

democratic society can be–ought to be–that kind of cause” (Gleazer 1958, p. 487); and, 

without a hint of irony for The Educational Record, the open door college as Christian 

revelation: “We have borrowed from John the Revelator a phrase of almost 20 centuries 

ago, conceived high on the steep slopes of the Island of Patmos: ‘Behold, I have set 

before thee an open door’” (Gleazer, 1970, p. 49). For the former Reorganized Latter Day 

Saints street preacher who fused the message of his church with the lessons of his 

glittering Harvard doctorate, there was an unbroken continuum between religious aims 

and the social purposes of the community college movement.  
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Many AAJC leaders agreed with Bogue and Gleazer on the spiritual dimensions 

of the movement. A lead editorial in the Journal by one AAJC president saw it as a 

“common sense” mission of the movement to “translate the ideals of democracy and 

Christianity into reality” (Farley, 1947, p. 2). Another college president enthused that the 

junior college must incorporate a “moral and spiritual power to match the power of 

atomic energy” (Rainey, 1949, p. 504). Speaking for the entire movement, the official 

resolutions of the 1949 AAJC convention discovered a “New Frontier” for community 

college education–“namely (1) family-life education and (2) moral and spiritual values 

for living in the world of today and tomorrow” (AAJC, 1949, p. 548).  

Propelled by an almost messianic sense of purpose, the predominantly white, 

male, Protestant AAJC leaders appealed to like-minded brethren across the country, 

North and South. Their overtly religious imagery enhanced the social legitimacy of the 

movement in small-town America. The movement’s combination of religiously-based 

certitude tied to an almost limitless conception of community service may have strained 

the credulity of some policymakers and university elites; yet, its conception of a “higher 

education” fusing Christianity and democracy played well from Peoria, IL to Porterville, 

CA. Even a prominent pragmatist such as the physicist-president of Santa Rosa College, 

Floyd Bailey, defined his goals for students in terms of a secularized Puritanism that 

would have impressed Cotton Mather. Just prior to the war the president of the first 

California public junior college to achieve independence from secondary education 

impressed the movement as he itemized the traits on which Santa Rosa students were 

graded: “1. Honesty; 2. Industry; 3. Initiative; 4. Cooperation; 5. Dependability; 6. 
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Courtesy; 7. Neatness; 8. Poise; 9. Adaptability; 10. Personal Appearance” (F. Bailey, 

1938, p. 95). Bailey’s list of preferred student characteristics resonated across the 

evangelical landscape of the movement.  

In 1953, Bogue featured a sermon in the Journal by the Pastor of Marvin 

Methodist Church in Tyler, Texas on “Moral Foundations of Intellectual Freedom” (W. 

Kerr, 1953). Taking up a full six pages in the journal, this spiritual appeal recapitulated 

Bogue’s youthful valedictory theme that religion, morality, and education are one in the 

same. Bogue and Pastor Kerr did neglect to point out that the public junior college in 

Tyler was for whites only. Blacks were forced to pay for their education at the lone 

private Negro junior college (Butler College) in Texas, which mustered an enrollment of 

only 139 students served by 13 faculty in 1946. At the same time, the solitary public 

Negro junior college in Texas, St Philip’s in San Antonio, served 112 students 

(Whitehead, 1946, p. 349). The extreme disparity in black opportunity represented by 

these numbers indicates the limits to intellectual freedom under the aegis of the Southern 

Methodism espoused by the Reverends Kerr and Bogue.  

The evangelical subtext of the movement was so extensive that in 1953 James W. 

Reynolds, Journal editor and prominent University of Texas community college scholar 

penned an editorial, “Religious Education and the Junior Colleges.” He appealed for a 

national conference to develop strategies for injecting issues of spirituality and Christian 

education into junior colleges (Reynolds, 1953). At this time, the editorial board was 

comprised of members from California, Texas, Vermont, Colorado, North Carolina, New 

York, Alabama, Oregon, and Michigan. This regional diversity suggests a national 
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consensus in support of the evangelical mission. The primary purpose of the proposed 

national conference was to develop strategies to assist public colleges in skirting potential 

church-state entanglements. A few months later the President Prator of Bakersfield 

College (BC) reported gleefully to the Journal that he had found the solution to the 

conundrum of promoting spirituality in a secular institution. In an article entitled, “A 

College and a Community Work at a Project in Moral and Spiritual Values,” he described 

how the college persuaded local Rotary Clubs to foot the bill to send student leaders to 

Christian youth conferences in California. The student leaders would then become the 

vehicles for spiritualizing the curriculum (Prator, 1954). While public appeals for the 

evangelical mission peaked by the mid-1950s, a broad movement consensus on the 

Christian dimension of junior college education remained in force for some time. 

Evangelism provided the movement an added psychic impetus that should not be 

underestimated.  

 
Theorizing the Educational Movement 

The transformation of the high school-based junior college into the postsecondary 

community college embracing a fungible comprehensive mission represented both a 

significant programmatic shift and a public relations coup for the people’s colleges. 

Wartime experiments in adult education and short-term occupational training played an 

important role in expanding junior college influence in the community, increasing 

enrollments, and reconfiguring missions. Community colleges increased their credibility 

and influence by promising flexibility and responsiveness to community needs and 

demands. Moderately liberal politics and less than subtle religious appeals were 
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modulated adroitly to the particularism of diverse communities. National and local 

leaders positioned the community college to expand its social and educational reach into 

new postwar educational and training markets beyond the high school and outside the 

prevue of traditional higher education. Insisting on its status as a movement, wrapping 

itself in the flag of anti-communist civic nationalism, identifying itself with the promise 

of liberal democracy, extolling the bounty of consumer capitalism, and synthesizing 

technological optimism with the rectitude of evangelical Christianity, the AAJC 

leadership expanded the community college mission ideal beyond the traditional 

boundaries of the junior college. While broadcasting the community college mission 

through local and national marketing devices, the leaders warned against premature 

hardening of institutional categories and “restrictive state-level master plans” that might 

limit the flexibility and social influence of the colleges (Hannah, 1958, p. 490). 

The postwar leaders of the American Association of Junior Colleges (AAJC) 

argued that the “community college is not an institution....It is a movement” (Bogue, 

1950a, p. 239; Martorana, 1989). Fearing invidious effects of premature 

institutionalization, the reorganized AAJC strove to span the boundaries and transcend 

the restraints of both traditional secondary and higher education. Bogue’s conceptual 

framework proposed a multi-dimensional conception of an educational movement that 

was “no longer junior to anything or anybody” (Bogue, 1950a, p. xviii). Bogue argued 

that “junior connotes a restricted function for [the colleges] that more aptly describes a 

role they were supposed to play in former days” (Bogue, 1950a, p. xvii, italics in 

original).  
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The “community centered, community serving” colleges could be anything their 

communities chose them to be on a continuum from “laboratories in democratic living” 

to “educational service stations” (Bogue, 1950a, pp. xx-xxi). This was the fundamental 

conception of the mission-driven, community-based comprehensive college that would 

remain in place for at least the next three decades. Community college leaders coveted 

increased social legitimacy, resources, and new educational markets. By providing non-

traditional education and services to increasing numbers of untraditional students, 

movement leaders dreamed of meeting the lifelong learning needs of almost any citizen 

anywhere in America (Bethel, Lindsay, & Bogue, 1948; AAJC, 1949).  

Bogue and his followers employed the movement metaphor as both a theoretical 

construct and tactical mobilization tool. In the first sense, the movement ideal implied 

that the “educational service stations” could be neither measured nor constrained by the 

standards of other educational institutions–secondary or higher–because by definition a 

movement is a fluid continuously adapting association of individuals and organizations 

that is more a social and political process than a product–service to customer and 

community demands trump institutional constraints emanating from either the 

organizational field of traditional higher education or the state policy apparatus. In the 

second sense, the “laboratories in democratic living” comprised a multi-variant social and 

political reform movement that reflected its varying local community contexts (Bogue, 

1950a). Bogue and his associates implored local colleges to change habits of mind and 

social relationships within their communities by providing educational for social mobility 

and educational and cultural opportunity to as many citizens as possible, at least in 

 



140 

theory. This broad spectrum, multivariate educational strategy positioned the movement 

to leverage ever greater resources from its community laboratories in order to support its 

democratic experiments among students and citizens. The community college would 

become both an extension of and stimulus to the emerging democratic welfare state and 

an adjunct of the corporate labor market. 

A thesis of the present study is that Bogue’s conception of the postwar 

community college as a social and educational movement provides an important 

theoretical insight into the organizational behavior and enacted mission of the postwar 

community college. Why did some of the most prominent leaders insist on professional 

and ideological grounds that the colleges constituted collectively an autonomous 

educational and social movement transcending its origins in secondary education and 

only loosely coupled to the organizational field of higher education? What are the 

consequences of the social movement ethos for a developing institutional and 

professional project that must adapt to competing influences from secondary education, 

universities, local communities, the state, and the labor market?   

The present study takes the leaders at their word in conceiving the community 

college as possessing elements of an educational and social movement aiming to develop 

a community service organization of a new type. The viewed the community college as 

an educational panacea that would assist the new liberal state in social reform (Goodwin, 

1973). This perspective modifies recent explanations of community college 

organizational behavior and outcomes as symptomatic of an incompletely 

institutionalized subsystem of higher education (DiMaggio, 1988; M. Meyer, 1988; Frye, 
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1994). Viewed from a social movement perspective, the mission and formative social 

outcomes of the colleges appear more consistent and predictable on both the theoretical 

and operational levels than is assumed by academic critics and institutional theorists. 

Postwar AAJC strategy was to pose an alternative organizational field within public 

education that was more tightly coupled to the community than to the state or other 

educational sectors. While asserting the right to decide what merited the imprimatur of 

collegiate grade education, the movement remained rather circumspect, even coy, 

regarding its higher education pedigree. The new leaders believed that simultaneous 

boundary spanning and boundary defense along the horizontal (community organizations 

and business) and vertical (high schools, universities, and the state political apparatus) 

axes of the mission would maximize organizational discretion and political influence (see 

Cross, 1985; Bailey & Morest, 2004). In terms of both resource dependency theory and 

consensus social movement theory, the vision of being “all things to all people” provided 

a plausible justification for a broad-spectrum resource mobilization strategy to leverage 

public and private resources in competition with other potential education and training 

providers.  

The social movement metaphor aids in contextualizing the mission problem 

historically and theoretically. Rather than comprising a single national movement 

possessing a unified mission and identity, the community-junior college movement of the 

1940s and 1950s may be viewed as an aggregation of hundreds of local movements that 

were sensitive to the existence of a national generic mission but enacted local missions 

that were complex, sometimes ambiguous results of conflict and consensus, 
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accommodation and compromise among policy makers, boards, managers, practitioners, 

students, and stakeholders. In terms of organizational theory, local community colleges 

are open systems that adapt to and serve the special needs and demands of their 

neighborhoods and local economies by continuously redefining their missions, shifting 

institutional identity, and reframing their organizational structures in response to 

environmental pressures and opportunities. Frequent shifts in organizational purpose 

reflect a premise of resource dependency theory that an organization possesses a degree 

of strategic autonomy to negotiate within the environment for resources in the interests of 

organizational survival.  

At least until the 1970s, junior-community college organizational and educational 

behavior was driven more by local concerns than state-level politics or institutional 

isomorphic pressures to conform to higher education norms and policies defined by 

universities: “[I]t is not surprising to find in community college history a discernible 

search for institutional freedom to determine its program and to look to the community as 

the arbiter of the suitability of its programs rather than the universities” (Gleazer, 1994a,  

p. 1; Pedersen, 2000).  

The AAJC leadership was well aware that the professional environment of the 

organizational field of universities was going through a major transformation in the face 

of the “Academic Revolution,” rapid expansion of public university systems, and the 

burgeoning customer base for higher education services and credentials. At the same 

time, the higher education organizational field was still constrained by the normative 

order of the larger society, which was increasingly conservative and suspicious of the 
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academy in the 1950s. At least until Sputnik shocked the Federal government and public 

out of its lethargy. Under these circumstances, the national movement sought to 

maximize its tactical flexibility by creating a contingent identity vis-à-vis universities. 

The contradiction was that the emerging ethos among academic faculty and students was 

to forge an identity that was more congruent with the rest of higher education as junior 

colleges became community colleges and broke away from secondary education control.  

Variability and frequent change within and among early public community 

colleges may also be explained by the organizational principle of “equifinality,” which 

asserts that “...in an open system there may be many different ways of arriving at a given 

state” (Morgan, 1997, p. 41). If one views “constant variability” (Cohen & Associates, 

1971) and “incomplete institutionalization” (M. Meyer, 1988; Frye, 1994) as a matter of 

organizational and social design, then mission angst and mission drift are conditioned by 

the complex interaction of social movement ideology, imperatives of resource 

mobilization, environmental threats and opportunities, and connections to higher 

education that are both delicately nurtured and loosely maintained. A social and 

organizational condition translating peripheral, non-traditional status in higher education 

into privileged status in community and economic development leads to modes of 

organizational adaptation that are not easily understood through traditional academic or 

institutional lenses. 

Bogue’s framing of the junior college as a social and educational movement 

extended the social reach of the community college. Through the comprehensive mission, 

the community college sought to be as many things to as many people as possible and, 
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not incidentally, to expand its education and training markets, placing a claim for an 

increasing share of American resources in the process. A challenge for any social 

movement or emergent organization is to develop a mobilization strategy for acquiring, 

protecting and continuously expanding resources—material, human, and political. 

Resource dependency theory stresses organizational image management and inter-

organizational politics as functional strategies for accumulating ideological and material 

resources and expanding organizational reach (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Pfeffer, 1981). 

Institutional theory makes a similar point: “Organizations compete not just for resources 

and customers, but for political power and institutional legitimacy, for social as well as 

economic fitness” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 149). This perspective helps to explain 

why the AAJC leadership insisted that the comprehensive community college mission 

was the most appropriate vehicle for assuring the long-term success of the movement. 

Fuzzy organizational logic and institutional boundary spanning may facilitate 

environmental adaptation.  

In Chapter 2 of the current study, much was made of the “technical-functional” or 

“modernization” model for explaining the appearance and growth of junior colleges 

concurrently with the Second Industrial Revolution. Certainly, prominent junior college 

leaders perceived a causal relationship between economic and technological 

modernization and the advent of the junior college (Bird, 1938; Eells, 1941a; Bogue, 

1950a). But Bogue and other leaders leavened their discourse of junior college origins 

and formative social influence by injecting a spirit of voluntarism and intentional social 

engagement into the political narrative of the community college: “Definitely, the 
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community-college movement is one that is growing out of the needs of the masses of the 

people; it is a people’s educational movement” (Bogue, 1950a, p. 90).  

The social movement metaphor incorporates a cultural and social dimension into 

our understanding of the junior college that moves beyond purely functional technical-

economic analysis of the origins of educational institutions. World institutional theorists 

question deductive arguments of modernization theorists who emphasize symmetries 

between modernization and educational expansion, while tending to discount cultural and 

ideological influences on educational growth and differentiation. World institution theory 

views mass education as a “worldwide social movement that is linked more to ideals of 

Western progress than to any specific economic or political organization” (Fuller & 

Rubinson, 1992, p. 11; Benavot, 1992; J. Meyer, 1992). From this perspective, the 

community-junior college as a mass educational movement cum institution emerged as a 

vehicle of educational democracy meeting the status aspirations of the American middle 

and working classes and only secondarily as an adjunct to economic modernization. The 

consensus social movement challenged neither capitalism nor state legitimacy; it 

employed conventional democratic rhetoric without questioning significantly the 

prevailing civil status quo. Public community colleges inserted themselves into the 

interstices between secondary and higher education and the community and the state 

while conflating equality of opportunity with efficient adaptation of citizens to the labor 

market (Eells, 1941b; Bogue, 1950a; Goodwin, 1971).  

The movement received assistance from state policymakers, university theorists, 

school superintendents, and local boosters because it assimilated itself opportunistically 
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into the needs and ideologies of national and local stakeholders and constituents. The 

AAJC under the leadership of Bogue and Gleazer viewed its own mission as assisting 

local colleges in aligning their programs and politics with the dominant national political 

and economic consensus defined as a specific type of corporate liberalism that was 

culturally congruent with the status aspirations of “white” working class and middle-class 

citizens. In the early postwar years, this liberal consensus tended toward strong civic 

nationalism, moderate economic liberalism, and overtones of Christian rearmament in the 

face of the communist, totalitarian menace (c.f. Conley, 1949). As relatively independent, 

local consensus movements and nascent institutions, individual colleges were influenced, 

but not determined, by national mobilization strategies reflected in AAJC policy 

prescriptions.  

Most local leaders subscribed in principle to the civic nationalism, moderate 

liberalism, and evangelism of second-generation junior college leaders. This allowed for 

conditional support of New Deal and Fair Deal reform ideology, as long as reform 

favored certain ethnic groups predominantly and did not undercut local business and elite 

interests. As Federal higher education policy became more focused on workforce 

development and the utility of general education for citizenship, so did the movement.  

The connection between the liberal state and the community college was 

reinforced by public policy initiatives such as the G.I. Bill and the Truman Commission. 

The variability of the colleges nationally and in California especially (see Chapter 2) 

suggests that in their pre-institutional phase local community colleges possessed a 

modicum of discretion in defining missions as long as they avoided challenging dominant 

 



147 

political and economic interests in the community and were responsive to the needs of 

local education consumers. Based on the present research in eighty years of national and 

local archives, there are few instances of the AAJC/AACC taking a critical public stance 

with a nationally prominent policymaker. Exceptions to the rule are Eells’ critique of 

Japanese internment during World War II and Bogue’s carefully modulated warnings 

against Cold War “thought control” (Bogue, 1950b) and the dangers of McCarthyism 

(Bogue, 1953a, 1953b).     

By the 1940s, most community-junior college leaders and advocates subscribed to 

a political and social faith that Gunnar Myrdal summarized optimistically as the 

“American Creed of liberty, equality, justice, and fair opportunity for everybody” 

(Myrdal, 1944, p. xiv). Focusing on individual opportunity and attainment, the junior-

community college movement employed the creed to enhance its social and political 

influence by positioning itself as the lifelong college of the people (Bogue, 1950a). 

Public expressions of faith for both the creed and evangelical Christianity provided 

political energy and social legitimacy to the movement. Without that energy, the 

community college might have languished as a marginal educational phenomenon. 

 
Consensus Movement Mobilization  

Six broad structural factors facilitate resource mobilization among consensus 

movements: 1) movement organization takes on the character of local franchises or 

community-based centers; 2) community infrastructure supplies ready made talents, 

networks, alliances and resources that can be mobilized from local boosters, including 

civic, religious, service, and business organizations; 3) government support supplies 
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fairly stable revenue streams and political legitimacy for the movement; 4) generous 

media coverage enhances the ability of the movement to expand its constituency and 

influence on the national, state and local levels; 5) expanded funding flows into the 

movement because of the above structural factors and in recognition of mission influence 

within the local community; and 6) broad public support reaches as high as 80% or 90% 

of citizens and public and private organizations, assuring the movement’s ability to 

expand and eventually institutionalize its mission and activities (Schwartz & Paul, 1992, 

pp. 205-210). 

Consensus social movements scan the environment continuously for new 

opportunities, service missions, and resources (McCarthy & Wolfson, 1992), without 

challenging existing property or power relations in their communities (Schwartz & Paul, 

1992). These power and property relations constitute the fountainhead for sustaining and 

institutionalizing consensus movements. Leaders of successful consensus movements and 

emerging institutions understand that their existence is contingent on the distributive 

mechanisms associated with the prevailing property and political arrangements of 

society. They tread lightly in challenging the status quo. It is one thing to mobilize a 

community to effect “mass changes in perception or consciousness” (Lofland, 1989, p. 

165); it is quite another to focus such perceptions on social or educational projects that 

might undercut hegemonic social ideologies or question elite vetoes over resource 

distribution. Consider a Talcott Parsons dictum: “[P]olitical leadership without prominent 

business participation is doomed to ineffectiveness and to the perpetuation of dangerous 

internal conflict. It is not possible to lead the American people against the leaders of the 
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business world....” (1960, pp. 246-247). College leaders have always been solicitous of 

the business community. Cohen and associates notes a long-standing tendency of 

administrators to “trip over each other in their haste to organize a new curriculum” to 

meet the demands of local business (1971, p. 180).  

There is remarkable congruence between this theoretical model taken from social 

movement theory and the organizational development of the national junior college 

movement, California and Texas junior college initiatives in the 1930s, and postwar 

community college developments to the 1960s. Junior college experiments in depression 

era vocational programming and war mobilization helped to popularize an educational-

social model focused on community service and short-cycle training programs, 

“removing the unsavory stigma so long attached to adult education and to evening 

education” (Bethel, 1945b, p. 103). Increasingly influential advocates of comprehensive 

programs and extended community services argued that public junior colleges stood to 

expand their social influence and long-term financial stability by eroding boundaries 

among secondary education, traditional higher education, job training agencies, and 

community service and economic development organizations (Bethel, Lindsay & Bogue, 

1948; Bogue, 1950a; Gleazer, 1973).  

Fears of social marginality and endemic resource dependency inclined national 

leaders to become “opportunistic policy entrepreneurs” who scan the organizational 

environment for new resources. Habits of mind associated with consensus movement 

building reinforced this ethic. The organizational role of the AAJC was to provide advice, 

assistance, and direction to local colleges on leveraging resources by finding more 
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efficient and effective methods of adapting them to state policy and signals from local 

and national labor markets; an important objective of the AAJC was to play a strategic 

role in advancing economic growth and workforce development. Advocacy of non-

traditional programs and lifelong learning reflected the fact that the community college 

was more sensitive to student and consumer demand than any other educational sector. 

Liberal democratic values required sensitivity to clients and implied servant leadership. 

Another impetus for mission expansion was rooted in an organization condition in which 

the junior-community college possessed no captive audience; yet, local and state-level 

funding formulae required constant growth in student headcount to justify increased 

funding. The social movement quality of the community college tied to the moderately 

liberal politics of its most prominent leaders nurtured an organizational ethos of 

multifaceted curricular models that reinforced the ethos of experimentation, innovation, 

and community voluntarism. In the New Deal context, it aligned itself with the 

burgeoning national corporate economy and the imperatives of the new “welfare-warfare 

state” (Dubofsky & Theoharis, 1983).  

A prominent AAJC founder once asserted that a junior college president who 

replicated exactly the lower-division curriculum of the state university in the early 

decades “was the object of envy”; but in 1944 “we should consider him a subject for 

prayer” (Shumway, 1944, p. 102). The idea of flexibility became an injunction to 

abandon conventional methods of instruction and institutional constraints imposed by 

traditional junior college educational and governance models (Shumway, 1944; Bethel, 

1945). Education as a lifelong process, community service, and the centrality of public 
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relations for mobilizing community, state and national support became the mantra of the 

opportunistic movement (AAJC, 1949, p. 546).  

Even a junior college traditionalist such as George F. Zook–U.S. Commissioner 

of Education, longtime junior college advocate, ally of Koos, chair of the Truman 

Commission–would find himself co-opted by the seductive, democratic appeal of a 

community oriented social vision tied to the educational philosophy of lifelong learning: 

To me it seems almost inconceivable that any junior college...can live in the 
throbbing life of our larger cities and larger towns without feeling responsibility 
for educational leadership in the community and for the development of such part-
time and evening instruction in all manner of subjects for which people yearn 
consciously or unconsciously. The education of the oldsters is no less an 
obligation of ...colleges than the education of youngsters. (Zook 1946, p. 414) 

 
This represents a major shift from the “youth adjustment” perspective promulgated by 

Zook and Koos in the 1920s and 1930s. Their goal had been to wed the junior college 

safely to the paternalistic authoritarianism of school superintendents and their 

conservative board masters. After the war those who believed that “junior colleges are on 

the wrong path” in pursuing the expansive comprehensive community college were 

increasingly marginalized in the national dialog on mission and functions (see Gregg, 

1944, p. 67). The old junior college mission paid obeisance to university tradition, 

selective liberal arts, and terminal education. It accepted a relatively constricted transfer 

mission serving small numbers of traditional aged students. The junior college mission 

was still given (marginal) voice in the Journal. But in the minds of the new community 

college entrepreneurs the traditional junior college mission was a minor theme within the 

optimistic narrative of a movement that viewed comprehensiveness as the vehicle for 

assuming proliferating educational and social roles in the community.  
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The new movement narrative focused on the professional, vocational, and lifelong 

learning needs of citizens of all ages tied to an ethic of public service and liberal 

democratic values. It was somewhat economistic and technocratic in its rhetoric. There 

was also a shift in emphasis in the national dialog regarding transfer education from 

liberal arts to a general education model, focusing on citizenship, skills acquisition, and 

student development accompanied by more attention to vocationalism and meeting the 

imperatives of the labor market (Frye, 1992).  

The new social and political synthesis provided opportunities for the movement to 

transcend the restrictive boundaries of secondary education, while attempting to avoid 

over identification as the lowest rung of undergraduate education. Community-junior 

college leaders and boosters insisted that the “junior college movement is a distinctive 

and unique development in higher education in the United States” (Eells 1943, p. 390; 

Bogue, 1950a). A prevalent belief within the AAJC after the war was that the most 

fundamental junior-community college mission was in “meeting the manpower needs of 

the nation” (Gleazer 1964, p. 66). In pursuing this broad goal of higher education as local 

workforce development, AAJC leaders were resolute in insisting that the junior college is 

“recognized as part of the structure of higher education... [while] it will avoid 

comparisons [to universities]” (Gleazer, 1958, p. 487; McCarten, 1983).  

As a middle-class consensus movement, community college leaders were reticent 

to appear too liberal or too reform minded. Certainly, too much radicalism was not much 

of a problem for upwardly mobile professionals entertaining conventional views of 

Protestant decorum. Community college leaders and theorists focused their rhetoric 
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carefully on how the movement serves the economy and an abstract community through 

provision of opportunity for individuals rather than entire classes or specific interest 

groups in society (Bogue, 1950a; Cohen, 1977). In Frye’s words: “Community college 

enthusiasts cannot be elevating classes, only individuals” (1994, p. 205). National and 

local leaders developed a strong ideological and programmatic rationale for the colleges 

under the mastheads of democracy and economic development. This strategy insulated 

the colleges from alienating any powerful group or corporate interest that might deny the 

colleges the marginal dollars required for continued growth. They assumed that the focus 

on workforce development was the best method for assuring new educational markets 

(see Bogue, 1950a). Calculating the opportunity costs of political and educational 

decisions became a reflexive community college survival skill.       

 
The Public Policy Context of the Community College Mission  

The confluence of New Deal public policy, Cold War politics, Christian moral 

rearmament, rapid economic and demographic growth, and accelerating technological 

change in the early postwar period provided stimuli for nationalizing the comprehensive 

mission based on the California model. California was emblematic as the fastest growing 

state and the epicenter of the new military-industrial complex. But within two decades the 

multi-polar community college world experienced the rise of innovative state-systems 

stretching across the South from Arizona to Texas, and Florida and across the North from 

Washington to Ohio, and New York. Public junior colleges experienced transformation 

from minor, scattered capstones of secondary education to ubiquitous institutions 

possessing comprehensive curricula.  
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The new corporate liberal welfare-warfare state provided public junior colleges 

with opportunities for growth and legitimacy as both higher education and neighborhood 

education centers. These multifaceted organizations developed a rough consensus about 

the basic educational functions of the colleges. The community college won the right to 

be classified within higher education, while cloaking itself in democratic and egalitarian 

rhetoric as a buffer from university standards and criticism (Bogue, 1950a; Gleazer, 

1958; Winter, 1964; McCarten, 1983; Frye, 1992, 1994). The G.I. Bill and baby boom 

demographics stimulated community college expansion and shielded it from extensive 

university control in most states because there was a plethora of students to feed the 

growth of higher education. To some degree, selective public universities were even 

dependent on community colleges to divert students and buffer them from increasing 

public demands for higher education access (Winter, 1964; C. Kerr, 1978; Brint & 

Karabel, 1989; Douglass, 2000). Community colleges served categories of students and 

offered a mosaic of programs and services in which most universities had little interest at 

least until the enrollment bust and state fiscal crisis of the 1970s.  

Much has been made in the literature of the dual impact of the G.I. Bill and 

Truman Commission on the growth of the national movement (Vaughan, 1984a; Brint & 

Karabel, 1989; Witt et al.). Of the two Federal initiatives, the G.I. Bill undoubtedly had 

the greatest direct impact on the development of the community college mission. Junior 

college enrollments doubled to more than 500,000 students between 1944 and 1947. By 

1946, more than 40% of all junior college students were veterans. At least 58 new public 

colleges were created in this period (Witt et al.). California led the way in community 
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college growth. In 1945, alone five new colleges were founded. Between 1945 and 1953, 

California communities from Escondido in the South to Redding in the North established 

eighteen new colleges (Brossman & Roberts, 1973). Thus, while Federal largesse—

political and economic—fostered what Jencks and Riesman (1968) term the “Academic 

Revolution” with a focus on research in the university sector, it also spawned a national 

educational movement oriented to serving local communities. It was the Truman 

Commission, chaired by George Zook that popularized the terms community college and 

the idea that there must be one with in driving distance of nearly every citizen. The 

community college movement was took advantage of this policy context. It leveraged 

resources from the post-war economic boom in ways that “bumps” on high schools could 

not. 

Passage of the G.I. Bill was driven by patriotic desire to reward and educate 

veterans and Federal policy to soak up the excess labor of veterans by temporarily 

warehousing them in schools and colleges as war industries retooled. The community 

college was a relatively inexpensive and flexible vehicle for achieving these ends. Fear of 

another depression and the specter of labor unrest was an important motivation for 

passing the G.I. Bill (Olson, 1974; Witt et al.; Sherry, 1995). But civic nationalism played 

an important role as well. When squabbling national higher education leaders failed to 

provide leadership on veterans’ education, the American Legion intervened. Working 

through its many members and supporters in Congress, the Legion framed much more 

ambitious legislation than contemplated by the Roosevelt administration. Overcoming 

conservative opposition, especially from southern Senators on racist grounds that the bill 
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would contribute to “Negro laziness,” the civic rights and obligations argument carried 

the day in Washington (Mettler, 2005). Communities possessing junior colleges stood to 

reap important economic and social benefits by keeping veterans’ educational spending at 

home and fostering local workforce development. The presence of a junior-community 

college was also seen as another way for a city to honor its returning heroes.  

Community college leaders noticed the symmetry between their liberal consensus 

politics and the aims of the G.I. Bill not to mention the opportunity to mobilize massive 

Federal and state resources in pursuit of patriotic aims. Even though the AAJC had 

virtually no influence on shaping veterans’ policy at the national level, local junior 

colleges proved to be adroit opportunists in taking advantage of the windfall. 

Serendipitously, the movement performed its democratic duty of serving returning 

soldiers and ever more communities. Communities eager to capture new resources and 

buying power embraced the movement by throwing up new colleges at a dizzying rate. 

The emphasis on technical-vocational training during the war positioned the colleges to 

accept and serve “a more diverse group of students, thereby helping to move the public 

junior college in the direction of open access” (Vaughan, 1984a, p. 25). The arrival of 

hundreds of thousands non-traditional students reinforced community college 

commitment to lifelong learning and adult education, presenting a vista of almost 

limitless educational markets in the future. With the passage of the Bill, Journal articles 

and editorials were almost giddy at the prospect of the returning veterans and their 

portable benefits (Redford, 1945; Wadsworth, 1945; Andrews, 1945).  
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From the perspective of civic nationalism, the community-junior college provided 

higher education and vocational training to hundreds of thousands of veterans who might 

have been denied access without its existence and rapid expansion. It is difficult, 

however, to determine how extensive this access was in terms of race and class. There is 

little useful demographic data on the class and racial characteristics of community college 

students prior to the 1960s; there are few rigorous attempts in the literature of the junior-

community college to define student cohorts in terms of race, ethnicity, class, or gender.  

A pessimistic view asserts that the veterans’ legislation was inherently biased 

against those from backgrounds of low socioeconomic standing (SES) and doubly biased 

in its implementation against people of color:  “College stipends were of little use to 

veterans, disproportionately poor and black, who had not completed high school....” 

(Sherry, 1995, p. 111). Robert Serow (2004) estimates that at least 20,000 African 

American veterans were denied access to college because of overcrowding at historically 

black colleges and universities and exclusion from white institutions. As discussed 

below, the junior college historical record demonstrates that the educational needs of 

minorities and especially African Americans rarely troubled the movement before the 

1960s. Lack of attention to the needs of minority students was often rationalized on the 

grounds of a “traditionally safe posture of color blindness” (AAJC, 1968/1969, p. 3). For 

the predominantly white middle-class educational movement, there was little incentive to 

question how the G.I. Bill reinforced prevailing inequalities of race and class as long as it 

met the needs of  Middle America and furthered the interests of the national movement in 

terms of resource mobilization. Indeed, the fundamental problem was never one of “color 
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blindness” in the movement but rather a monochromatic conflation of whiteness with 

rightness. 

Serow argues that the ultimate impact of Title II (G.I. Bill) was more symbolic in 

the public mind than substantive even though it allowed at least 445,000 veterans to 

attend college who would not have entered higher education without it (2004, p. 485). He 

points out that by 1947-1948 veterans accounted for more than half of all students 

enrolled in higher education and nearly 70% of male students (p. 483).  

Recent research by Suzanne Mettler promotes a relatively salutary view of the 

G.I. Bill’s impact on class and race relations. In terms of benefits utilization, 44% of 

veterans from the poorest backgrounds took advantage of the program compared to more 

than 80% of those from the wealthiest backgrounds. At least 67% from “low-medium” 

backgrounds utilized the programs. Even if the affluent were almost twice as likely to 

take advantage of the program as the poor, aggregate utilization by the bottom 50th 

percentile SES veterans represents a major redistribution of higher educational 

opportunity (Mettler, 2005, p. 49).  

Mettler’s most surprising finding is that black veterans were more likely to take 

advantage of G.I. Bill education and training benefits than whites at rates of 49% and 

43% respectively. In the South 56% of black veterans took advantage of benefits 

compared to 50% of whites. On the other hand, due to the relatively low level of 

educational preparation, higher poverty rates, and restricted access to higher education in 

the South, blacks were twice as likely as whites to utilize their benefits to complete high 

school and pursue vocational training (Mettler, 2005, pp. 54-58).  

 



159 

It is sobering to realize how little opportunity junior colleges provided for 

southern blacks in the early postwar years. In 1946 Howard University’s Matthew J. 

Whitehead, the leading scholar of the Negro junior college, could document only six 

black public colleges in the South–one each in Alabama, Arkansas, Texas, Virginia, and 

two in Missouri. Segregated Kansas possessed one pubic black college as well. The total 

enrollment in these seven colleges was a mere 1,374. South Carolina and Mississippi led 

the South in private institutions with four (394 students) and three (143 students) 

respectively. The total southern public and private junior college enrollment in 1946 was 

3,462 (Whitehead, 1946, p. 349). As late as 1951, there were only twenty-two public and 

private Negro institutions in the country, nearly all in the South with a combined 

enrollment of 6,447 (Walker, 1951, p. 151). A more lugubrious observer might interpret 

these numbers as indicating failure for Federal policy in the South; however, the G.I. Bill 

stimulated a 54% increase in Negro junior college enrollment over five years and a 

dramatic extension of high school level education, increased black literacy and vocational 

training. The relative paucity of higher education opportunity in the South also appears to 

have been a stimulus to black migration North after the war where blacks were more 

likely to find opportunity in universities and junior colleges (Mettler, 2005).  

One may infer that outside of the South, the junior college in the North and West 

must have played a role in expanding higher educational opportunities for poor and 

minority veterans after the war. Mettler’s data imply that among those 500,000 new 

junior college students who enrolled by 1947 there was a significant increase of students 

from poor and minority backgrounds compared to the pre-war period. In terms of private 
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wealth accumulation, the more prominent racist divide associated with the G.I. Bill was 

the barrier to black veterans’ utilization of Veterans Administration housing benefits 

(Sherry, 1995; Mettler, 2005).  

Postwar explosion of the community college was, therefore, closely tied to 

Federal public policy. Initiatives such as the G.I. Bill and the Truman Commission 

permanently altered the educational landscape by creating a social perception that 

“college attendance was a right not a privilege” (Vaughan, 1984a, p. 25). The 

comprehensive community college was simultaneously creature and contributor to 

growing social perception of higher education as a public good. This educational 

consensus was reflected in movement curriculum development and marketing.  

It is more difficult to measure the impact of the second major Federal postwar 

public policy initiative for higher education—the Truman Commission. Community 

college folklore extols the Truman Commission Report as “in many respects the 

community college’s manifesto” (Vaughan, 1984a, p. 26). The report helped to 

popularize the term “community college,” calling for an ambitious expansion of the 

colleges within commuting distance of nearly all Americans. College expansion was 

intended to expand access to higher education and to provide vocational training for at 

least 50% of the adult population (President’s Commission on Higher Education, 1947b). 

It is surprising that the Truman Commission has merited little analysis in the 

community college literature. The first well-informed discussion in the junior college 

literature was published in the Junior College Journal by Alfred Bonds (1948), assistant 
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secretary of the Commission. The most extended discussion is a recent ten-page chapter 

by Quigley and Bailey (2003) that is more summative than analytical.  

Brint and Karabel (1989, pp. 68-71) offer a brief but insightful analysis of the 

document. They concur with Kennedy’s early assessment that, “One is hardly 

accustomed to expecting audacity from an official commission, yet the sweeping 

recommendations of this Report astounded conservative educationists” (Kennedy, 1952, 

p. vi). Brint and Karabel observe that it “was in many ways a remarkably liberal 

document” (1989, p. 69). They express some surprise that a group of liberal academics, 

appointed by the liberal Truman seeking defensible terrain for his Fair Deal would 

advocate in the optimistic days of U.S. world ascendancy “free and universal access to 

[higher] education, in terms of interest, ability, and need of the student...” (President’s 

Commission on Higher Education, 1948a, p. 36).  

Most notably, the Commission opposed all forms of discrimination in education 

based on economic condition, race, creed, ethnicity, or gender. It annoyed conservatives 

by asserting that democracy could no longer afford discrimination in public education. 

The report attacked numerous clausus, or quota systems, in higher education “under 

which the chance to learn, and thereby to become more useful citizens, is denied to 

certain minorities, particularly to Negroes and Jews” (President’s Commission on Higher 

Education, 1947a, p. 35).  

The Commission Report was undoubtedly another aspect of Truman’s civil rights 

strategy to garner minority votes in 1948. President Truman had traveled far on race 

relations from the time he informed his fiancé, Bess, in 1911 that, “I think one man is just 

 



162 

as good as another so long as he’s honest and decent and not a nigger or a Chinaman” 

(Ferrell, 1983, p. 39). Influenced by Myrdal, the Commission made the sophisticated 

argument that segregation was inimical to the well-being of both whites and blacks: 

Segregation lessens the quality of education for the whites as well. To maintain 
two systems side by side–duplicating even inadequately the buildings, equipment, 
and teaching personnel–means that neither can be of the quality that would be 
possible if all the available resources were devoted to one system, especially not 
when the States least able financially to support an adequate educational program 
for their youth are the very ones that are trying to carry a double load. (1947a,     
p. 35) 
 
The Truman Commission Report was an unexpected liberal manifesto against 

discrimination and for democratizing higher education. It is hard to gauge how sincere 

this commitment was among the commissioners and the politicians who supported the 

study. Talk is cheap. There is no evidence that Commission recommendations to alter the 

racial landscape of higher education were translated into practice without court 

intervention before 1960. Some of the commissioners were perplexed by the venom that 

was discharged on the report from reactionary and elitist directions (see Kennedy, 1951).  

Rational economic calculation may have played a role in generating Commission 

recommendations than moral outrage over racism. The Truman Commission was 

influenced by Myrdal’s project, which was sponsored by the Carnegie Corporation. 

Carnegie’s policy analysis was a growing influence on leadership in higher education. 

There was a confluence of interest between liberal intellectuals concerned about poverty 

and corporate leaders committed to growing the economy. In the context of postwar 

economic expansion, institutionalized discrimination for jobs and education was inimical 

to the new consumer capitalism. King notes that, “One reason behind the Carnegie 
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Corporation sponsorship of Myrdal’s project was the fear that the racial discrimination 

would hinder growth of the U.S. economy” (2004, p. 309).  

A careful reading of Commission Report with its emphasis on jobs and skills 

training reveals workforce development as a primary concern. The Commission’s relative 

privileging of community colleges is explicable as an economic policy initiative. The 

Commission asserted that junior colleges “must prepare [their] students to live a rich and 

satisfying life, part of which involves earning a living” (President’s Commission on 

Higher Education, 1947b, pp. 6-7). Emphasizing terminal vocational education and short-

cycle job training, the Commission defended the junior college role in university level 

transfer education as well. Essentially, the report advanced the model of the 

comprehensive community college mission pioneered in California.  

The postwar explosion of California junior colleges reflected the Commission’s 

call for a tuition free “community college” within commuting distance of nearly every 

citizen. The report’s emphasis on terminal and vocational education was undoubtedly a 

consequence of Zook’s influence as chair and a reflection of the fact that most California 

junior colleges had already developed extensive vocational curricula by the end of the 

war. Thus, the Truman Commission made a lasting contribution by popularizing the 

ideals of the comprehensive community college mission and free public higher education 

for grades 13-14. Since junior colleges relied substantially on local sources of revenue, 

rapid growth of this sector of postsecondary education was a cost effective method of 

extending higher education services and vocational training to a labor force that required 

higher skill levels and socialization supporting economic growth and increased worker 
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productivity. This was a species of human capital theory before the term was coined. 

Community college expansion was an inexpensive, logical cognate of Truman’s Council 

of Economic Advisors postwar initiative to abandon “scarcity economics” for “economic 

growthmanship” after the war (Collins, 2000). Reflecting American economic dynamism, 

community college “growthmanship” became the order of the day. 

On the issue of race, it is notable that neither Bonds’ (1948) analysis of the report 

in the Junior College Journal nor any other discussion in AAJC publications made 

mention of the Commission’s attacks on segregation and racism in higher education. 

Evidently, AAJC leaders could not admit their own complicity in maintaining both de 

jure and de facto Jim Crow systems of discrimination in the South and the North. It was 

considered impolite to even mention that Mississippi’s vaunted system of public junior 

colleges was established for white folks only (see Bogue, 1950a).  

White educators including junior college practitioners across the North and South 

were aware of the extreme inequities built into public schools and higher education as a 

matter of design from the end of the Civil War to the time of the Truman Commission 

Report. Indeed, white practitioners were often active participants in creating a stratified, 

educational caste system that would assure minimum contact between white and black 

students: “Black-white segregation was pervasive throughout the United States, not just 

in the legally segregated South” (Jaynes & Williams, 1989, p. 60). Differences between 

North and South in public school segregation and restricted collegiate opportunity were 

more a matter of degree than differences of design, as “many northern white teachers 

preferred school segregation” (Douglass, 2005, p. 155).  
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The nearly simultaneous publication of Myrdal’s An American Dilemma and the 

Truman Commission Report was a shock not only to bigots but many mainstream 

educators as well. For a relatively conservative national consensus movement that was 

almost excruciatingly careful not to inflame local opinion in its many diverse 

communities, the junior college movement ignored Myrdal and embraced publicly only 

the least controversial recommendations of the Commission. AAJC leaders suppressed 

public appeals for integration and equality of educational opportunity for Negroes. They 

avoided discussing substantive issues of minority education for the first thirty-four years 

of the Journal until resistance to minority educational aspirations became futile, even 

dangerous, by 1964. Some leaders defended openly segregated education and inequality 

(c.f. A. Smith, 1962; Todd, 1962; Wattenbarger, 1953; Koos, 1947b). Among the many 

books of interest to educators reviewed by the Journal in 1944 was a work by Walter 

Krueger on The Fundamentals of Hygiene but Myrdal’s path breaking analysis of racism 

in American society and segregation in public education merited not one mention in any 

AAJC publication; personal hygiene appears to have been a higher priority to the 

movement than social hygiene. It is noteworthy that the Truman Commission, chaired by 

the conservative Zook neglected to assign any specific task for community college in 

fighting discrimination. Expansion of individual educational opportunity was tendered as 

a proxy for racial equity.  

 
AAJC Policy Initiatives 

 Under Bogue’s leadership, the community college movement engaged 

aggressively in advocacy and self-promotion. The junior college movement was always 
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concerned about public policy. That was one reason Eells had insisted on moving the 

national office to Washington, DC. But the reconstituted movement demonstrated new 

resolve to become a significant Capitol influence. Bogue was known across the 

movement as a first-rate promoter and public relations man (Reed, 1971). Throughout his 

tenure as AAJC executive secretary, Bogue traveled almost obsessively around the 

country to national meetings, to testify before congressional committees, to popularize 

his conception of the new and improved community college, and to spread the faith to 

practitioners in their home communities. Over the course of a decade, he traveled to 

every state with a community college presence, every state that was considering the 

development of community colleges, and he visited hundreds of colleges in the process.  

 Bogue surpassed Koos, Eells and everyone else in the movement in his detailed 

understanding of the challenges and opportunities of individual colleges. While 

promoting the flexibility, adaptability and fluid policies associated with consensus 

movements, he became a national institution builder by shaping a broad consensus on the 

mission and purposes of the colleges. He influenced the shape and structure of the new 

graduate programs that were developing to teach and train community college 

professionals.  

 Bogue’s strong relationships with university professors such as Koos, Reynolds, 

Medsker, Martorana, Campbell, Thornton, and Fields helped to standardize junior college 

training programs and to create a cohort of new national and local leaders with similar 

educational experiences and common assumptions about the growing field of community 

college leadership. Upon his retirement as executive secretary in 1968, Bogue became a 

 



167 

professor of education at the University of Michigan. Bogue continued to argue for more 

aggressive public relations tied to a coherent policy stance and strong political advocacy 

until his untimely death. 

The AAJC 1949 national convention was hosted by the Southern California 

Junior Colleges in the San Bernardino and Los Angeles Metropolitan areas. This was a 

calculated move to further popularize the comprehensive community college mission and 

curricula, which had been gestating for twenty-years in California. The policy 

entrepreneurs and social activists of California dominated the convention and 

increasingly the national consciousness of the movement, but always under the careful 

tutelage of the visionary Bogue. 

The “Report of the Resolutions Committee” produced by the California 

convention mirrors the primary concerns and priorities of the national movement at the 

threshold of the 1950s and beyond. It reflects the middle-of-the-road, consensus 

liberalism that infused the movement after Truman’s victory over Dewey in 1948. The 

opportunistic movement was not about to stray very far from the politics and policies of a 

winning administration. After paying respects to various junior college leaders and 

supporters, the resolutions committee listed “Public Relations” as the top priority of the 

association (AAJC, 1949, p. 546). Resolution III was a logical cognate to Resolution II. It 

emphasized that,  

Because education is a lifelong process, we recommend that emphasis be placed 
on this concept, at every opportunity in our communities and in public 
relationships, and on the services to democracy that can be given by the junior 
colleges....[W]e urge the administrative leaders in our membership to give 
specific attention during the coming year to the development of systematic 
programs of interpretation of the functions of the junior college. These functions 
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include (1) the pre-professional patterns; (2) the terminal patterns; and (3) adult-
education patterns, not only on a pre-employment basis, but also on an in-service 
basis. (AAJC, 1949, p. 546, emphasis in original) 

 
Embedded in this statement are the four domains of the community college mission–the 

philosophical mission, the functional mission, the desired enacted mission, and the 

formative social mission. The resolution anticipates the taxonomy of Bogue’s landmark 

book on the community college, which was published the following year. Why did the 

resolutions committee choose to intertwine the mission and curriculum with the 

marketing and public relations? 

As a consensus social movement, the postwar community college enjoyed “broad 

attitudinal support” [with] “little organized opposition,” which are significant markers of 

successful consensus movements (Schwartz & Paul, 1992, p. 205). National leaders 

rarely missed an opportunity to trumpet their growing social appeal in the pages of the 

Journal or in any other public venue at their disposal. To popularize their vision of the 

community college, national leaders such as Bogue and Gleazer viewed public relations 

and marketing as mechanisms for establishing a national identity and extending the ethos 

of democracy’s college across its many communities (Gleazer, 1994a). Historically, 

marketing and public relations have been almost as important as educational policy in 

community college leadership thinking. Indeed, at times they appear to be almost 

indistinguishable in community college ideology (Gleazer, 1994a; AAJC, 1949). 

Consensus social movement theory emphasizes the centrality of public relations for 

resource mobilization. Public relations and marketing were employed to further AAJC 
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leadership interests, expand movement legitimacy and influence, and to pursue marginal 

dollars in competition with other providers of higher education and vocational training.  

For Bogue national and local marketing were essential to the long-term institution 

building that would occur once movement ideology had won out across the country and a 

critical mass of colleges had been established in line with the recommendations of the 

Truman Commission. It is noteworthy that the future community college philosopher and 

AAJC director, Edmund Gleazer, began his career in the national office on a grant 

supported marketing and public relations project initiated by Bogue (Witt et al.). 

Throughout his career, Gleazer advocated the “marketing approach” as a tactic for 

addressing the “tension between institutional mission and finance” (1994a, p.18). For the 

community college then and now, it is difficult to disaggregate mission, marketing, and 

markets from the so-called problem of institutional identity. In the words of Cohen and 

Brawer, “The identity question remained open as the colleges sought new markets” 

(1994, p. 17).  

Marketing and public relations sought to legitimize organizational myths. The 

fusion of movement ideology with modern marketing techniques in the relentless pursuit 

of new customers for the educational service station was at the center of the long-

standing conundrum of institutional identity. For some observers the existence of 

multiple missions, functions, and identities within and across the community college 

landscape obscured the primary educational role of the colleges. But mission drift and 

organizational ambiguity also reflects a cunning organizational logic. If one considers the 

community college not as a collection of discrete educational functions but rather as a 
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dynamic, evolving (and sometimes devolving) complex of social, educational, political, 

and economic processes that cut through communities and across the formal educational 

activities of the colleges, then the image of the Hydra is more apposite than the Janus 

faced institution representing the two traditional functions of transfer and vocational 

education.  

Bogue and the AAJC leadership were optimistic that Federal power could effect 

positive economic and social change, while advancing the movement. The AAJC’s 

moderate liberalism and civic nationalism synchronized with Federal intervention for 

national defense, economic growth, and expanded individual opportunity. New Deal 

mobilization against economic depression demonstrated how the liberal state could 

intervene to improve the lives of citizens. The new generation of community college 

leaders believed that government should promote the cause of the community college as a 

major purveyor of postsecondary education and workforce training. Recent examples of 

junior college/military collaboration during the war, Federal gifts of surplus property to 

the colleges after the war, and the G.I. Bill and Truman Commission demonstrated that 

the federal policy was an economic and political bonanza for the colleges.  

In 1949, Washington, DC represented a strategic opportunity for the AAJC. Of 

the fourteen resolutions following public relations, at least eight were focused directly on 

Federal policy. A ninth resolution in support of UNESCO identified the movement with 

U.S. and by extension community colleges with internationalism. Following public 

relations, the next highest priority for the AAJC was direct “Federal Aid” to public 

education to “further equalization of educational opportunities throughout the nation to 
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the end that all the children of all the people may benefit” (AAJC, 1949, p. 546). Tied to 

Federal aid was a call for “National Scholarships” for junior college students. “Relations 

with Selective Service” implored that junior college students have the same right of draft 

deferments as university students. While this may be seen as a simple matter of equity, it 

is also clear from reading discourses on the draft in the late 1940s and early 1950s that 

considerations of market share and protecting enrollments were no small matter. Junior 

College equality in R.O.T.C. was a parallel issue on which much ink was shed. The 

AAJC advocated for Federal legislation in support of educational television and 

extension of social security to the non-profit and public sectors. Supporting creation of a 

Department of Education, Health, and Social Security with “special attention to junior-

college services and activities” placed the movement squarely on the side of liberal 

activism and of course organization self-interest (AAJC, 1949, p. 547). Included in AAJC 

priorities was the tortuously crafted resolution, XIII:  “Education for Negroes.” The 

significance of this resolution in reflecting an unexpressed “racialized” community 

college mission will be addressed below. 

 
The Community College Manifesto 

 In 1950, Jesse Bogue published the most influential book of its day by a scholar-

practitioner. The Community College trumpeted the slogan of Del Mar College (Corpus 

Christi, Texas) that the ultimate mission of the community college movement was to 

“teach anyone, anywhere, anytime whenever there are enough people interested in the 

program to justify its offering” (1950a, p. 215). By injecting the idea of community-based 

higher education for anyone who might profit from, or could be enticed into, the 
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community college, Bogue transcended the conception of the junior college as a 

predominantly two-year extension of the high school for young people. He labored to 

synthesize and unify variant ideological strands within the movement. He conceived a 

unified educational philosophy that emphasized flexibility and responsiveness to 

community needs:  

The first qualification is service primarily to the people of the community. The 
community institution goes to the people who live and work where it is located, 
makes a careful study of the needs of these people for education not being offered 
by any other institution of learning, analyzes these needs, and builds its 
educational program in response to the analyses. All too frequently people who 
are inclined to think of job analysis only, to the neglect of family life, civic, and 
cultural community interests....Vocational training of college grade should not be 
under-stood as mere vocationalism. The man is more important than his job. 
Consequently, his development as a whole person, including the development of 
his moral and cultural native abilities, which are common to all persons, is 
indispensable. (Bogue, 1950a, pp. 21-22, emphasis in original) 
  

By unifying the concept of a national educational movement with the idea of a 

“community institution,” he expanded the mission to address almost every aspect of 

community life.  

Bogue had assimilated nearly everything that been written on junior colleges 

during his twenty-year ascent as a national leader. While he contributed no original ideas 

to junior college theory, his astonishing ability to comprehend and synthesize fifty years 

of studies, analyses, and polemics positioned him as the movement’s arbiter and 

philosopher-king. By weaving together competing junior college theoretical strands with 

junior college experiments in Texas, Mississippi and California in particular, Bogue 

effected a paradigmatic shift in the way practitioners, scholars, and policy makers 

understood the mission of the colleges. He reframed the dialog around community 
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college functions connected to (nearly unlimited) individual and community needs and 

away from divisive concerns about junior college educational structures.  

Bogue popularized the idea that college programs from transfer and general 

education to terminal and remedial education are complimentary rather than competing 

elements in a comprehensive program that should be all things to all people. With this 

work, the national junior college vision and myth acquired the status of social and 

educational philosophy. The deft mind of the scholar, educational bureaucrat, and 

theologian gave the movement an epistemology, an ontological perspective, and even an 

implied teleology. 

Bogue’s great synthesis is little read and rarely cited today. It may seem a bit odd 

to contemporary observers of community colleges that the book begins on page one with 

a disputation on the foundations of religious education including a page-long footnote 

quoting the Encyclical on Christian Education by Pope Pius XI. Bogue remained at heart 

an Evangelical Christian who employed a clever rhetorical gambit to remind his readers 

that “moral values are grounded in the acceptance of ethical monotheism” and “that the 

faith and hopes of men must be based on this final reality.” By attributing his thoughts to 

others, the stealthy Thomist reminded his readers that “scientific facts and systems, 

however consistent they may be with both reason and faith, are not in themselves 

sufficient bases for the good life” (1950a, p. 1). He also demonstrated how Christian 

themes may be introduced into an ostensibly secular work without offending those who 

might not share his religious convictions. He raised questions about the Supreme Court’s 

rulings for the separation of church and state, stressing how the Court’s judgment 
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“appears to be inconsistent with the spiritual concepts of the vast majority of the 

American people” (1950a, p. 3). In a clever riposte, Bogue avers with a hint of regret that 

formal separation of parochial and public education is a pragmatic necessity to assure that 

public education as a mechanism of American democracy would bridge “divisions in 

cultural and ethnic patterns” (1950a, p. 4).  

Bogue introduced his readers to the democratic vista of the comprehensive 

mission with a subtle sermon on the primacy of spirituality in promoting democracy; to 

assure balance, he also counseled against perils of extreme sectarianism in religion or any 

other philosophy. His thought reflects a Protestant-civic Weltanschauung, carefully 

balancing the sacred and secular as two interconnected dimensions of spiritual and 

political equality reaching for an ultimate purpose. Desiring to maintain their credentials 

as respectable, moderately liberal academics, the leaders employed others to advocate 

more militant positions in the pages of the Journal regarding education and religion 

(McLaughlin, 1944) and the responsibility of junior colleges to “Prevent a Postwar Moral 

Recession” (Hatcher, 1945). Having resolved potential conflicts over religion in the 

public education arena by tempering religious passion with democratic values, he then 

lays out the “Common Agreements” that underlie a democratic society; the most 

important being a “well-educated, intelligent people.” Underscoring the “prophetic 

wisdom” of Thomas Jefferson, Bogue justified free public education, including high 

schools and community colleges in terms of conventional liberal civic nationalist values.  

Bogue’s primary unit of analysis is the autonomous individual thriving in a 

prosperous, stable community made possible by a new educational institution that is 
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“free, public, and higher education” (1950a, p. 13, emphasis in original). The astute 

organizer and clever politician depicted the community college as a mechanism for 

assuring the freedoms in the Bill of Rights. He argued that in the new industrial age when 

technology has the potential to either liberate human beings or to grind away 

individuality, these rights are a shibboleth without lifelong education in service of human 

as opposed to purely instrumental interests. With a bow to Luther:  

On this ground the community college takes a firm stand. It insists that in the 
interest of a better society further education must be made more democratic, more 
popular among the masses of the people and more accessible to them, [and] 
should be a lifelong process. (1950a, pp. 18-19)  
 

His general educational philosophy reflected pragmatic assumptions that prevailed across 

the movement:  “An educational program is good, not in itself, but in relation to the 

people who can profit by it” (1950a, p. 30). 

Bogue was undoubtedly a sincere democrat philosophically and politically, even 

though his paternalistic authoritarianism as a junior college president and AAJC 

executive was legendary (Reed, 1971). He established the outlines of the community 

college philosophy that had been gestating for fifty years and would dominate movement 

thinking for decades to come. The educational philosopher and evangelical minister 

viewed the community college as social movement and social process responding 

organically to deep-seated forces in the American polity and economy; the mobilization 

strategist also understood that the long-term survival of the movement would require a 

network of local institutions that would aggregate around a common functional curricular 

mission:  
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If the final goal, namely, proper education for all the people of the community 
without regard to race, sex, religion, color, geographical location, or financial 
status, is missed in the initial planning stages, the basic functions of the 
[comprehensive] community college will only partially be provided. (1950a,       
p. 49) 
  

Few such institutions existed in comprehensive form in 1950. Most were still in the 

planning stages, as young practitioners sought to move beyond the strictures imposed by 

traditional junior college governance structures and aging junior college patriarchs in 

university education schools.  

Bogue believed that the narrowly defined junior college would constrain the 

movement as a marginal educational force in American society. Successful expansion 

required systematic alliance building in the community, advocacy of a comprehensive 

mission limited only by the imagination, and careful attention to present and future 

finances, including strategic development of new educational consumers. His extension 

of the mission to include nearly every adult as a potential consumer of lifelong higher 

education was accompanied by careful structuring of the curriculum around community 

needs, consumer choice, and labor market requirements.  

The leader of the national consensus movement was the prophet of a new 

institution in formation. The institution would not achieve fruition until most colleges 

were independently chartered outside of secondary education and state master plans 

began to mandate institutional boundaries. Perceiving the inevitability of 

institutionalization, Bogue sought to establish the comprehensive college on the broadest 

possible philosophy and the most expansive mission possible—with highly permeable 

boundaries between college and community—in order to assure that neither universities 
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nor other potential competitors would be able to constrict seriously the social influence or 

resource base of the burgeoning movement. This was a prophet with a purpose and a set 

of commandments that were codified as the “Basic Functions of the Community College:  

1. Terminal Education; 2. General Education; 3. Orientation and Guidance; 4. Lower 

Division Training; 5. Adult Education; 5. Removal of Matriculation Difficulties” (1950a, 

p. 53). In codifying the functional, curricular mission, Bogue allowed the list of the 

California Association of Junior Colleges to speak for both him and the movement. It 

became the catechism of a generation of practitioners.  

Words might fail in explaining what Vaughan (1991a) terms the twin towers of 

community college philosophy—open access and comprehensiveness—but every rising 

community college leader would soon be able to articulate the functions according to 

Bogue. The sequencing of functions was calculated. Even though Bogue viewed the word 

“terminal” as inadequate, he and most other prominent national leaders never swayed 

from the belief that the two-year terminal student represented the most important market 

niche for the colleges (Goodwin, 1973). Training for these students “should be designed 

to achieve occupational competence, civic competence, and personal adequacy” (Bogue, 

1950a, p. 53). This may have fallen short of romantic ideals but was certainly within the 

mainstream of Jeffersonian tradition (Hofstadter, 1948).  

Bogue viewed general education as the most important collegiate function in the 

context of community development. At the height of the Cold War, it was widely 

accepted among public educators that general education was essential for defending 

democracy, ethical monotheism, possessive individualism, and to prepare students “to 
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function effectively as a member of a family, a community, a state, a nation, and a world” 

(Bogue, 1950a, p. 53; Johnson, 1952; Rudolph, 1977; Cohen & Brawer, 1989). Indeed, 

for the democratic missionary, it was the most important community college function of 

all:   

[General education] points to the fact that man is a human being and not a robot 
for production, processing, distribution, and consumption of goods. Skill training, 
however necessary and efficient, is not the answer even to the problems in 
production, processing, distribution, and consumption of goods. (Bogue, 1950a,   
p. 58) 
 
Contemporary missionaries for contract training and serving the imperatives of 

globalizing capitalism might heed this imprecation from Bogue. The leader denounced 

the commodity theory of human labor; his commitment to nurturing civil society through 

general education would have caused him to blanch (privately) at President Bush’s appeal 

to Americans to go shopping after 911.  

Bogue coined the term “intelligent followership” to explain why “general 

education should be at the heart of the community program” (1950a, pp. 60-61). This is a 

far cry from today’s anemic general education program that has been almost excised from 

community programming and reduced to a mere distribution requirement or checklist in 

the curricula of most colleges. Bogue argued in the same breath without irony that  

because the community college finds its greatest service in educating and training 
persons for the semiprofessional fields of employment, this human product stands 
in a highly strategic position with respect to industrial and labor 
relationships….The situation demands far more than technical skill. (1950a, p. 60) 
  

It is significant, however, that while Bogue privileged general education over skill 

training in terminal and semiprofessional education, he and the California Association 

marginalized transfer education as “Lower Division Training…for the limited number of 
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students who plan transfer to the university….This training should be broad enough to 

include the lower division requirement in the liberal arts, scientific, engineering, and 

professional fields” (1950a, p. 53). This terse description betrays a prejudice common 

among some national leaders. Even though he ranks “Adult Education” and “Removal of 

Matriculation Deficiencies” (remedial education) below the transfer function, it is clear 

that Bogue’s mission focus on community and community and adult education as the new 

frontier for the junior college induced him to define the transfer function as a necessary 

but lesser opportunity in the coming competition for new educational markets. 

Contradicting the prevailing wishes of most students and academic faculty entering the 

colleges in the 1950s and 1960s, this orientation would become a matter of controversy 

and even an object of ridicule on the part of community college critics (Brint & Karabel, 

1989). Soon there would be alarm within the AAJC that student behavior contradicted the 

desires of movement leaders to expand vocational education. A plurality of students 

persisted in taking “university-parallel work” and dropping out of the junior college 

rather than moving to vocational programs. Leaders warned of the danger of the “two-

year institution becoming a ‘prep’ school for the upper division of four-year institutions” 

(Gleazer, 1957, p. 123).  

Bogue dominated the community college dialog for the next two generations. 

Nearly every big idea in the community college world from the learning paradigm to 

workforce development and technology-based education was embedded in The 

Community College. In tandem with the Truman Commission, he created the myth of the 

flexible, agile community-based institution providing access to a range of educational and 
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social services limited only by external fiscal constraints, state policy, and institutional 

myopia. From a programmatic and marketing perspective, the local community and its 

needs as interpreted by boards and administrators would assert much greater gravitational 

pull on the mission than the normative standards of the research universities. Because of 

the emphasis on non-traditional students and programs, university-based observers such 

as Jencks and Riesman (1968) believed they were justified in categorizing community 

colleges as “anti-universities.”  

College leaders were contented generally to ignore the academic revolution as 

possessing scant relevance to the mission; notwithstanding the important socializing and 

training function of academic and professional schools played in certifying community 

college administrators and faculty for their collegiate duties. In the 1950s and early 

1960s, there were occasional discussions about the functions of scholarship and research 

in the colleges. But in the end, teaching and community service trumped research and 

theory. Too much theory and disciplinary isolationism was seen as inimical to the 

practice of a teaching mission tied to the student need to “learn a living.” For movement 

leaders and administrators, Bogue’s precept that “education in the junior college is 

student-centered, not subject-centered” was self-evident truth (1950a, p. 133).  

 
The Racialized Mission 

 In 1968 Edmund Gleazer, Executive Director of AAJC, shared a secret about the 

organization that would neither have surprised minority practitioners nor progressive 

observers of the colleges: “[I]n former periods the population of the inner city was of 

concern to the college community only as an object of research” (Gleazer, 1968, p. 90). 
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“Population of the inner city” was code for poor people and minorities. The conservative 

and painfully careful Gleazer was able to write a 151 page polemic on the community 

college mission that included the obligatory peroration on democracy, improving access, 

and meeting the manpower needs of the nation without using words such as “class,” 

“race,” “ethnicity,” “minority,” and “black” or “white.” This was in the midst of the most 

intense racial and social turmoil in the United States since the Depression and perhaps 

Reconstruction. In fact, Gleazer was disingenuous.  

 A survey of the first 33 years of the Junior College Journal and related literature 

demonstrates that poor and minorities were rarely an object of research or even much 

curiosity on the part of the AAJC and most local leaders. During the period from its 

inception in 1930 to 1963 the Journal limited minority “research” to an occasional article 

on physical education classes at Negro junior colleges and Walker’s pedestrian annual 

surveys of “Negro Junior College Growth” (see Walker, 1951). The only exceptions were 

Eells (1942) and Richardson’s (1942) attacks on Japanese internment and one significant 

article by the African-American scholar, Matthew J. Whitehead on curricular issues at 

Negro colleges: “Wanted for Negroes—Junior Colleges with Terminal Courses” (1946). 

One suspects that Whitehead’s article was published precisely because it reinforced the 

national party line, emphasizing terminal semi-skilled and vocational education for black 

folks; it was also clearly in line with the Booker T. Washington and southern progressive 

education positions that the most appropriate Negro education was for semi-skilled jobs 

that would not compete with white labor. The article did succeed, however, in exposing 
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the appalling dearth of higher education access for blacks across the South just when 

returning Black veterans desired fervently to utilize G.I. Bill benefits. 

 When the present study was initiated, it was anticipated that there would be some 

discussion of multiculturalism as an increasingly important aspect of the mission in the 

1980s and 1990s. No extensive discussion of race or racism in the junior colleges was 

contemplated by the current writer. The present chapter reflects an example of an 

historian being surprised by his documents, as much as by what they ignore as by what 

they say. There is no extended discussion in the literature of the etiology of racism in the 

public junior college movement prior to 1960. Perhaps no one has been interested; or, the 

question of minority relations and the junior college may have been masked or 

suppressed by the silences of the leaders themselves. Even when the leaders spoke on 

issues of race and ethnicity, it was often in a superficial or perfunctory fashion. An 

exception was Pasadena Junior College Principal Harberson’s impassioned demand for 

racial equality tied to an attack on ‘plutocrats” and “economic imperialists” shortly after 

the USA entered WW II (Harberson, 1942a, pp. 131-132).  

 As indicated above, the first formal statement on “Education for Negroes” by the 

AAJC occurred in “Resolution XIII” of the 1949 convention: 

Because we believe in the democratization of education on our new frontiers, we 
Commend the United States Office of Education for its recent action in reviving 
the National Advisory Committee on the Education of Negros, a committee 
composed of twenty-six representatives of major educational organizations. We 
also request direct representation of the American Association of Junior Colleges 
on this committee. (AAJC, 1949, p. 547) 

 
A naïve reader might consider this to be at least a progressive gesture in 1949. A number 

of questions emerge: Why did the AAJC wait until 1949 to utter its first official words 
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about education for African-Americans? If the committee was being resurrected, why had 

the AAJC failed to join the other “twenty-six representatives of major educational 

organizations” earlier? Where was the commitment of the AAJC to study the issue on its 

own? Since Whitehead and Walker had already exposed miniscule black access in the 

South and implied limited access to junior college education in the North, why did 

democracy’s college fail to even suggest remedies emanating from the movement? Why 

had the Journal ignored Myrdal’s publication of an American Dilemma in 1944? Why 

did Journal and its editor, Leonard Koos, choose to ignore the Truman Commission’s 

indictment of racism and inequality in public education? Why did Executive Secretary 

Bogue fail to address the issue of educational equity for blacks until the publication of his 

book in 1950 and then in such ambiguous fashion as to be interpreted in a variety of 

ways? What was the attitude of the junior college founding patriarchs on issues of race? 

What was the relationship between what Gerstle (2001) describes as “racialized civic 

nationalism” and the brand of civic nationalism expounded by the White Anglo-Saxon 

social evangelists who helped to lead the junior college movement, North and South? 

 The classic postwar statement on race and racism in American society is Myrdal’s 

massive two-volume study, An American Dilemma (1944), which was sponsored by the 

Carnegie Corporation. Myrdal’s work on the sociology of race sparked debate among 

American intellectuals, defined much of the dialog on race for decades, and pushed 

progressive liberal thought on race and minority relations to both its outer limits and 

logical conclusion.  
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 Myrdal called for “an education offensive against racial intolerance” that would a 

primary social project for a country that looked to the Enlightenment and American 

Revolution’s belief that all men are created equal (1944, pp. 48-49). He argued that racial 

intolerance and injustice to African-Americans and other minorities represented a gaping 

contradiction in an “American Creed” committed to “a belief in equality and rights to 

liberty” (p. 8). Rejecting traditional biological rationales for racial and ethnic sorting, 

Myrdal viewed the origins of prejudice and discrimination, at least in the South, in terms 

of a conflict-based caste system that was supported and perpetuated in three related 

domains: “1) the economic level; 2) standards of intelligence, ambition, health, 

education, decency, manners, and morals; and 3) discrimination by whites” (p. 208). 

Myrdal’s presented a dynamic sociology that integrated historical, economic, cultural, 

political and sociological perspectives on racism. Because the concept of race, prejudicial 

attitudes, and behaviors associated with discrimination were culturally constructed and 

historically conditioned, they could be overcome. Racist belief systems were by 

definition irrational and gave lie to Americans’ pietistic invocations of the Creed.  

 Myrdal’s arguments were embraced by the Truman Commission only three years 

after publication; yet, it was a matter of controversy for most white Americans and 

certainly the community college movement for decades. Gary Gerstle (2001) and Richard 

King (2004) demonstrate that intellectuals and politicians on the left and the right have 

disagreed with Myrdal’s analysis on both theoretical and ideological grounds. While 

some agree with Myrdal that “racism and liberalism are as intertwined in American 

history as they are antithetical (Hochschild, 1984, p. 1), others maintain that rather than 
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departing from the Creed, “American national identity has historically implied the 

centrality of ‘whiteness’ and the denigration of African Americans and people of color” 

(King, 2004, p. 30; Douglas, 2005; Horton, 2005). 

 The range and nuances of contemporary theoretical debates surrounding race and 

ethnicity are too complex to be addressed fully in the study at hand. Assuming the 

community college is more a mirror of American society than a significant shaper of 

American social relations, the study of racism in the junior college movement sheds some 

light on how white Americans have responded to the problems of race and racism 

historically. It also reveals the community college mission as contested terrain over 

which minorities have struggled to alter social relations by utilizing the institution and 

influencing the mission. To frame the discussion, the concepts of the “racialized society” 

and “racialized mission” are employed to ferret out the embedded racial assumptions that 

prevailed in the junior college movement. As the community college developed into an 

increasingly multi-cultural/multi-ethnic institution, these assumptions would be reframed 

but never completely abandoned. The relative decline of the racialized mission reflects 

broader social and cultural trends in American society, which may have been influenced 

by the community college to some degree. 

 A racialized society is one that allocates economic and educational rewards and 

penalties along class-stratified racial and ethnic lines that have been historically and 

socially constructed as described by Myrdal and other writers. Michael O. Emerson and 

Christian Smith comment:  “In short, and this is its unchanging essence, a racialized 

society is a society wherein race matters profoundly for differences in life experiences, 
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life opportunities, and social relationships” (2000, p. 7). Reflecting American 

racialization of social interactions and cultural patterns, the public junior college 

maintained an elaborate racially differentiated access and reward system that was covert 

outside the South well into the 1960s. The differential system was embedded in the 

normal operations of institutions. Within the community college movement, leaders and 

managers of the system avoided discussions of race and class issues in favor of code 

words such as “color blind” and “unjust forms of discrimination” to mask the operations 

and outcomes of the system (Gleazer, 1968; Bogue, 1950a). The racial prejudices and 

forms of discrimination that reproduced racial divisions within the movement were 

generally unnoticed by whites unless an occasional progressive observer objected 

politely. 

 The racialized mission was enacted in two primary ways before the 1960s. In 

some instances, junior colleges evidenced a discriminatory worldview which privileged 

equity and opportunity for whites (especially members of the Anglo-Saxon “tribe”) but 

denied opportunity to minorities as in the “whites only” systems of public junior colleges 

in Mississippi and initially in Florida and the segregated systems of Texas, Kansas, and 

Missouri. Michael Dennis presents a compelling case for the view that, “The history of 

higher education in the South is inextricable from the crystallization of the highest state 

of white supremacy” (2001, p. 43). The disease of public segregation and racism in the 

southern junior college movement reflected southern progressive educators’ desire to 

tame racial conflict and to civilize racial civil war by restricting black access to higher 

education to an absolute minimum.  
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 Dollard describes the dominant educational model in the post-Reconstruction 

South:   

The caste principle functions in education this way: it stresses especially craft and 
vocational training for the Negro, a type of training which would prepare him for, 
but not beyond, the opportunities of lower-caste status….There is much ridicule 
of any other kind of knowledge for Negroes…. (1957, pp.192-193)  

 
The three-year high school system for Blacks (when it was available) and dearth of 

access to higher education were mechanisms for perpetuating white hegemony in the 

South. Southern progressives hailed this system in the same evangelical terms employed 

by Bogue to extol the accomplishments of the Mississippi Jim Crow colleges. For Robert 

Pedersen the junior college segregation system calls into question the egalitarianism of 

“many early public junior colleges that willingly accommodated themselves to de jure 

segregation” (2000, p. 15).  

The second more prevalent behavior within the movement was to support racial 

equity in principle but ignoring it in practice because it was too difficult and divisive for a 

movement that depended heavily on appearances of unity. If the state of Florida chose to 

create a segregated system in 1953, that was Florida’s business, not Jesse Bogue’s or 

Edmund Gleazer’s. No movement voice squeaked when the patriarch Koos 

communicated a plan in the School Review (1947) for a segregated junior college system 

in Maryland. Instead, the AAJC (1949) showered him with honors two years after the 

Truman Commission attacked racism in education.  

Bogue chose to cloak himself and the movement in democratic pieties about 

equality but was content to merely “recommend that all unjustified forms of 

discrimination be eliminated and opportunities be equally available….” (Bogue, 1947,   
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p. 1). This formulation appears frequently in Bogue’s writing and speeches. 

Recommendations were safer than demanding an end to segregation and discrimination. 

Most leaders knew the difference between justified and “unjustified forms of 

discrimination.” Southern state constitutions and the Plessy v. Ferguson did after all 

justify segregation. For Koos and Bogue an ethic of “equally available opportunities” was 

compatible with segregation.  

Bogue and his supporters imbued the junior college mission with a consensus 

brand of New Deal liberalism that, in the words of Richard H. King, “stressed social and 

economic concerns, but neglected or avoided racial and ethnic matters” (King, 2004. p. 

24). Bogue parsed the junior college racial landscape carefully. He extolled the 

“evangelistic campaign” (1950a, p. 265) of the Mississippi junior college movement on 

the one hand and recommended an end to discrimination in highly abstract terms on the 

other (1950a, p. 51). By simultaneously conflating the segregated Mississippi junior 

college movement with democratic evangelism and implying through code words that 

there were justified forms of discrimination, Bogue was able to buttress an unspoken 

junior college consensus in paralleling the New Deal’s reticence on racial issues.  

The Roosevelt administration eschewed public discourses on race that might have 

offended the sensibilities of both northern and southern racist democrats. The most 

obvious case in point was FDR’s avoidance of the lynching problem in the 1930s. Only 

rarely did the administration make any effort at addressing the suffering of African-

Americans during the depression. When small measures were taken, it was usually 

because of the persistence of Eleanor Roosevelt rather than a concerted effort on the part 

 



189 

of the New Deal Brain Trust:  “President Roosevelt broke no lances for racial justice 

during the Depression...[because] white American Academics and politicians were too 

timid to translate New Deal interventionist impulses into race-sensitive policies...” (King, 

2004, p. 25). As a relatively conservative consensus movement allied with various forms 

of Protestant Evangelism, the AAJC was less progressive than the federal government on 

matters of race and social policy prior to the 1970s.  

 Goodwin (1971) points out that many of the early university-based advocates of 

junior colleges were intellectual and ethnic elitists who were distinguished by their eager 

acceptance of Social Darwinism. Men such as William Rainey Harper, David Starr 

Jordan, and a large number of university trained founders of public junior college were 

weaned on the Social Darwinism of William Graham Sumner. Jordan in particular was an 

enthusiastic student of eugenics. It was conventional wisdom from Jordan’s perch at 

Stanford University to Theodore Roosevelt’s Harvard that the superior race was Anglo-

Saxon (Gerstle, 2001).  

 One of Jordan’s most popular books was a potboiler entitled, The Blood of the 

Nation: A Study of the Decay of the Races through the Survival of the Unfit (1910). 

Ironically, Jordan’s racialist outlook led him to oppose imperialism because acquisition 

of lands such as the Philippines would weaken America by exposing it to “inferior racial 

stocks.” The scientific ethos of early junior college leaders amounted to “little more than 

a reformulation of white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant morality in the fashionable 

terminology of Social Darwinism and scientific management” (Goodwin, 1971, p. 89.) 
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 The generally unquestioned racist assumptions that permeated the junior college 

movement at every level at least until World War II were a reflection of the popular 

ideology of racial superiority that dominated most American thought and culture back to 

the Revolution. What is less well known is that the evangelical Christianity of many 

junior college leaders worked to cement and further legitimize the almost tribal ethnic 

unity within the movement, North and South.  

 Edward Blum’s (2005) historical examination, Reforging of the White Republic, 

1865-1898, reveals that a driving force for Reconstruction was a consensus social 

movement of northern white Protestant leaders who “joined together to authorize and 

sanctify the northern embrace of southern whites” (p. 89). The alliance of northern and 

southern evangelicals sought consciously to restore national unity by excluding blacks 

from the promises of civic nationalism. This consensus of northern and southern 

Protestants that national unity would be predicated on racialized social policy extended 

into the 1950s and was reflected in most American institutions, including the junior 

college. Emerson and Smith make a parallel observation:   

Far from knocking down racial barriers, religion generally serves to maintain 
these historical divides, and helps to develop new ones. In short, religion in the 
United States can serve as a moral force in freeing people, but not in bringing 
them together as equals across racial lines. (2000, p. 18)  

 
 During the formative period of the junior-community college movement from the 

early twentieth century to around 1960, white evangelicals and their brethren in public 

education were “quiet on the race issue” (Emerson & Smith, 2000, p. 45). When junior 

college leaders such as Bogue had their hands forced by the Truman Commission or the 

Supreme Court, they talked in vague generalizations, avoiding prescriptive measures for 
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colleges or shifting responsibility for racial equity on to other shoulders. After a long 

paean to the “people’s colleges” of Mississippi, Bogue (1950a) finally admitted on page 

267 of his opus that an additional step was needed—to provide opportunities for Negroes 

who constituted approximately one-half of the population. Bogue undoubtedly felt 

trepidation at even suggesting that something be done about racial inequality in the 

future. He cloaked his appeal with moralistic overtones: “The same solution for the 

problems of health, moral character, industry, and thrift applicable to any one part of the 

population are, by the same token, equally applicable to all” (1950a, p. 267). He asserted 

this as an abstract right only in the Jeffersonian tradition. National solidarity with his 

white Christian junior college brethren in Mississippi was more important than expending 

political capital on the problem of segregation.  

 Bogue and liberals in the movement were also aware of how deep seated and even 

vicious racist sentiment was on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line. In 1946 Theodore 

Bilbo, Mississippi Senator, was urging his fellow citizens to use violence on blacks the 

night before the election to perpetuate the caste system. Violence against returning black 

veterans who might demand the right to vote or greater educational opportunity was 

endemic across the South when Bogue was writing his book (Chafe, 1997).  

 Northern liberals had legitimate concerns that they might inadvertently inflame 

racial passions for the worse. Nevertheless, Bogue employed astonishing intellectual 

gymnastics in pointing “the finger of accusation at the real laggard, not any one, or a few, 

of the overburdened states” (1950a, p. 269). The accused laggard was none other than the 

federal government of the United States (not white folks in Mississippi), which refused to 
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give direct educational aid to poor states in the South. It was not Southern racism but 

rather shortsighted Federal policy that was the real source of educational inequality 

(Bogue, 1950a, pp. 268-269). Bogue failed to explain, however, how Federal education 

aid would make much difference to African-Americans in a state that had already 

institutionalized resource differentials approaching 80% between white and black schools 

without provision for even one segregated Negro public junior college.  

 Even in the face of the Brown Decision, the AAJC turned a blind eye to the issue 

of segregation throughout the 1950s. Indeed the Association condoned it by extolling the 

brilliance of A State Plan for Public Junior Colleges with Special Reference to Florida. 

No objection was raised publicly in the movement to the following statement: “The 

Constitution of Florida, as well as the custom of the Southern states, requires a dual 

system of education at all levels” (Wattenbarger, 1953, p. 57). The first 57 pages of the 

report focused on organizing public junior colleges for white students. As a seeming after 

thought, five paragraphs addressed “public colleges for Negroes.” The report summary 

proposed “eighteen white public junior colleges. Public transportation should be 

furnished for pupils living in the outlying areas of the counties supporting each junior 

college.” Additionally, “eight locations are suggested as possibilities for establishing 

these (Negro) public junior colleges” (Wattenbarger, 1953, p. 62). “Possibilities” did not 

“suggest” public transportation for black students. To be fair to the author, the proposal 

was undoubtedly seen as wildly progressive across the South. Given the reactionary 

nature of Florida politics and race relations in the 1950s where a white doctor could be 

jailed for having a business lunch with a black nurse in a private room of a Negro 
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medical clinic (Shofiner, 1995), much emphasis on African-American junior colleges 

might have doomed the plan altogether.  

 As late as 1962, eight years after Brown the AAJC sanctioned another work 

entitled The Community College in the South: Progress and Prospects. Dr. Edmund 

Gleazer, then executive leader of the AAJC, wrote the lead article for the publication. In 

his usual “color blind” fashion, he managed to avoid issues of race and segregation all 

together. This is especially noteworthy as his topic was “Insistent Demands of Social 

Forces or (sic) The Community College—An Instrument for Social Mobility” (Gleazer, 

1962, p. 1). By sponsoring this publication, Gleazer gave the AAJC imprimatur to 

chapters in the book extolling segregated junior colleges (A. Smith, 1962; Todd, 1962). 

Evidently, neither African-Americans nor segregation were significant concerns for the 

AAJC in 1962 despite the rulings of the Supreme Court of the United States.  

 The AAJC stood with many Americans in its refusal to condemn racism and 

segregation. Merely recall that the National Opinion Research Council (NORC) reported 

in 1944 that 99% of whites in the South and 62% of whites in the North endorsed 

segregation. The same study found that 80% of southerners and 47% of northerners 

agreed that whites “should have the first chance at any kind of job” and that inequality 

was rooted in black inferiority (Jaynes & Williams, 1989, p. 60; Hyman & Sheatsley, 

1956). However, by 1956 “only one Northern white person in seven says Negroes are 

inferior in intelligence….[and] in the South a substantial majority today credit Negroes 

with equal intelligence” (Hyman & Sheatsley, 1956, p. 39). Thus, as late as 1960, the 

AAJC represented the past on racism and continued to resist contemporary and future 
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trends for an increasingly misguided commitment to the racialized mission. The refusal to 

confront its own lack of egalitarian ethics on racial matters gives credence to Goodwin’s 

conclusion that despite the democratic gloss on its rhetoric, the ideology of the 

community-junior college prior to 1960 reflected a “greater interest in social control than 

in helping individuals to promote their own development” (1973, p. 280). Soon Gleazer 

and the AAJC would be sucked into a maelstrom of racial politics, which would force 

reconsideration of the meaning of the open door. 

 
Conclusion 

 In 1958, an exhausted Jesse Parker Bogue passed the executive torch of the AAJC 

to the eager, prehensile grasp of his protégé Edmund Gleazer. Within two years, Bogue 

died of a malignant brain tumor. His passing in 1960 was a symbolic apotheosis of the 

junior college ideal and its transcendence by the comprehensive community college 

concept that he did so much to popularize. But in many ways Bogue was a transitional 

figure who continued to reflect traditional concerns and politics of the prewar junior 

college rather than the protean community college of the 1960s and 1970s.  

 Despite his reluctance to address racial issues, Gleazer would prove to be the 

more flexible and visionary leader who foresaw both the promise and limitations of the 

emerging community college institution. Yet, the decade of Bogue’s leadership saw the 

transformation of the public junior college from a scattering of small, marginal 

institutions scarcely distinguishable from their high school surroundings to an energetic 

and competitive movement determined to assert both its independence and growing 

national influence. As a presumptive vehicle of democracy, however, it would soon 
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confront internal contradictions similar to those that threatened to tear American society 

apart in the 1960s.  

 Movement successes would open the movement to scrutiny and criticism that was 

rooted in the fabric of what James W. Reynolds termed “The Folklore of Junior 

Colleges” (1967). Reynolds, a junior college scholar from the University of Texas and 

former Journal editor, warned the colleges not to become victims of their own 

mythmaking and marketing enthusiasm. He predicted presciently that “increased sales 

resistance will bring increased demands for proof—sound proof—to support claims 

concerning the quality of the [junior college] product” (Reynolds, 1957, pp. 1-2). Among 

the myths for which Reynolds found scant evidence were assertions that junior college 

instruction was superior to lower-division instruction at the universities, smaller classes 

lead to greater personal attention and improved student outcomes, and that the local 

institution provides greater attention to local educational needs. Reynolds warned that the 

“slight cases of nausea” elicited by these claims and the ever insistent demands on the 

public for more money to address the “coming tidal wave of students” will force the 

colleges “to translate their folklore into well-authenticated principles” (1957, p. 2). 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

INSTITUTIONALIZING THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE MISSION: 1960-1985 

 
These things we know: the two-year community college movement has 
come of age. It is no longer a movement but a stable 
institution…recognized nationally as a distinct entity of public higher 
education. 

B.W. Musgraves, 1962 

Institutionalization is insidious. We have a penchant for believing that, 
once a problem has been defined and an institution created to deal with it, 
we no longer need to think about it—the veteran has not been a “problem” 
since the V.A. was organized. Similarly, education is not seen as a 
problem as long as schools are accessible. The community colleges thrive 
on this illusion. Their success is marked by their “providing opportunity 
for education.” They are not called to account—nor do they hold 
themselves accountable—for the learning achieved by their students. 

Arthur M. Cohen & Associates, 1971 
 
 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the national community college mission debate for the 

years 1960 to 1985. During this period, the community college was transformed from a 

marginal educational movement to a national educational and workforce-training network 

ministering to millions of people and commanding billions of public higher education 

dollars. A major challenge for the emerging institution was to develop a plausible 

institutional definition and professional normative order across the new community 

college organizational field. Academic observers of the community college tended to 

view institutionalization as a noun implying clear organizational boundaries and 

relatively prescribed institutional goals and outcomes. Practitioner syntax was more 

likely to treat institutionalization as a verb implying a continuing process of 
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organizational mobilization and redefinition rather than a fixed set of professional norms 

reflecting the domain assumptions of universities or any other institution.  

 In 1960, there were two community college missions: one was a publicly 

expressed mission celebrating educational democracy through the open access 

comprehensive mission resting on a complex array of institutional functions; the other 

was an unexpressed mission maintaining racial and class divisions across much of the 

community college organizational field. The rising consciousness of a covert racialized 

mission forced redefinition of the meaning of access and contributed to a national debate 

on definitions of educational excellence and assuring quality student outcomes. The 

movement against the racialized mission demonstrates that students and communities 

exert considerable influence over the mission. The struggle to institutionalize excellence 

while extending access and opportunity for achievement to all at Miami-Dade College 

(MDC) illustrates that political will and strategic choice can sometimes transcend 

environmental constraints.  

 
Institutionalization Process 

For purposes of analysis, institutionalization in its simplest sense may be defined 

as organizational “reproduction of social relationships across space and time” (Friedland 

& Robertson, 1990, p. 41). As organizations become institutionalized, they and their 

members engage in increasingly patterned interactions and exchanges of resources—

technical, economic, intellectual—that are embedded in distinctive cultural systems; 

these cultural systems are comprised of rules, values, and taken-for-granted assumptions 

that define the way people behave, work, and interact in a specific organizational context; 
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these patterns are replicated through time and across organizational fields (W. Scott, 

1983, 1987). A variety of institutional isomorphic influences within and between 

networked organizational fields contribute to mission convergence of organizations with 

similar functions and purposes, which operate within the structure of the broader society 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

By the 1960s, junior-community colleges were engaged in a collective 

“institutionalization project” (DiMaggio, 1988) to escape the bonds of secondary 

education and to establish organizational legitimacy within higher education and the 

national workforce development apparatus. The community college movement’s struggle 

for institutional legitimacy parallels the typology of “institutionalized sectors” as outlined 

by DiMaggio (1988): 1) labor market differentiation/career orientation—community 

colleges strive to establish themselves as a distinct sector in public and higher education 

with their own definitions of quality and a distinct labor market segmented from potential 

competitors; 2) expertise/ professionalism—managing and/or teaching in a community 

college is defined as a unique and socially important profession in its own right 

producing public goods (education, training, and value-added support services) in a more 

efficient and effective manner than competing organizations; 3) product/service 

differentiation—comprehensive community colleges develop a plethora of educational, 

training, and community services that are asserted to be qualitatively and quantitatively 

superior to any that might be offered by competitors; and 4) demand characteristics/ 

unfilled needs within society/state—institutional elites and allies argue that the 

community college comprehensive mission occupies an imperative educational, social, 
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and economic niche meeting the needs of myriad clients, including students, businesses, 

and the state. Debates on mission and philosophy in this period were structured by 

institutional challenges tied to environmental threats and opportunities.  

 
Educational Context of Institutionalization 

 Disconnections and ironies abound in the literature of the community college 

mission debate that began around 1960. Local practitioners, national leaders, academic 

critics, policymakers, and pundits proffered widely and sometimes wildly varying 

assessments of the emerging institution. Organizational ambiguity was reflected in 

leaders’ angst about institutional status and scholars’ concerns about institutional identity.  

The community college was enough of an educational force and competitor for 

public higher education dollars in the 1960s to merit oracular pronouncements from 

university-based academics. Incommensurate units of analysis, divergent narratives and 

variant conceptual frameworks fostered disagreement about the missions and functions of 

the colleges (Frye, 1994; Tillery & Deegan, 1985). Despite the warnings of perceptive 

scholars such as Reynolds (1957), Medsker (1957, 1960), Cohen and Associates (1971), 

and Cohen (1977, 1969b), there was little concern expressed within the movement about 

student learning quality or educational outcomes during the 1960s and 1970s. Scholars 

and policymakers this would make this a major sticking point for assessing the 

community college’s educational and social significance by the 1990s (Grubb, 1999; 

Dennison, 1985).  

Community college leadership side-stepped issues of educational quality and 

institutional outcomes by emphasizing access, innovation, and growth, equating these 
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organizational attributes with the democratizing mission of the “People’s Colleges.” 

Growth of individual colleges and expansion of the national movement were seen as 

proxies for quality and equity; practitioners tended to measure success in numbers of 

students, faculty, new facilities, and incremental budget increases. They assumed the new 

institutions must be heading in the right direction because they mirrored the American 

business model of success—more customers, new markets, bigger profits. The greatest 

pride was taken in the fact that the movement averaged a new college nearly every week 

for the decade of the 1960s (Young, 2002). Miami-Dade President Peter Masiko offered a 

classic formulation of practitioner ideology:  “We must be doing something right; look at 

the students flocking to our doors!” (Cohen, personal e-mail communication, April 2, 

2007). 

Mission debates reflected both a community of interest and arena of ideological 

conflict among practitioners, scholars, and policymakers. In the early years of the junior 

college movement, the national professional dialog was dominated by university 

academics such as Harper, Lange, Koos, Sproul, Zook, and Eells. Though rarely defied 

publicly, their influence was mediated at the individual college level by local concerns 

and community contexts. There was a slender isthmus connecting the national theoretical 

mission to the enacted mission at the local level. Pedersen (2000) and Frye (1992) 

demonstrate that individual colleges were established for parochial reasons rooted more 

in community boosterism than any coherent philosophy of the new institution. Diversity 

reigned among local institutions despite appearances of unity at the level of the AAJC. 

Community contexts such as labor market conditions, university access and urban size 
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and structure influenced faculty and student behavior to diverge from “theory” by 

pushing the mission to address their own needs and desires (Pedersen, 2000; Frye, 1992; 

Bethel, 1945b; Hill, 1938; Koos, 1927b). 

In the postwar period, the influence of university-based scholars on the AAJC 

waned in the face of educationally sophisticated, rising local leaders—Bogue and Gleazer 

in particular—who took firm control of the national movement. The new leaders 

employed the organizing techniques of consensus social movements, the marketing 

methods of Madison Avenue, and the emotional appeals of Protestant Evangelism to 

develop a rough national consensus on the structure and functions of the community 

college (see Chapter 3). Michael Brick (1964) got it right when he described the new 

AAJC as the “forum and focus for the junior college movement.” Its leaders launched a 

concerted institutionalization project to assure the long-term organizational survival of 

the fledgling colleges. The general AAJC perspective was that the colleges would not 

achieve institutional security as mere surrogates to the universities.  

In the process of institution building, the new leaders proved adroit at either 

dodging or co-opting university criticism. As public institutions, the colleges were shaped 

by the public policy the corporate liberal state. National and state educational policy 

provided legitimacy to the movement as an instrument of American democracy (AAJC, 

1949; President’s Commission on Higher Education, 1947a). Policy initiatives such as 

the G.I. Bill, the Truman Commission, the Higher Education Acts, and California’s 

Donahoe Act provided political legitimacy to the movement (Douglass, 2007). 

Academics such as Koos (1947b) and Zook (1946) and later Clark Kerr (1978) would 
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continue to exert some influence on the movement through their advice to policymakers 

and college presidents.  

 
Practitioners and Scholars  

In the 1960s and 1970s, the practitioners’ literature was distinguished by articles 

extolling new programs or technological innovations such as teaching machines or 

community college television courses, which were rarely accompanied by predicted 

results or follow-up reports on effectiveness. A notable exception was an astute 

dissection of community college institutional effectiveness by Robert E. Horton (1960), 

Assistant Dean of Instruction at Los Angeles City College and Editor-in-Chief of 

Mathematics Magazine. Employing rigorous data analysis of transfer student 

performance at California public universities, Horton exposed a growing student 

performance gap between 1940 and 1960. He proposed a shift in institutional emphasis 

from inputs to outcomes and quality assurance—a comprehensive program for 

“Improving Scholastic Standards at a Community College.” Professionalization and 

academic rigor were the keys to improving student learning. Horton prescribed 

continuous analysis of student demographics and academic performance, consistent 

summative and formative faculty evaluation, improved staff development, academic 

standards committees, coordinated curricula, comprehensive and integrated matriculation 

processes, and the development of a “central research agency” focused on student 

learning (p. 219). Horton’s prescriptions anticipated the educational reforms launched by 

Miami-Dade College (MDC) under the leadership of Robert H. McCabe nearly two 

decades later, as will be discussed later in the chapter.  
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Critical academic discussions of the community college focused generally on 

either the social impact of the new institution from Marxist, Neo-Marxist, or populist 

perspectives (Karabel, 1972, 1977; Pincus, 1974; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Zwerling, 

1976) or questioned the educational mission from an elite university perspective (Jencks 

& Riesman, 1968; Astin, 1972, 1977; Tinto, 1975a). Neo-Marxists in particular assailed 

the community college for abetting capitalist social stratification and extending 

educational tracking beyond the high schools (Karabel, 1972; Bowles & Gintis, 1976).  

Some university critics viewed community colleges as academically inferior 

“vassals of the four-year colleges” (Ashby, 1971, p. 10) and “colonial enterprises” on the 

borders of higher education (Jencks & Riesman, 1968, p. 488; Riesman, 1980). Junior 

colleges were described as “anti-universities” that attract the “flounderers” and “depend 

for much of their public support on populist hostility to exclusive universities and 

snobbish scholars” (Jencks & Riesman, 1968, p. 484; London, 1978). Such assessments 

reinforced the long-standing defensiveness of community college practitioners regarding 

their uncertain higher education pedigree (Medsker, 1957; Riesman, 1980). Elitist 

perspectives were rooted in strong conceptual frameworks, under-examined assumptions 

about hierarchy and social mobility, and deductive arguments that were often uninformed 

by historical analysis, longitudinal data, or intensive research within the community 

college organizational field (Frye, 1994). Prominent exceptions were the functional 

analyses of Medsker (1960) and Thornton (1960), the functional-institutional case study 

of Clark (1960), and the curriculum-based organizational studies of Cohen (1969b, 

1975a) and Cohen and associates (1971). These scholars were based at major higher 
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education departments in the University of California system—UCLA and UCB—

indicating the continuing influence of the California community colleges in defining the 

basic parameters of the national movement in the early postwar years.  

Medsker, Clark, and Cohen’s analyses confirm Gleazer’s contention that the 

primary challenge of the community college in this period was to define itself structurally 

and as “an institution in its own right” (Gleazer, 1994b, p. viii). Yet, practitioner mission 

analysis was often circumscribed by ritualistic incantations of the functions and folklore 

associated with the comprehensive mission: “[T]hey offer transfer programs, 

semiprofessional and technical programs, adult education programs, and programs of 

community service” (Gleazer, 1971, pp. 85-86; Reynolds, 1957; Bogue, 1956). 

Practitioner interest in mission issues waned throughout the 1960s and 1970s (Clowes & 

Towles, 1985; Alfred & Lowery, 1984).  

In the face of growing academic scrutiny, Gleazer and other national leaders 

avoided critical analysis of organizational behavior and outcomes by creating a virtual 

cult of “flexibility” and “permanent [institutional] transition” (Gleazer, 1971). 

“Innovation” and “Experimentation” were the shoals that protected the “Islands of 

Innovation” (Lombardi, 1987; Johnson, 1964, 1969) from threatening calls for 

accountability, at least until militant taxpayers hit the colleges with the Proposition 13 

hurricane.  

 
Institution Building and Theoretical Conflict 

 How does a loosely coupled, relatively amorphous educational movement 

possessing multi-variant missions and functions spread across hundreds of local 
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community-based organizations develop clear institutional purpose? What is the mission 

of the community college as it congeals into a national institution and who defines it?  

Much of the academic writing and community college leadership polemics published in 

these decades may be read as responses to such questions.  

The year 1960 marked the publication of three major academic studies of the 

“junior college” (Medsker, 1960), “the community junior college” (Thornton, 1960), and 

the “open door college” (Clark, 1960). This burst of sophisticated academic scrutiny 

indicates the arrival of the community college as a significant presence in public 

education. Predicates matter. Medsker eschewed the term “community college.” This 

reflected his origins as a junior college administrator, professional ascent as “Vice-

Chairman, Center for the Study of Higher Education, University of California, Berkeley,” 

and status as the leading academic interpreter of the junior college. His conceptual 

framework represented a not-so-subtle theoretical and professional distancing from 

prominent community college leaders who had been his colleagues in the movement 

(Medsker, 1943, 1958); Bogue and Gleazer in particular had popularized the term 

community college and worked tirelessly to define the theoretical parameters of the 

institutionalization project.  

Medsker began with the conventional gesture of extolling the junior college as a 

“democratizing agency” and source of diversity in higher education; he then critiqued the 

junior college on two counts: “1) failure to meet some of its claims and 2) failure in some 

instances to achieve an identity of its own” (1960, pp. 20-23). His assumption of the right 

to both criticize the emerging institution and to help guide it in “achieving an identity” 
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was grounds for suspicion on the part of movement leaders who suspected his solidarity 

had been weakened by his new found status as a Berkeley academic.  

Medsker positioned himself as a benevolent, paternalistic guide to the young 

institution. He had raised movement eyebrows previously by quoting an unnamed 

“authority” in higher education who could have been Medsker’s alter ego:  

While I am committed to the idea of the junior college, I sometimes have a hard 
time understanding junior college people. The leaders tend to operate so much 
like a clan that I frequently feel that their only interest is that of promoting their 
cause. (1958, p. 510, emphasis in original) 
 

Medsker’s assertion that “henceforth the institution will be known more by its results 

than anything else” (1958, p. 511) underscored his independence from movement group 

thought. His theoretical shift from strategic positioning in the educational market 

(Medsker, 1943) to accountability and the problem of institutional identity was a measure 

of the distance he had developed from the interior life of the movement.  

Jesse Bogue, the most prominent AAJC leader, believed that his own explication 

of the community college concept had established the identity of both the movement and 

the nascent institution; he contended that the community college was “neither the upward 

extension of secondary education, nor the arm of the senior institution, nor the tail of a 

four-year college” but rather a comprehensive educational and workforce training 

institution of a new type (Bogue, 1956, p. 41). The community college claimed the right 

to higher education status but rejected university models and norms on the grounds of 

community responsiveness and social equity (Bogue, 1956, 1950a). He believed 

community colleges are not “primarily in the discussion stage” but rather “making 

themselves as institutions” (1956, p. 41). The process-oriented leader was careful not to 
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make strong assertions regarding the professional ethos of the new institutions. 

Commitment to comprehensiveness and multiple functions would ultimately determine 

the institutional structures and professional commitments of the colleges (1950a).  

Bogue sensed danger in the coming wave of public and academic scrutiny; he 

warned his readers rather ominously of the advent of community college critics: 

The community college movement is dedicated to the proposition that it will 
provide any kind of defensible education to anyone in the community who can 
profit by it. Those who are not interested in this concept of education will not be 
very happy in the community college. We are not criticizing their point of view 
nor their choice of an institution in which to work. We are saying, however, that 
those who are not interested in and happy with the rank and file of the citizens of 
a great democratic nation should not seek to enter the community colleges as 
leaders and teachers. (1957, pp. 110-111)  

 
This was a preemptory attack on cosmopolitan theory emanating from the academy. For 

Bogue the primary indicator of community college success was that approximately 

1,000,000 students will be enrolled in junior colleges during the 1957-58 college year. He 

believed that mere matching of university parallel curriculums was not the best past path 

to quality assurance in community college eduation. Bogue viewed quality assurance as a 

function of resources. Higher quality would be achieved only if the colleges received 

“generous financial support” from state and local governments (Bogue, 1958, pp. 305-

306). Resource dependency was the primary community college challenge, not theory or 

pedagogy. The AAJC understood that there was significant resistance across the country 

to establishing new colleges on the grounds that public education resources were “being 

diverted from the lower levels to support the junior colleges” (Young, 2002, p. 560). 

Public relations, advocacy, mission differentiation, market segmentation, and product 
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differentiation were the tools Bogue and Gleazer advocated for institutionalizing the 

comprehensive mission. 

 In the face of hegemonic discourse from a revered national leader, Medsker’s 

sympathetic but critical study of mission and outcomes was viewed primarily as a 

guidepost for university scholars interested in the junior college phenomenon. E.K. 

Fretwell condemned Medsker with faint praise. He noted with a hint of pique the book’s 

“candor” and gave warning in his Junior College Journal review: “Both doomed to 

disappointment are the casual reader looking for a justification of the junior college as a 

pleasant and inexpensive panacea and the harried administrator or board member looking 

for a ‘how to do it’ manual” (1960, p. 483). This was an attempt to marginalize the 

study’s influence on community college administrators who yearned for just such a 

manual to aid them in institution building and acquiring resources to meet increasing 

demands on the colleges. Nevertheless, Medsker’s book was soon recognized as a classic 

in the field by scholars and practitioners alike. By the early 1980s community college 

presidents listed it as the second most influential book on community colleges and 

university professors ranked it number one (Vaughan & Ross, 1981).  

Thornton’s (1960) study was endorsed in the Journal by James L. Wattenbarger 

(1961). He extolled the book for taking a “practical approach” to explaining college 

curriculum and functions. Even thought it was less original than Medsker’s work, it was 

better received by the AAJC because Thornton emphasized he was writing for graduate 

students, not preaching to practitioners. He gave pride of place to the community college 

concept as a major democratic innovation in public education; he stamped the higher 
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education imprimatur on Bogue’s framing of community college functions; and, he 

attempted to defend the colleges against elitist criticism. 

Thornton described the primary community college social mission as 

“preservation and enhancement of American democratic institutions.” Though this 

formulaic assertion might be dismissed as cliché by a critical academic mind, it was 

mother’s milk for the movement. Thornton defined the major challenge of community 

college leadership as “interpretation—helping educational workers in the schools and 

other colleges to understand [the community junior college] place in the total educational 

enterprise” (Thornton, 1960, p. 12, emphasis in original). Advocacy masquerading as 

interpretation was the métier of community college leaders. He countered the charge that 

the community college was an “amorphous institution, so fluid and adaptable as to lack 

character and defy consistent definition” (p. 279). He viewed the community college as 

an evolving institution “progressing steadily toward a definition” (p. 279). Such 

sentiments resonated well with movement clan culture and national community college 

ideology. Burton Clark would test the community college capacity for critical reflection 

on professional aims and institutional outcomes.  

 Clark’s case study of San Jose Junior College (1960) merited an initial single-

paragraph response from Edmund Gleazer. He employed a theoretical sleight of hand to 

divert readers from Clark’s critique into a tautological appeal for “rich programs of 

counseling.” By turning the analysis on its head, he dodged Clark’s primary argument 

that the ambiguous institutional context, indeterminate academic norms and non-

selectivity of the open-door college lead to anemic educational practices, muddled 

 



210 

curricula and covert tracking of students. Tracking is disguised through “cooling-out” 

processes embedded in college guidance systems and core educational processes. Gleazer 

responded that one could not generalize from the experience of students in a single 

California college (Gleazer, 1960).  

 The AAJC Director must have thought twice about his cursory commentary on 

Clark because he soon commissioned a more extensive review by Lloyd Luckman of San 

Francisco City College. Luckman pounced on Clark’s admission that San Jose City 

College “may not be typical of its kind” but conceded that institutional analysis can be 

“illuminating.” He recommended Clark’s methodology to administrators as a “model for 

self-evaluation or preparation for accreditation” without suggesting critical analysis of the 

tracking procedures elucidated in the book (Luckman, 1961, pp. 63-64).  

Clark had no ideological axe to grind with community colleges. He viewed the 

case study of San Jose Junior College as a rare opportunity to examine a new institution 

of higher education in formation. Clark was a sociological functionalist possessing an 

academic liberal’s interest in efforts to expand educational opportunity. He was also a 

university man and a profoundly intelligent scholar who believed that the term “college” 

possessed a special cachet; the term implied a strong professional normative order, 

defensible academic standards, and a coherent liberal curriculum that was recognizable 

across the organizational field of higher education (Clark, 1987, 1990, 1993). Because of 

the junior college’s uncertain and sometimes conflicted origins as both secondary and 

higher education embracing vocational, remedial and transfer curricula, Clark concluded 

that the junior college mission and outcomes were contested terrain for faculty, staff and 
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students, if not college administrators. Clark’s research demonstrated that junior college 

managerial conceits about leadership effects and organizational purposes could be 

interrogated through cold-eyed scrutiny of institutional processes and student outcomes.  

Few community college administrators could accept Clark’s magisterial 

conclusion:  “The diffusion in commitment that is part of the character of the 

comprehensive junior college leads to a certain amount of attenuation and confusion” 

(Clark, 1960, p. 173). What was a virtue for the leaders in their never-ending pursuit of 

new market niches, community service opportunities, resources and institutional 

influence represented for Clark the greatest weakness of the junior college: institutional 

muddling of educational purposes. From the perspective of a distinguished university, the 

junior college educational paradigm constituted a condition of relative organizational 

anomie when compared to the rich traditions and professional standards of selective 

higher education. Clark suggested “that the building of a communicable and socially 

acceptable identity is the problem resulting from the character of the unselective junior 

college” (1960, p. 171, emphasis in original). Clark was the first educational theorist to 

tease out the ironies of an educational organization that is defined as much by its clientele 

and markets as by a clear set of professional norms and standards. For Clark weak 

professional norms undermined the junior college as an institution of higher education. 

In selective institutions mission and strategy rooted in disciplinary professional 

ethics and practice are employed to determine and shape its clientele in its own image 

(Clarke, 1987, 1993). Clark’s narrative of junior college dependency on self-selected 

consumers of varied backgrounds and abilities and often vague educational aspirations 
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described a kind of educational smorgasbord resulting in truncated professional identity 

for faculty and inferior educational nourishment for students. Uncertain institutional 

identity reflected the pressures of consumer choice, student desiderata, and negotiated 

standards. He concluded that the value of the comprehensive “community college 

concept” is not primarily, as in leadership ideology, to provide educational opportunity 

and equity through open access; on the contrary, it functions as a “general [ideological 

and organizational] screen behind which unnamed and unperceived tasks are performed” 

(1960, p. 174). These “unperceived tasks,” especially the cooling-out, diverting, and 

tracking functions are neither a conspiracy nor a matter of conscious organizational 

design. A junior college is a “vulnerable organization, easily reached and affected by 

trends of interest in the local community” and within the dominant secondary system to 

which it is coupled tightly and permanently (p. 175).  

In retrospect, Clark’s study was weakened by its nearly exclusive focus on student 

services and the counseling function. Clark had little to say about teaching and learning 

processes. It is impossible to discern what role classroom faculty played in “cooling-out 

the marks.” This is remarkable since he was studying an educational sector that prided 

itself on being a teaching institution. This methodological gap was overlooked by 

reviewers at the time.  

Clark also made an assumption that weakened the predictive power of his model. 

He asserted that the modal junior college would remain tied to secondary education and 

that the vocational mission would permanently marginalize it in respect to the rest of 

higher education. Indeed, the comprehensive community college was already bursting the 

 



213 

boundaries imposed by secondary education control. He also failed to anticipate that 

vocationalism, academic capitalism, and the economic development model would come 

to permeate much of American higher education (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004; Cohen, 1998; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Rhoades, 1997). These 

developments across the higher education system would induce many regional 

universities and even liberal arts colleges to emulate community colleges by positioning 

themselves closer to the market, business, community, and consumers. To some 

observers the community college is an exemplar of these trends in American higher 

education (Levin, Kater, & Wagoner, 2006; J. Levin, 2001a; Rhoades, 1997).  

Clark’s privileging of the transfer function over the vocational function within the 

junior college mission belied the fact that, “Job preparation has always been a central 

purpose of the university” (W. Birenbaum, 1971, p. 10; Cohen, 1998). It is increasingly 

apparent that, “The Education Gospel and the knowledge economy point in the same 

direction—toward more postsecondary education within a vocationalized system” (Grubb 

& Lazerson, 2004, p. 57). Finally, he did not foresee that by the end of the century 

community colleges would be ministering to nearly half of all new higher education 

students in the country or that the non-selective mass education model would come to 

pervade hundreds of public and private universities.  

 While the AAJC attempted to deflect Clark’s primary message, his work 

stimulated new thinking about institution building among some of its leaders. Gleazer, 

the most philosophically sophisticated leader in AAJC history, understood the basic logic 

of Clark’s argument without accepting his premises. Two years prior to publication of 
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Clark’s study Gleazer warned the movement that community colleges must engage in 

conscious planning and purposive action:  “A clarification of aims is the first and most 

essential step in achieving quality in the work done…If we do not decide, then 

environmental pressures, circumstances and coincidence, and the pull of tradition will 

shape our course” (1958, p. 485).  

 Where Clark saw institutional deficits, Gleazer perceived opportunity—clarified 

aims and purposes would reduce “attenuation and confusion.” Gleazer’s call for clarity of 

purpose did not extend to systematic analysis of institutional outcomes. He devoted his 

career to reframing the mission, extolling the “marketing approach,” and making a virtue 

of institutional adaptation to community and business needs (Gleazer, 1968, 1980, 

1994a). Theoretical tension also had salutary a impact on the practitioner’s culture, which 

would establish “warming up” and nurturing student aspirations as central to (some) 

practitioners’ professional identities (J. Levin, 2007; Deil-Amen, 2006; Bailey, Jenkins, 

& Leinbach, 2005; Griffith & Connor, 1994) 

 
Professionalizing and Differentiating the Colleges 

AAJC leaders such as Gleazer (1980) and Parnell (1986) and local institutional 

entrepreneurs worked tirelessly to differentiate community colleges from universities, 

secondary schools, and proprietary training organizations on the grounds of community 

service and workforce development, as well as assertions of superior teaching. The goal 

was to define the colleges as unique institutions existing within the interstices of public 

service organizations and local labor markets. Community colleges emphasized 

horizontal connections to business and community and strong vertical connections to 
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universities and high schools through transfer/articulation systems. For national leaders, 

the institutional identity conundrum would be resolved through elaboration and 

integration of complementary foci along the two axes of the mission, not by abandoning 

functions that some scholars perceived as contradictory to higher education purposes. 

 Thanks to Medsker and Clark, much ink has been spilled on the community 

college “identity problem” without much effect on either practitioners or institutional 

outcomes. Most ruminations on community college institutional identity come from 

university education professors. The critical question for these scholars was the 

professional status of faculty and integrity of the curriculum. In 1962, Doyce B. Nunnis, 

Jr. (UCLA) and Richard M. Bossone (UC Riverside) gave it a try in the Journal. Their 

wedge into the debate was a critique of the recently established California Master Plan 

for Higher Education, which they found deficient in establishing plausible higher 

education norms and priorities for junior colleges. Defining institutional identity within 

higher education was a critical requirement for this emerging “collegiate” sector. Two of 

their propositions were in line with leadership thinking—independent junior college 

boards and “freeing the junior college from secondary control” (p. 124). Other 

recommendations were controversial: rigorous professional requirements for 

administrators, teachers, and counselors; creation of academic senates; adoption of 

professional rank for faculty; state centralization of community college systems.  

 The call for academic ranks led to years of polemical skirmishes in the pages of 

the Journal concerning faculty status and power. The intensity of this debate suggests 

that definitions of institutional character, faculty professionalism, and academic freedom 
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were freighted with significance for scholars and movement leaders. Article titles suggest 

professional tensions:  “Academic Rank: Promise or Peril?” (Tillery, 1963); “Academic 

Rank: Mostly Peril?” (Hendrix, 1963). Clyde Blocker and Wendell Wolfe, respected 

community college scholars, weighed into what they called the “quite anguished” debate 

with measured, research-based analysis. They noted “strong desire for the acquisition of 

the symbols of the academic caste system in higher education” (1964, p. 25). They found 

that “conforming to the university system with the improvement of faculty and 

institutional status” were potent faculty motivations for introducing ranks (1964, p. 23). 

The tensions between academic faculty and management were central to the shape and 

logic of professional norms and institution building among the colleges. Their research 

concluded that more colleges will develop faculty ranking systems and personnel policies 

and practices will more closely resemble four-year colleges and universities despite 

resistance from boards and presidents. Taking management’s perspective, UCLA’s 

Vernon L. Hendrix attempted to get in the last word with a follow up study which 

asserted that junior college ranking is deleterious to the student learning environment and 

that faculty members in colleges with ranking systems were “more radical [and] 

independent” (1964, pp. 25-28). Most combatants were university education professors 

attempting to influence the community college institutionalization process.  

 In a riposte to scholarly demands for clearer institutional identity, Joseph T. 

Cosand (1968), President of St. Louis Junior College District, assured his readers that the 

colleges would establish an identity of their own by 1980 based on achievements, not 

definitions imposed from outside the movement. A few years later Cohen and Brawer 
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attempted to shift the dialog from institutional to faculty identity (1972), since teaching 

and learning processes are the presumptive nexus of the enacted mission. Nearly forty 

years later scholars were still deploring the community college “identity crisis” 

(Bergquist, 1998) even though practitioners seemed unaware of the “crisis” or the 

theoretical issues surrounding it (Griffith & O’Connor, 1994; McGrath & Spear, 1991).  

 The junior-community college “identity problem” was framed by university-based 

scholars predominantly. Their positions in prestigious universities, disciplinary 

orientations, and professional commitment to studying the colleges led to research and 

analysis that was filtered through strong conceptual frameworks and research methods 

that were foreign to and sometimes ignorant of the daily institutional challenges (Frye, 

1994; J. Levin, 1998a). 

 The movement has always been suspicious of the imposition of what Frye (1994) 

terms “the higher education paradigm”on junior-community colleges. Some leaders 

redefined paranoia as an acute perception of reality in the face of university projects to 

shape institution building. Reflexively defensive reactions to external criticism of any 

kind contributed to a relative lack of interest in organizational theory across the 

movement.  

 Rejection of theory could be rationalized as strategic differentiation from the 

universities in pursuit of democratic egalitarianism in education and of course expanded 

markets—Bogue’s “educational service stations” and “laboratories of democracy” 

(1950a). According to Vaughan, atheoretical and defensive anti-university attitudes 

reflected the rural, working class, and evangelical origins of many movement leaders:  
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Since the majority of the presidents did not grow up in a home with college 
educated parents, it is unlikely that they were accustomed to the “point and 
counterpoint” type of discussions that one expects routinely in homes where the 
parents have college degrees….The combination of heading one’s “own college” 
and viewing that college as serving one’s “own kind of people” would seem to 
create a defensive stance among many presidents and would explain in part the 
unwillingness of many community college leaders to examine their institutions 
critically. (Vaughan, 1986a, p. 14) 

 
 Another problem is that the very notions of institutional identity and identity 

politics are as ideologically laden as the concept of institutional vision and tend to blur in 

the face of critical analysis. The concept of organizational identity is “fluid and unstable,” 

even “somewhat illusory” (Gioia, Schultz, & Corley, 2000; J. Levin, 1998a). For this 

reason, the present study focuses on mission and outcomes rather than identity because 

these concepts are more readily contextualized historically and more subject to 

theoretical interrogation. 

 Leaders in the 1960s shared a tacit consensus that “the community college was 

philosophically and economically constituted to be all things to all people” (Vaughan, 

1984b, p. 38; Cohen, 1969). In the eyes of most university academics, this outlook 

marked the “Open Door College” as a permanent outlier in prestige oriented higher 

education. John Lombardi, President of Los Angeles City College, advanced the ideal of 

a limitless comprehensive mission in (1964). He endorsed the comments of prominent 

political leaders calling for expanded college missions: 

A junior college should be, according to Governor Terry Sanford of North 
Carolina, an institution which undertakes everything not being taken care of 
elsewhere. Lest there be any doubt, Governor Sanford spelled out activities such 
as education of the illiterates, uplifting the underprivileged, retraining the 
unemployed—a truly comprehensive institution. Senator Walter Stierns of 
California urged the junior college to undertake the task of preparing Americans 
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for recreational and leisure activities. Secretary of Labor Willard Wirtz looks to 
the junior college for aid in solving unemployment. (p. 8) 

 

This outline of a “truly comprehensive institution” was enough of an identity for many 

community college leaders. Knowledgeable practitioners understood that continuous 

mission expansion opened them to charges by academic critics that “the many 

qualifications to the definition [of identity and mission] may leave the impression that the 

community junior college is an entirely amorphous institution, so fluid and adaptable as 

to lack character and defy consistent definition” (Thornton, 1960, p. 277). There was also 

the perennial challenge of taking on “new missions without the resources to fund new 

programs or to integrate them with the existing institution” (Rosenbaum, Deil-Amen, & 

Person, 2006, p.15). The theoretically sophisticated could dodge these charges by 

asserting, as did Cosand, that junior college identity is a formative process rather than a 

fixed outcome. When pressed by the public or policymakers to define the institution 

unsophisticated leaders could default to Bogue’s functions (1950a; see Chapter 3), giving 

an aura of “theory” to mission restlessness.  

 For those in the movement who accepted the idea of the community college 

mission as boundless, mission analysis rooted in theory, clear definitions, and criteria 

could be dismissed as a feckless enterprise of recondite scholars possessing too little 

practice in either teaching or organizational leadership. Some observers outside the 

movement and some leaders within the movement realized, however, that the 

comprehensive ideal might degrade in the absence of plausible criteria for benchmarking 

institutional priorities (Tillery & Deegan, 1985; McCabe, 1982, 1983; Cohen, 1969b).  
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 Objecting to the practitioner tendency to make a virtue of institutional 

incoherence, Arthur Cohen proposed the most minimalist community college mission 

statement in the history of the movement, “to teach” (1977, p. 81). He argued that,  

. . . the lack of an overriding theme that universalized the community college 
mission has been applauded as allowing unlimited institutional flexibility. 
However it can as well be deplored for its denying our constituencies the example 
of a professional group relating their activities to a vision of coherent goals…. [It 
is difficult to respond intelligently to] “illusory commentary about the institutions 
[in the absence of] a coherent philosophical base on which to stand. (1977, p. 75)  

 
In 1987, Cohen and Brawer tried to establish a firm philosophical basis for the 

community college mission on their analysis of the primacy of the “collegiate function.” 

They argued that the colleges must maintain their connections to and function within the 

graded public education hierarchy from primary schools to university graduate and 

professional schools. The focus on the “collegiate function” represented a shift in 

emphasis from the position they had staked out in the first edition of The American 

Community College (1982): multiple missions and functions characterized the movement 

from its inception with varying emphases from college to college. They now took the 

position that the colleges require a coherent general education core curriculum focused on 

transfer function but extending across the curriculum. Absent a philosophically sound 

general education curriculum delivered by a more professionalized faculty, the colleges 

would fail to establish either a binding set of professional norms or an institutional 

categorical imperative to legitimize the mission within the context of American higher 

education. Their analysis separated the enacted mission driven by and reflected in student 

behavior from the expressed mission stated in catalogs, public relations documents, and 

presidential speeches to Rotary Clubs (Cohen & Brawer, 1987). They proposed a 
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hierarchy of functions in which a strengthened community college transfer function 

would promote the integrity of all higher education, improving student outcomes. This 

position was intended to arrest national mission drift toward workforce training models 

and ill-defined community education initiatives.  

 Cohen and Brawer were staking out a strong philosophical position against 

Gleazer’s (1980) attempted about face from higher education. At the end of his tenure at 

the AAJC, Gleazer’s hoped for legacy was to reframe the community colleges as 

multivariate institutions dedicated to community service and lifelong learning. He 

imagined a thousand community-based institutions comprising a national organizational 

field running parallel to but outside of the organizational force field emanating from the 

universities; he proposed community service and community development as the 

leitmotiv of the movement. He was at the forefront nationally of efforts to “downplay the 

transfer function” (Lombardi, 1979, p. 23).  

 Cohen and Brawer were skeptical of a radical shift of focus away from vertical 

integration with higher education in favor of horizontal connections to community and 

corporations. There was extensive practitioner support on this score: “Gleazer upset many 

in the community college by making a choice between horizontal and vertical emphases” 

and even suggesting that the term college be abandoned altogether (Cross, 1985, p. 41). 

An alternate position was a well-researched and trenchantly argued Brookings Institution 

study by Breneman and Nelson (1981) suggesting that financial distress would 

undermine comprehensiveness to the point that the colleges would be well advised to 
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focus the mission on workforce development in the new economy. AAJC leaders as 

opposed to local practitioners tended to agree (Parnell, 1985, 1986).  

 Despite national pressures to accelerate vocationalization of the curriculum, in the 

1980s practitioners’ interest in the transfer and collegiate functions was in fact growing 

(see Appendix A, Figure 3). Overlooked by Brint and Karabel (1989), this trend was 

stimulated by the reaction against both Gleazer and the Brookings study and by growing 

criticism from academic critics regarding transfer outcomes (Tinto, 1975a; Zwerling, 

1976; Astin, 1977; Karabel, 1977; Levin & Clowes, 1980; Grubb, 1984; Palmer, 1986; 

Dougherty, 1987). Demands of minority students for increased baccalaureate 

opportunities raised interest in strengthening transfer opportunities and outcomes 

(Rendon & Nora, 1994). Successful systems reengineering of the curriculum and student 

services at Miami-Dade College (MDC) also helped to place transfer outcomes back on 

the national agenda (Cross, 1982, 1985; McCabe, 1981a, 1981b, 1983). Cohen and 

Brawer’s paean to the transfer function caught this wave almost perfectly; however, a 

decade later they conceded that the dream of a coherent, integrated general education 

program in support of the transfer function and civic engagement was so chimerical that 

they eliminated the general education chapter from the fourth edition of their textbook 

(2002).  

 
Image Management and Institutional Fissures   

 As the movement’s leading evangelist for community services and organizational 

boundary spanning, Edmund Gleazer addressed the challenges of institutionalizing and 

professionalizing the colleges through public relations, marketing, lobbying, and image 
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management (Gleazer, 1965, 1973, 1980). The focus on image management reflects the 

origins of the community college as a consensus social movement. For social movements 

“it is the production of impressions and emotions that are foregrounded” (Davis & Zald, 

2005, p. 339). Gleazer was a masterful polemicist for institutional differentiation and 

market segmentation. His tools for legitimizing community colleges and unifying them 

into some semblance of a networked organizational field included the Junior College 

Journal, his own books and articles, and the annual meeting of the AAJC (see Chapter 3). 

Taking a page from corporate America and another from Madison Avenue, Gleazer 

unveiled a new and improved version of the Junior College Journal in January, 1963 

(Vol. 33, #5). The large magazine format resembled Life Magazine more than the Journal 

of Higher Education.  

The subliminal message of the new Journal was to announce the arrival of the 

community college as a national institution possessing impressive new campuses, 

committed professionals, and sharing best practices across its organizational field. The 

format of the first issue of the magazine highlighted the crush of students and faculty 

marching determinedly from the parking lot into the Spanish-style buildings of a new 

“commuter campus” (Mt. San Antonio College, Walnut, CA). As soon as the new 

Foothill College Campus (California) was fit to photograph, it was also featured in the 

Journal. It was described as equaling many four-year campuses and boasting vocational 

education as well. Glazer demonstrated penetrating insight into the imperatives of 

institutional salesmanship. He understood that the new postindustrial context drove 
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managers to make “branding” and “impression management” for “conveying desirable 

images to consumers and investors” (Davis & Zald, 2005, p. 338; Bergquist, 1998). 

The Journal featured photographs of well-trimmed, corporately dressed 

administrators and faculty members in their black horned rimmed glasses. White lab 

coats in high-tech science laboratories and “cutting-edge” vocational programs made 

their own quiet professional fashion statements. Innovative presidents mugged for the 

camera monthly. Suburban Ozzies and Harriets would find reassuring pictures of clean-

cut, well-pressed, button-downed (white) adolescents competing for academic glory and 

rewarding career pathways. Some issues of the new Journal featured full-page American 

Airlines ads of smiling beauties in their newly acquired stewardess uniforms who 

represented exactly 7,242 young women who owed their vocational bliss to the 

community college (American Airlines, 1965, p. 39). Extensive corporate advertising and 

branding distinguished it from mainstream academic journals. 

In respect to content, there was declining interest in theory, history, and 

scholarship in favor of “the governance concerns of a maturing institution” (Clowes & 

Towles, 1985, p. 29; see also Appendix A, Figure 4). In the most comprehensive, study 

of the Journal from its inception in 1930 to 1980, Clowes and Towles portray a national 

organization that despite its rhetorical emphasis on teaching and student-centeredness 

evidenced relatively low levels of interest in either students or faculty. When students 

appeared as units of analysis, the emphasis was on student services and access rather than 

educational quality or accountability for student learning.  
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Managing and socializing faculty was a primary challenge for institutional 

leadership. Faculty “competence” was a matter of inquiry (see for example, Blocker et 

al.). Administrative competence was rarely questioned. For presidents the critical issues 

were “Faculty Administrator Relationships,” (Priest, 1964) and “Faculty Power and 

Participation” (Honer, 1966). There is a telling juxtaposition of perspectives in these two 

articles as well as an adumbration of the emerging institutional political climate.  

Dr. Bill Priest was an iconic community college leader and president. His 

photograph appeared frequently in the Journal as a commanding, distinguished leader 

who flourished his pipe like a saber. Priest believed that administrators should lead and 

faculty should teach. Stanley Honer, Chair of the Department of Psychology at Mt. San 

Antonio College (Mt. SAC), advocated faculty participation in governance. His article on 

faculty power was accompanied by an illustration in lieu of the obligatory photograph for 

presidents. The illustration depicted five encircled male faculty members wearing black 

suits, arms folded defiantly. The Young Turk in the middle is wearing sunglasses and the 

colleague to his left sports an unfashionable beard (Honer, 1966, p. 28).  

Priest warned that militant California “forces” were working to bring about a 

“full-scale review of governance functions.” He found hope in the fact that some junior 

college instructors were “despondent” over these developments. He quotes a faculty 

“advocate” for management: “I think I’d rather have policy made by a few thoughtless 

incompetents than a large number of idiots. I shudder to think of school policies being 

formulated by a group of the average teachers of today” (Priest, 1964, p. 5).  
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Priest had no doubt about the fountainheads of militancy: the California Teachers 

Association, The American Federation of Teachers, and the California Junior College 

Faculty Association. Regarding the latter organization, Priest quoted his friend and 

colleague, Oscar H. Edinger, Jr., Mt. SAC President, who trumpeted his opposition “to 

this organization in particular and any other organization that stands for separation of 

people who work together” (1964, p. 6). Priest quoted an unnamed California President to 

whit, “The [California] Master Plan has encouraged a higher education binge in the junior 

colleges. They desire to be labeled professors, not teachers” (1964, p. 7). Another 

administrative respondent asserted that the “ivory tower types” are the root of the 

problem. For the sake of balance, Priest shared the perception of one unnamed President 

that the real source of administrator/faculty conflicts is “the lip service many 

administrators give to the dignity of the individual” (1964, p. 7).  

Priest consoled his readers with the observation that the worst of the trouble was 

in Southern California colleges. He failed to make the connection that these institutions 

were among the most mature and dynamic community colleges in the country. They 

represented collectively the single greatest concentration of faculty in one region and 

were among the most institutionalized in the country. For Priest the crux of the issue was 

apparent: “Is [the junior college] an instrument of society or a self-directing molder of 

social change” (1964, p. 8). The historical and organizational context of this article leads 

to the conclusion that when presidents are in control the colleges should be “molders of 

social change” but when faculty press for institutional reform the colleges should behave 

as “instruments of society.” Two decades later Dr. Priest would rail from retirement 
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against faculty union influence because “collective bargaining spawns hostility, distrust, 

and a never-ending intra-institution class struggle” (Priest, 1984, p. 9). Clearly the pursuit 

of higher education legitimacy was fraught with unintended consequences associated 

with academic freedom and contested boundaries of professional and institutional 

autonomy.  

It took two years for Professor Honer of Mt. SAC to be granted the favor of a 

reply to Priest and Edinger in the pages of the Journal. The humanist psychologist argued 

that faculty power must be “viewed in terms of academic freedom and personal 

autonomy” (1966, p. 29). He reminded his colleagues that with power comes 

responsibility: “effective exercise of power” requires “informed groups of actively 

committed individuals.” He also asserted that “a beautifully engineered and rationally 

ordered structure may not exert as much long-range power as one small street-fighting 

committee” (p. 31). Rising faculty leaders believed that institutionalization of the 

community college mission required professionals to control or at least arbitrate the terms 

of their own labor and the structure of the curriculum. This was a subversive proposition 

to community college patriarchs who began their careers in public schools and possessed 

little experience of sharing power with anyone but their boards. 

AAJC interest in the curriculum was always strong (Clowes & Towles, 1985; 

Appendix A). In the immediate postwar period, the rapid growth of the national 

community college system and the arrival of the baby boomers meant that institutional 

legitimacy and expanded markets for the community colleges were contingent on giving 

equal emphasis to both the transfer/collegiate and terminal vocational functions. Brint 
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and Karabel (1989, pp. 67-75) evidence surprise that in the 1950s and early 1960s 

administrators “were less likely than they had been in 1940 to endorse the vocational 

programs as the primary curriculum.” Students and the labor market may confound 

theory (Frye, 1992, 1994); consumer choice and the allure of the bachelor’s degree 

continued to drive both the curriculum and the strategic outlook of many administrators. 

Gleazer could warn community colleges against becoming prep schools of the 

universities but presidents had no doubt where the majority of the baby boom higher 

education market was rushing. Divergence between community college enacted missions 

in the 1950s and 1960s and national leadership discourses replicate junior college history 

in the 1930s (Pedersen, 2000; Frye, 1992; Goodwin, 1973).  

Clowes and Towles (1985) note a significant shift in leadership interest from 

transfer education to career and community education by the 1970s. Dougherty (1994) 

theorizes the shift towards vocational education as a function of “relatively autonomous” 

leadership interests attempting to re-channel student needs and desires to further their 

own professional and institutional interests. Contrarily Piven and Cloward contend that 

“there is, in truth, not much autonomy in relative autonomy theories” (1990, p. 252). 

From this perspective, the mission debates of the period were driven less by the desires of 

leaders than changing labor markets and social and economic problems. Resource 

dependency and technology tend to drive the enacted mission.  

Before the term “postindustrial” was coined, Grace V. Bird of Bakersfield 

College detected a long-term economic and labor market shift away from heavy 

industrial, labor intensive production systems to high-technology and the creation of a 
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service and consumer economy (Bird, 1938). Bird made it clear that the junior college 

mission must adapt to these changes in the American economy or risk losing relevance 

and support from stakeholders. Walter Crosby Eells, executive secretary of the AAJC, 

also noted these trends in his arguments for expanded junior college technical education 

(1941a, 1941b). He predicted a demographic revolution and significant extension of life 

spans based on actuarial analysis of Metropolitan Life Insurance Company (Eells, 

1944b). Eells connected the need for new kinds of technical training to economic and 

demographic change.  

Bogue followed Eells in 1950 with a lucid discussion of how technology and 

automation were changing the terms of industrial labor in the United States. Much of his 

writing and organizational leadership may be understood as prospecting for new labor 

market training niches that could be filled by community college technical and vocational 

training and extended through adult and community education. Junior college leaders 

were often more in tune with trends in the economy than many of their university-based 

peers. Labor market signals tied to federal policy initiatives reinforced leadership 

initiatives to expand technical training and continuing education. Few leaders rejected the 

transfer mission (Harberson, 1942b). But they were always loath to ignore new mission 

opportunities thrust on them by changing labor markets and demographics. 

Brick asserts that, “Sputnik, not speeches, made the concept of [new kinds of 

technical] training acceptable” (1964, p. 130). In the wake of the tiny but politically 

mighty Soviet satellite, the federal government took notice of the colleges by naming 

them in both the Higher Education Facilities and Vocational Education Acts in the early 
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1960s. A decade later the Nixon administration earmarked unprecedented resources and 

political support for community college vocational programs (Cohen & Brawer, 1989; 

Brint & Karabel, 1989). Point man for this effort was Robert Finch, Secretary of Health, 

Education and Welfare (Finch, 1969). Commissioner of Education, Sidney Marland took 

up the cause of community college vocational education as well (Marland, 1972, 1974). 

While the government was imposing a deep recession on universities (Gouldner, 1976), 

Nixon and Marland requisitioned hundreds of millions of dollars to support 

postsecondary, non-university “career education” (Brint & Karabel, 1989).  

Federal policymakers were also concerned about the coming glut of college-

educated baby boomers, few of whom expressed enthusiasm for becoming cannon fodder 

in Indo-China as a method for reducing surplus labor (Eurich, 1969). Collapsing 

professional labor markets and “stagflation” fostered by rising energy prices, government 

deficits, and international competition could lead to more domestic conflict. Under these 

circumstances community college managers embraced with alacrity the opportunity to aid 

the nation and economy by expanding vocational education.  

Nixon also privileged community college vocational programs because of his 

growing hostility to traditional higher education and its politicized students. Federal 

commitment to vocational education fit well with AAJC positions dating back to 1922 

(see Chapter 2). In the face of environmental pressures and opportunities, it is hardly 

surprising that curricular discussions during these decades focused on technology, 

innovation, and experiments in career and technical education; television and teaching 

machines in particular sparked great enthusiasm and interest as would computers in the 
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1990s. There was a discernible shift in mission from “finding a place within higher 

education to an external orientation to new clients, new funding sources, and a 

consideration of new missions” (Clowes & Towles, 1985, p. 32). Mission shifts and 

changing leadership discourses were also accompanied by new styles of leadership, 

emphasizing effective management and sound business plans rather than charismatic 

leadership (J. Levin, 2000; Grubb, 1999; C. Kerr, 1985; Goodwin, 1973). 

As the higher education sector most tightly coupled to the community and local 

business, community colleges with their open-systems and relatively constricted 

resources were particularly sensitive to the technological innovation and social changes 

accompanying the formation of postindustrial society in the West. Deindustrialization in 

the service areas of many urban colleges would force them to confront the problems of 

racism, structural unemployment, and urban poverty (Parnell, 1985). The theoretical 

point is that historically community college organizational behavior tends to mirror social 

and economic change rather than leading it (Bergquist, 1998; J. Levin, 1998a, 2000). 

Academic critics award broad discretion to college leaders without appreciating the 

degree to which organizational choice is conditioned by college missions woven into the 

fabric of American society and evolving economic structures. Innovation equates to 

organizational survival. Because they are relatively new institutions lacking strong 

traditions and anxious to achieve a modicum of stability in face of resource dependency, 

mission creep is an organizational mechanism for legitimating the colleges and 

continually repositioning them within the changing social ecology of American education 

and training networks (Labaree, 1997; Brint & Karabel, 1989; Parnell, 1986). Changes in 
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mission and focus are in turn structured by rapid alterations in the social and economic 

logic of both the public and private sectors: “In the first half of the twentieth century, the 

labor market shifted from agricultural and factory workers to service, office, and 

technology-based occupations; in the second half, the labor market required more 

technical workers and semiprofessionals” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 87). Given the 

massive changes experienced by American society from 1945 to the 1980s, it is not 

surprising that community colleges reacted reflexively to these changes, seeking 

presumed advantages within economic trends and changing labor markets (Bergquist; 

1998; Labaree, 1997; Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 87).  

 
The Open Door Problem 

 The meaning of open access is even more problematic than the issue of 

comprehensiveness. Gleazer believed access would be “The Community College Issue of 

the 1970s” (1970). This may seem surprising since open access was a central component 

of community college ideology by the 1950s. The colleges continue to stress expanding 

access in their mission statements or educational master plans (Shulock & Moore, 2007; 

Gill & Leigh, 2004).  

 Political shocks in the 1960s, especially the civil rights revolution, forced 

community colleges into reassessing the open door. Chapter 1 began with a research 

question posed by Vaughan (1991a) on practitioner difficulty in explaining open access 

and comprehensiveness. These concepts are not easily theorized. Vagueness and 

theoretical imprecision about concepts have a long tradition in junior college history 

(Frye, 1992). Shifting definitions and changing institutional practices associated with 
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open access give credence to Burton Clark’s concerns about the perils of non-selectivity. 

Vaughan asserts that the concept of open access is not as simple as it seems and depends 

on the conceptual framework of the observer and the community context of each college. 

Community college definitions tend to shift in the face of environmental pressures.  

Explaining the connection between open access and the comprehensive mission is 

reminiscent of St. Augustine’s struggle to explain time: “What, then, is time? Provided 

that no one asks me, I know. If I wish to explain to him who asks, I know not” (Saint 

Augustine, trans. 1999, p. 230). Under-theorized concepts of open access and 

comprehensiveness—“two pillars of the community college mission”—have led to 

misunderstandings about the formative social impact of the colleges within higher 

education and among stakeholders and policymakers (Vaughan, 1991a). Variations 

among colleges and across state systems make definition “illusive” (Tillery & Deegan, 

1985; Levin et al., 2006). College president George Vaughan struggled for analytical 

clarity in explaining open access and comprehensiveness to stakeholders and scholars. 

Professor Vaughan continues that struggle (1984a, 1984b, 1988, 1991a, 1991b, 2003). 

Others sidestepped knotty theoretical issues altogether; a few prayed for divine 

intervention (comment made to this writer by two presidents); some accept with 

resignation that the institution will always be buffeted by the environment in 

unpredictable ways.  

Historically, open access has been a raison d'etre of community colleges at least 

since World War II; the G.I. Bill and university selectivity made it financially feasible 

and politically imperative to open the doors to nearly all comers (Vaughan, 1984a). Many 
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practitioners believe that organizational stability can be achieved only through relentless 

pursuit of increased full-time equivalent students (FTES) (Shulock & Moore, 2007; 

Grubb, 1999). Resource dependency is at the heart of the open access conundrum and 

institutional deficits are its cognates.  

Practitioners often ignore the critical question:  “Equal access to what?” 

(Birenbaum, 1971, p. 10; Vaughan, 1984b). The role of basic skills and developmental 

education in shaping organizational culture and establishing limits to access is a case in 

point: “The contrast between dismissing some students as ‘not college material’ and 

finding a religious or social motive for basic skills instruction is one of the central 

debates within the open-access college.” Grubb further asserts that issues of 

developmental and minority student outcomes are not “openly debated, as (sic) least not 

in the realm of practice” (1999, p. 173). Prominent national scholars have been imploring 

practitioners for decades to give “compensatory,” “remedial,” “developmental,” and basic 

skills education the attention it deserves (Roueche, 1968; Roueche & Kirk, 1973; 

Roueche & Roueche, 1993; Roueche & Roueche 1999; Roueche, Ely, & Roueche, 2001; 

Cohen & Brawer, 1982, 1989, 1996, 2003; Grubb, 1999; Tinto, 2008). When a 

breakthrough occurs in improving developmental student success at the local level as at 

Miami-Dade College in the 1980s and the Community College of Denver in the 1990s, it 

is cause for celebration, if not emulation (Roueche & Baker, 1987; Cohen & Brawer, 

1993; Roueche et al., 2001).  

In 1977, the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges (ASCCC) 

decried declining standards and lack of consistent support for remedial students. This 
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expression of faculty concern and the impact of the Miami-Dade experiments led to the 

adoption of some common California state mandated matriculation standards in the 

1980s. It is noteworthy that the ASCCC focused its criticism on the “cult of growth 

afflicting community colleges, as evidenced by aggressive student recruiting drives” 

(Cohen & Brawer, 2003, p. 272). But it is has been all too rare for full-time practitioners 

to do very much about the quality or status of developmental instruction, which is 

dominated by under-trained and under-supported part-time faculty who constitute 

approximately 67% of the instructors nationally in this sector (Center for Student 

Success, 2007, p. 21; Tinto, 2008). After forty years of study, this situation may be 

changing at least in California. The Research and Planning (RP) Group, Chief 

Instructional Officers, and ASCCC jointly sponsored a comprehensive study on basic 

skills education and the Chancellor’s Office is funding statewide audits and strategic 

plans to import best practices and improve student outcomes (Center for Student Success, 

2007).  

Historically, institutional focus on access and increasing FTES leads to definitions 

of institutional purpose that shift suddenly based on social perturbations or perceived 

fiscal threats. This results, as the President Staten Island College wrote in 1971, in 

conservative educational purposes masked in progressive political rhetoric: “Far from 

upsetting the status quo of American higher education, the junior colleges shore it 

up….Nationally, we are in the paradoxical position of opening the door wider to tightly 

closed, institutionalized educational opportunities (Birenbaum, 1971, p. 11). For Clark 

(1980) it was predictable that the “open door” was a revolving door for many students. 
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Other scholars in the 1960s insisted that there must be some qualitative limits to access. 

Journal discussions of access issues were in tune generally with the following 

formulation: “To be successful the colleges should maintain a balance between their 

efforts to attract new students and their capacity for placement, instruction, and 

curriculum development” (Cohen & Associates, 1975, p. 160; Grubb, 1999, Tinto, 2008). 

Cross articulated a necessary corollary to this perspective: “Educational opportunity 

means more than the right to meet minimal standards; it means the right to develop one’s 

talents to maximum effectiveness” (1976, p. 3). Some researchers feared unregulated 

open access would lead to a college culture which condoned the student “right to fail” 

rather than assuring greater student success (Knoell, 1968). 

The financial shocks of the 1970s and free-for-all competition across much of 

mass higher education to protect each institution from the consequences of the post-baby 

boom enrollment bust transmogrified open access into a peculiar condition of unmanaged 

open enrollment. This condition was predicated on widespread “efforts to seek, recruit, 

enroll, and retain every possible student in the community” (Roueche, Baker, & 

Brownell, 1971, p. 11). Richardson et al. (1983) observe that the “philosophical 

commitment of the 1960s to provide opportunity through open doors has become an 

economic imperative in the 1980s to provide open access to ensure institutional survival” 

(p. xi). For many colleges, the substitution of economic imperatives for social 

commitments became the unfortunate rule, as the twin environmental pressures of 

resource dependency and globalization reshaped the educational logic and curricula of 

many colleges (Levin et al.; J. Levin, 2001a). Frequent state budget “crises” led managers 
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into a relentless FTES race, pushes for increased institutional productivity, and greater 

reliance on contingent part-time faculty labor (Levin et al.; Grubb, 1999; Brinkman, 

1985; Richardson & Leslie, 1980).  

Grubb and associates (1999) document the consequences of open access 

matriculation models that lack integrated approaches to quality learning outcomes:  

The most conspicuous conflict imposed on community colleges is that they are 
designed to be open-access institutions—the ‘people’s college,’ ‘democracy’s 
open door,’ or ‘second-chance’ institutions—and yet still be part of higher 
education and the ‘collegiate’ sector….These open-access institutions for non-
traditional students [driven by enrollment-based funding models] have replicated 
a traditional pattern whereby students who are poorly prepared, including many 
low-income and minority students, fail to make much educational progress. (pp. 
350-351) 
 

A national debate erupted in the 1970s regarding minority outcomes that continues to this 

day. A number of contemporary scholars agree with Grubb’s lugubrious depiction of 

minority student outcomes (Astin, 1982; Dougherty, 1994; Nora, 1993; Rendon, 1994, 

2000; Tinto, 2008). Others concede problems with the open door but believe that national 

data confirming diminished quality and outcomes for minorities need to be disaggregated 

to reflect inordinately high concentrations of minorities in a relatively small number of 

urban institutions (Richardson & Bender, 1987); such institutions are not only under-

funded but are also organizationally destabilized by the invidious social contradictions of 

their neighborhood environments. Compton College in inner city Los Angeles is a case in 

point, as the nominal transfer rate of its minority and poor student body declined to 

almost zero (Hayward, Jones, McGuiness, & Timar, 2004, p. 94) before insolvency and 

loss of accreditation forced it out of existence as an independent college. On the other 

hand, a “majority-minority” institution such as Bakersfield College existing in a more 
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stable social and economic environment transfers students at a rate above the national 

average by “heating up” student aspirations (J. Levin, 2007; Hayward et al., 2004). 

 Thirty years before Grubb’s dissection of community college teaching practice, 

UCLA’s Arthur Cohen, dean of community college scholars, published Dateline ’79: 

Heretical Concepts for Community Colleges (1969b)—the most rigorous critique of the 

community college curriculum ever written. His insight into the weaknesses of college 

missions and curricula achieved empirical validation in case studies of (a dearth of) 

critical literacy in some open-access colleges (Richardson et al.; Weis, 1985b; Grubb, 

1999). Cohen was a sympathetic fellow traveler of the community college who wrote his 

dissertation on the desegregation movement at Dade County Junior College. Some of his 

“heretical concepts” would become a sort of conventional wisdom for community college 

critics inside and outside the academy and among accreditation agencies. He proposed an 

institutional structure and objectives-based approach to improving teaching and learning; 

he foresaw that the colleges would soon confront growing difficulties in the face of 

increasing diversity, multiple unfocused missions, public and academic scrutiny, and 

declining bottom lines (1969b).  

 For Cohen the “unique mission” of the colleges is “providing all youth an 

opportunity to obtain an education and training to the limit of their capabilities….In that 

context, to bar the ignorant is as undemocratic as it would be to refuse admission to the 

poor.” He implied that this egalitarian mission of the colleges was a shibboleth “without 

clearer definition of their effects on students and their contributions to community life” 

(1969b, pp. xvi-xvii). In Cohen’s phrase, he was critiquing a creeping process of 
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“insidious institutional ossification.” Cohen viewed low standards, curricular 

fragmentation, and uncertain educational purposes connected to the open door as the 

problem rather than the open door by itself. The etiology of this condition could be found 

in the perpetuation of educational myths and a generalized avoidance of rigorous 

philosophical analysis and clear statements of priorities focused on student learning and 

community service. The enacted mission at the classroom level needed to be validated by 

measurable improvements in a “definitive teaching-learning paradigm” (p. xx).  

 Cohen posed a fundamental question:  What form would a community college 

take if it were organized deliberately to cause learning (1969b)? The goal of a learning 

college could be achieved through curricular integration, alternative pedagogies, 

customized learning environments, well-defined and measurable learning objectives, and 

honest longitudinal studies of student learning outcomes; institutional results would be 

communicated honestly and consistently to taxpayers and stakeholders and employed to 

generate educational improvements.  

 Cohen posited an integrated educational paradigm of purposive, rational action 

addressing the concerns raised by Medsker, Reynolds, and Clark. He anticipated the 

coming feeding frenzy of academic critics in the 1970s and 1980s and rising cries for 

accountability across public education. He imagined an experimental community college 

of a new type that might come to being in the future. This college would respect and 

nurture faculty professionalism, giving to them the time, resources, and tools for “turning 

their institutions into places where learning happens, through which their communities 

are transformed” (1969b, p. xxi). Cohen warned that if the colleges failed to narrow the 
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gaps between myths and practice, then new competitors, disappointed taxpayers and 

consumers, and frustrated policymakers would do it for them.  

 Nearly four decades later Cohen’s prescriptions for purposive educational 

planning, systematic evaluation, integrated approaches to teaching and learning, and 

focus on results are seen as good practices regional accreditation agencies (Bailey et al., 

2004). Practitioners are of course divided on outcomes assessment. Changing 

accreditation standards along the lines of Cohen’s formulations sparked bilious screams 

of outrage in 2001-2002 on the part of the ASCCC (2001). The focus on results and 

student attainment was viewed as an assault on faculty autonomy and dismissed as just 

another educational fad. Some aging tenured academic faculty members are quite 

comfortable with the status of “independent contractor in the classroom” (McGrath & 

Spear, 1991) and remained wedded to “junior college folklore” (Reynolds, 1957). The 

debate on student learning outcomes exposed an academic rift; career and technical 

faculty members are less threatened by the new accreditation standards because of their 

focus on competency-based education and teaching to industry standards. 

 An article by Vaughan and Ross (1981) exposes the gulf between scholars’ and 

practitioners’ that existed by 1981. The article describes a research project to determine 

the community college “Top Ten Reading List” of researchers and presidents 

respectively. The 168 responding presidents ignored Cohen but ranked Gleazer’s effusive 

This is the Community College (1968) number five. The 47 responding professors ranked 

Cohen’s Dateline’79 as the seventh most important book ever written on the community 
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college but ignored both Gleazer and Bogue. The only pre-1960 work cited by both 

groups was Koos’ The Junior College Movement (1925).  

 Many college libraries in the country sport copies of Dateline’79, which have 

moldered on the shelves for nearly four decades. It seems that in the 1970s and 1980s the 

antennae of Professor Cohen’s own sputnik revolving the community college world did 

not possess the bandwidth to connect to the transistor radios of academic faculty and 

educational administrators. Cohen’s opus did stimulate a behavioral objectives and skills 

and competencies movement that continues to percolate among career and technical 

practitioners (Vaughan & Ross, 1981). The contemporary student outcomes assessment 

push in community college accreditation confirms Cohen’s prescience.  

Implied in the FTES-driven open-access philosophy was the sometimes publicly 

expressed right of the student to fail: “The open-door, open-access, right-to-fail mentality 

of the ‘60s adds to the [declining institutional outcomes] dilemma of the ‘80s” (Roueche 

& Baker, 1987, p. 37; Kirst, 2007). Widespread student failure and academic criticism 

stimulated some curricular interest in remedial education and underscored the need for 

educational reform (Roueche & Roueche, 1999, 1993; Knoell, 1969; Roueche, 1968).  

In 1987 Roueche and Baker praised Miami-Dade College (MDC) for renouncing 

“an open-access type of student flow” for a “student flow model” that “is highly directed” 

and accepts institutional responsibility for student success (1987, p. 57). Movement 

enthusiasm for the MDC experiments failed to translate into widespread institutional 

reforms nationally or rethinking of the philosophy of open access (Grubb, 1999; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2006; J. Levin, 2007; Tinto, 2008). But definitions of institutional 
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accountability and quality have become more tightly coupled to student outcomes as 

accreditation agencies and policymakers and scholars rethink theoretical justifications 

and social impacts of varying open access models (Center for Student Success, 2007). A 

subtext of the debate on quality and outcomes was growing community dissatisfaction 

with the traditional junior college “racialized mission.”  

 
Open-Access and the Racialized Mission 

 As explained in Chapter 3, the AAJC countenanced a covert racialized mission 

that affronted the democratic pieties of the movement. Koos, Bogue, Gleazer, and other 

AAJC leaders abetted racial-ethnic discrimination through indecision, misdirection, and 

misinformation. By 1962, Gleazer had painted himself into a corner on issues of race and 

class; he would soon face the prospect of the students and faculty blowing by him on the 

racial justice front. The normally urbane AAJC director exhibited emotional and political 

tone deafness rather than his self-described “color-blindness” when he contributed his 

prestige and pen to a work on southern junior colleges (Wattenbarger & Godwin, 1962). 

This tome defended segregated junior college systems almost a decade after Supreme 

Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas and within two-years 

of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. It marked the AAJC as indifferent to the struggles of 

minorities in the South and inner cities.  

 The AAJC was not unique. Insensitivity to minority needs was the norm across 

most of U.S. higher education. In the words of Medsker and Tillery: “[I]t is clear that 

neither higher education generally nor any segment specifically is providing equal 

opportunity for minority students” (1971, p. 76). These two prominent community 
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college scholars based at Berkeley were certainly in the know, since this was the first 

public pronouncement on race proffered by Medsker in a higher education career 

stretching back to the 1930s. The tacking and wending of the American higher education 

institutions in defense of the status quo underscores Emerson and Smith’s contention 

that, “Racism is a changing ideology with the constant rational purpose of perpetuating 

and justifying a social system that is racialized” (2000, p. 9). 

 The new Junior College Journal reflected AAJC insensitivity on diversity issues. 

The first image of a black face to grace the publication was that of an African student 

visiting the United States (Kintzer, 1963, p. 22). This gives credence to black 

intellectuals’ perception in the 1960s that it was easier for middle-class whites to accept 

equality with Africans who were not “polluted” by the taint of America’s slave-caste 

system. The first African-American depicted in the journal was a Mr. Leo Bohanon who 

is described as a member of the organizing committee for St. Louis Junior College. The 

mark of Missouri’s history of segregation is transparent in the obvious separation of 

Bohanon from nine discomforted white members of the committee (Bastian, 1963, p. 10). 

 As the 1960s progressed, more faces of black people appeared in the Journal, 

many anonymously and prior to 1965 generally in the guise of black paraprofessionals 

assisting white faculty. A particularly disturbing example of the AAJC’s racial 

stereotyping and insensitivity depicted a dental technician class in which five tall white 

women and a male dentist surround and probe the mouth of a terrified little black girl 

(Light, 1963, p. 17). The immediate emotional reaction of the present writer on viewing 

this photograph was Tuskegee syphilis study redux.  
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 The degree of bad faith around issues of race and segregation across the 

community college movement is disturbing in retrospect. Rather than confronting this 

legacy directly, the putatively “color-blind” AAJC resorted to coded images and abstract 

references to past practice without discussing racism and segregation forthrightly. The 

April 1963 journal ran an article titled “Progress in Maryland” (Novack & Pesci, 1963, 

pp. 16-19). The article described the development of the Maryland system without 

reference to Koos’ (1947b) recommendation for segregated colleges or any other mention 

of racialization. But in the foreground of a photograph of a Maryland junior college 

classroom the image of a single black face appeared amidst a classroom of white faces. 

This African-American male was the symbol of unexplained “progress” in Maryland. The 

first black community college professional was depicted speaking to a meeting in 1965 

but remained unnamed (AAJC, 1965, p. 2).  

 Gleazer and the AAJC waited for the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 

before condoning two honest discussions of race in the Journal. The first article, 

“Education and the Race Problem,” was by Ralph M. Bessie (1964), president of 

Cleveland Electric and chair of the Ohio Community College Board. Noting black revolts 

North and South, Bessie gave an impassioned analysis of racial oppression in American 

history and demanded that all of public education and community colleges in particular 

commit to remedying the social and educational effects of racism. Five months later the 

Journal published Arthur Cohen’s “Racial Integration in a Southern Junior College” 

(Cohen, 1965). This article was more reassuring than Bessie’s, as it described “orderly 

integration with a minimum of delay” at Miami-Dade Junior College.  
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 By the mid-1960s, the traditional AAJC position of hearing and seeing no evil on 

racial matters was becoming untenable. Yet, habits of mind die hard. In 1965, Gleazer 

made his first tortured comments on diversity without using the terms race, class, or overt 

ethnic identifiers: 

To diversity? One of the marvels of nature is the individuality of things. No two 
snowflakes are alike nor the leaves of the trees nor grains of sand. In the human 
fingerprints, skin pigmentation, handwriting, voice quality there are 
distinguishing characteristics for each individual. And there are people who can 
throw a ball, sing a song, plow a field, fly a plane, make a speech, lead a nation. 
There are people short and tall, stout and thin, bushy-haired and bald, fast and 
slow. Tremendous marvelous differences are in more than three billion people. 
Why try to make them alike? Why try to dress them alike, train them alike, to 
think the same way, to say the same things? What difference does it make 
whether the eyes are brown or grey or blue? Uniformity as a goal is deadening. 
Unity through diversity vitalizes a democratic society. (Gleazer, 1965, p. 3, 
emphasis in original)  

 
Gleazer may have been correct in stating that eye color makes little difference. To 

conflate skin pigmentation with fingerprints, handwriting and voice quality is another 

matter in the context of American racialized culture. The ordering of importance of 

various activities from throwing a ball, singing a song and plowing a field to flying a 

plane to making a speech and leading a nation reflects unexamined ethnic and class 

assumptions. He implied rejection of common training across the diversity spectrum.  

 A sensitive reader believing in equality and opportunity might interpret Gleazer’s 

statement in more than one way. In this regard, Patricia J. Williams (1997) and John 

Hope Franklin (1993) have dissected ideologies of color blindness and color line with 

penetrating insights that might discomfort a number of former leaders of the AAJC.  

 A subsequent AAJC “Emphasis” editorial penned by Gleazer but lacking his 

usual signature admitted as much:  
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Black student organizations—militant for a variety of causes—helped draw 
attention to the effect of the traditionally safe posture of color blindness among 
the college staff on minority group enrollments particularly the attitudes of staff in 
admissions, financial aid, and counseling. (1968/1969, p. 3) 
 

The editorial pointed to a 270% “parity gap” across higher education between white and 

black students (AAJC, 1968/1969, p. 3). Gleazer deflected potential criticism through 

reference to “the college” and pointing at student services, which already labored under 

the stigma of the “cooling-out function.” He did not mention the dearth of leadership on 

the issue. There were no reminders of the AAJC’s complicity in condoning half a century 

of segregation. This was a species of “color blindness” that is echoed in contemporary 

neo-conservative discourses.  

 The urban conflicts of 1968 shocked Gleazer and his associates into accepting 

some responsibility for a national crisis of confidence in the “system.” They were also 

pushed by African-American students and professionals who cooperated to reshape the 

missions of many inner city colleges and even the AAJC. The tenor and images of the 

Journal changed dramatically. Gone were the white bread stewardesses and ivy league 

images. The new look in 1968-1969 included dashiki-clad students in sunglasses and 

“Afro” hairstyles; there were images of grim faced African-American intellectuals 

determined to bring social justice and democracy back into the mission. Representative 

articles bore the following titles: “Black Power and the Instructional Council” (Meek, 

1968); “Are Our Colleges Really Accessible to the Poor?” (Knoell, 1968); “Social Action 

and the Community College” (Stokes, 1969); “The Black Student: The Community 

College” (Tildon, Bard, & Wilson, Jr., 1969); “Escape from the Ghetto at Washtenaw” 
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(Plummer, 1969); “Revolution or Evolution? American Institutions of Higher Education 

will Change—Either Peaceably or Violently” (McCord, 1969).  

 Two articles in particular held local and national leaders accountable for 

improving urban environments and providing greater opportunity for poor and minorities. 

In “The Poor Speak and the Presidents Listen: Ghetto Residents Discuss ‘Where It’s At’ 

with Educators” (Koch & Stivers, 1969, pp. 18-21), the authors describe a summit of 

seventeen college presidents and forty residents of low-income neighborhoods—

“Educators sat quietly and listened to indictments….” The colleges were criticized as 

employers of low wage service workers on their campuses who were often locked out of 

the benefits of education. Racialized admissions and matriculation policies were 

castigated. One participant asserted that, “This very meeting never would have taken 

place if there hadn’t been riots in Baltimore last spring” (p. 21).  

 A pointedly professional critique of racialization came from a brilliant African-

American administrator based in California (N. Smith, 1969). Norvel Smith’s address to 

the AAJC Convention was an appeal to conscience of a movement that ignored minority 

needs and was failing on its promise to create genuine community colleges. Smith 

demanded new kinds of outreach and support programs, a more diverse faculty, expanded 

financial support for poor and minorities, and even displacement of out-of-district 

middle-class white students who were taking seats away from inner-city residents at 

places such as the Community Colleges of Baltimore and Merritt College (Oakland, CA).  

 Conflicts within urban community colleges and their surrounding communities 

forced Gleazer to act, putting the AAJC “in the uncomfortable role of social activist” 
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(Witt et al., p. 230). Gleazer began to employ the terms Black, Puerto Rican, and 

Mexican-American and pledged that community colleges would establish programs to 

address educational and social inequities, renouncing the spurious tradition of color 

blindness (Gleazer, 1969a). Eight months later Gleazer announced a “staff appointment 

that signals a significant interest of the Association” (Gleazer, 1969b, p. 5). Dr. Andrew 

L. Goodrich was tapped as “specialist for minority group programs.” The Journal 

photograph left no doubt that this was a confident black man. The formerly “color blind” 

but still racially tone-deaf Gleazer broadcast that Goodrich was an accomplished jazz 

saxophonist, which was undoubtedly consoling to his white associates in Washington, 

D.C. This was the first instance in the history of the AAJC in which the musical aptitude 

of a junior college leader was a matter of public concern. To remind readers of the 

AAJC’s new found tolerance, Gleazer followed up a year later with a photograph of Dr. 

Goodrich adorned in sharkskin suit and jamming with two black comrades (Gleazer, 

1970, p. 3). Dr. Goodrich would soon play a decisive role in exposing minority under 

representation in community colleges.  

 There is little empirical data on minority access in Northern Colleges in the 1950s 

and 1960s. No national data for minority attendance at community colleges was collected 

before 1970, as was the case for most of U.S. higher education. Minority access was not a 

pressing concern until urban conflict erupted in 1968. According to former California 

Community College Chancellor Sid Brossman, this was the year that the California 

system “put the issue of greater opportunities for disadvantaged students as one of its 

very top priorities” (Brossman & Roberts, 1973, p. 25). Perhaps the Baltimore brother 
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quoted above was correct about the link between urban conflict and educational 

innovation?   

 In 1969, the California system made a commitment to funding Extended 

Opportunity Programs and Services (EOPS); EOPS grew to become one of the most 

successful programs in the country for providing both access and achievement for a 

limited number of poor and minority students. Despite the well-documented success of 

pilot case management systems of this type in and around the bay area, there was 

significant resistance to EOPS coming from some faculty, administrators and white 

students (Brossman & Roberts, 1973). One long-time California administrator recalls 

resistance in the Central Valley in particular. As a community college dean of instruction, 

he took on the responsibilities of EOPS director because other administrators opposed the 

program. Their opposition was not on pedagogical grounds. They understood that the 

program would attract and matriculate poor and minority students and improve outcomes. 

The issue was the “type of student” EOPS would be inviting to colleges possessing 

organizational identities as middle-class prep schools for selective universities such as 

Cal, UCLA, and Stanford (Hall, 2004). These perceptions resonate with the present writer 

who attended Mt. SAC in the 1960s. Minorities were nearly absent from the classrooms 

of this particular community college, while they were certainly over-represented in the 

military school of hard knocks in Indo-China.  

 A dissertation by J. Katz (1967) written under the aegis of the UCLA community 

college program provides a compelling case-study examination of minority 

disengagement at “Golden City Junior College” (pseudonym) in the Los Angeles area. 
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Katz, who was an administrator at Long Beach City College (LBCC), concluded after 

spending more than a year studying “Golden City” that “the junior college is, in every 

respect, the creature of the middle class. It serves its master well.” His classroom visits, 

interviews, and data analysis led him to the following conclusion: 

Members of lower socio-economic groups and racial ethnic minorities, to a great 
degree, not only do not pass through the door, they never approach it. The high 
attrition and low high school graduation rates of these groups makes attendance 
for most of them impossible. In the race toward equality the lower class is, 
essentially, disqualified before the race begins….The vast majority of the students 
who entered Golden City Junior College were from the middle class. Few lower-
class white Anglo-Americans and no Negroes or Mexican-Americans from the 
lower classes entered the junior college. Socio-economic status was the factor that 
determined who entered. (1967, pp. 192-193)  

 
Based on his practice at LBCC and his study of Golden City, Katz concluded that the 

community college of the 1960s failed to equalize opportunity or enhance upward 

mobility. It was an institution that protected the status quo by providing opportunity for 

the already advantaged. This Hobbesian view of competitive class-biased education was 

even more discomforting than Clark’s, as there were seemingly insurmountable barriers 

to educational progress embedded in the fabric of the society that conditioned the mission 

of the “open-access” college; however, Katz’s prescriptions for a new student-centered, 

multicultural curriculum and pedagogy presaged some of the reforms including EOPS 

that would stimulate minority enrollments over the next two decades. 

 The first two studies of community college racialization disagreed slightly on the 

magnitude of the challenge of racial equity but both tend to confirm Katz’s findings. A 

minority survey conducted by the American Association of Community and Junior 

Colleges (AACJC) (Goodrich, Lezotte, & Welch, 1973) estimated that 11.5% of 
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enrollments were from ethnic minority groups. A parallel study of the U.S. Department of 

Health Education and Welfare (HEW), Office of Civil Rights (1970) asserted that 14.5% 

of community college enrollments were minorities. The AACJC study was more 

comprehensive and insightful than the HEW study.  

 Dr. Goodrich could riff the data as well as the saxophone. He and his associates 

documented in 1973 that minority full-time faculty represented 4.5% of the total and 

5.8% of part-time faculty. The report looked deeper than the federal study for it also 

posed questions about minority student persistence and success. The study disclosed “an 

approximately two-thirds enrollment decrease between the freshman and sophomore 

years [as opposed to a decrease of less than one-third for all students]” (Goodrich et al., 

1973, p. 31). The Goodrich identified California, Michigan, Colorado, and the cities of 

Kansas City and Chicago as having the most comprehensive minority programs. 

Dismaying retention rates sparked a broadside by Preston Pulliams, “Black Students Feel 

Left Out” (1977), warning of an “open-door hustle.”  

 A subsequent study conducted by the AACJC in 1976 claimed that 25% of 

community college enrollments were minorities. This represented 38.8% of all minority 

enrollments in higher education (Fontelle, 1979). Both federal figures and AACJC 

figures pointed to substantial increases in minority enrollments throughout the 1970s. The 

trend of increasing minority access was confirmed in 1983, when community colleges 

accounted for 40% of all minority enrollments in American higher education (Astin, 

Green, Korn, & Maier, 1983). It should also be pointed out that “much of this action [in 

increasing minority enrollments] resulted from the requirements of the federal 
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government and from the efforts of feminist and minority faculty members and students” 

(Witt et al., p. 243).  

 There evidence of significantly increased of African-American enrollments across 

southern community colleges with 20.7% of the total in Arkansas, 32.5% in Louisiana, 

and 23.3% in Mississippi (Fontelle, 1979, p. 11). The case of Alabama in particular sheds 

new light on the putative distinction between the “progressive North” and the 

“reactionary” South. Prior to the mid-1960s African-American access to higher education 

was restricted to a few small historically black colleges and one Negro Land Grant 

College, Alabama A & M, which lost its accreditation because the state neglected its 

facilities (Katsinas, 1994). Alabama’s Governor George C. Wallace launched an 

aggressive junior college movement in 1964. Though the system was established as a 

monument to Wallace and his pork-barrel politics (most Alabama colleges boast a 

Wallace Center), it also bore the mark of the governor’s populism. Wallace the 

democratic populist trumped Wallace the segregationist by expanding higher education 

access for blacks. The Alabama community college movement hastened the end of de 

jure segregation—many of the colleges were integrated “from the first day of operation” 

(Katsinas, 1994, p. 468). By 1978, African-Americans comprised 27.8% of all 

community college enrollments in the state (Fontelle, 1979, p. 11). With a total minority 

enrollment of 29.8%, Alabama was second only to New Mexico in providing community 

college minority access in the continental United States (Fontelle, 1979). The question of 

deflecting minority access from Alabama universities by providing access in community 

colleges has not been addressed. 
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 A 1979 summation by the AACJC (the adjective “Community” was added in 

1974) trumpeted gains in minority access but failed to publish persistence data. The 

AACJC ignored Norvel Smith’s imperative: “The crisis that we face is in strengthening 

our holding power [of minority students]” (N. Smith, 1969, p. 24). Smith’s passion for 

student success was reflected in activism within the national association. Smith assisted 

Malcolm Hurst and forty other African American community college leaders in forming 

an AAJC Black Caucus. Hurst, president of Malcolm X College in Chicago, had led a 

black walkout at the 1969 AAJC convention when an all-white chorus sang “Dixie” (Witt 

et al.). Hurst used this insult as an opportunity to mobilize and to fight his way onto the 

AAJC board. After more discord, he was joined on the board by Smith. This sparked a 

parallel AAJC insurgency by the Concerned Chicano Coalition and El Congreso 

Nacional de Astunto Colegiales, which also demanded representation on the board and 

special programs for Hispanics (Witt et al., 1994).  

 Increased minority representation in the colleges and the AAJC drove mission 

discourses from inputs to outcomes—access to success. Polemics about open-door 

hustles sharpened across the county. African-American intellectuals and community 

leaders worried that the flood of black students into urban colleges might lead to an 

educational ghetto, allowing selective universities to continue their racialized missions 

without guilt. Vernon Jordan made this point in a controversial 1979 article where he 

referred to community colleges as “reservations for the disadvantaged” (as quoted in 

Haught, 1979, p. 4). Rather than confronting the indictment himself, Gleazer brought in a 

journalism lecturer in English from Northern Virginia Community to answer Jordan in 
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the pages of the Journal. Professor Haught employed the standard practitioner gambit of 

deflecting criticism by ignoring data on black student outcomes and instead providing 

heartwarming anecdotes describing how “Roy,” “Jimmy,” and “Maggie” had used the 

community college to good effect in furthering their career and transfer aspirations 

(Haught, 1979).  

 At the same time as Jordan’s attack, the African-American community 

surrounding Roxbury Community College in Boston supported President Kenneth 

Haskins against his own district office in implementing a student-centered transfer 

curriculum as opposed to a vocational “man-power development” model. The Roxbury 

community feared that vocationalization would lead Black students away from 

universities (Brint & Karabel, 1989, pp. 177-188). Conflict also erupted in the Cuyahoga 

Community College District (Cleveland, Ohio) when an investigation by the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People exposed the complaints of inner-city 

African American students that “‘meat courses’ had been removed from the downtown 

campus…[and] ‘go nowhere’ courses” remain in their place (Middleton, 1978, p. 9). 

 Donald H. Godbold, the African-American president of Merritt College, disagreed 

with Jordan’s analysis of the community college as educational ghetto: 

Community colleges do not represent a dumping ground or a dead end for Blacks 
and other minorities. Instead, they represent the most viable medium beyond high 
school where educational opportunity is possible for the majority of blacks and 
minorities above high school age or for those who wish to continue their 
education….The concern among educators, particularly those who are black, that 
community colleges may become bastions of segregation and the ghettos and 
barrios of higher education, need not become reality. (Godbold, 1976, pp. 24-29) 
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As polemics raged over the racialized mission, a southern college chose to make student 

achievement a centerpiece of the mission by combating racism, expanding and redefining 

access, demanding academic rigor, supporting student achievement, and forthrightly 

communicating its successes and failures. Miami-Dade College (MDC) would 

demonstrate that educational reform focused on the needs of learners supported by hard 

work, institutional consensus making, and political will was an antidote to racism and a 

boost to educational quality (Roueche & Baker, 1987; Zwerling, 1988; McCabe & 

Skidmore, 1983). The MDC experiment also demonstrated that educational reform could 

be achieved without major polarization in either the college or community. 

 
The Miami-Dade Breakthrough 

 The first significant assault on the racialized mission came from an unexpected 

direction—the Deep South. In 1960, the moral and educational center of the community 

college world shifted from California to Florida. The desegregation movement at Miami-

Dade College (MDC—formerly Dade County Junior College) raised questions about 

conventional open access across models and academic reform. Courageous school board 

members, administrators, faculty, and students far away in the field from pusillanimous 

national leaders demonstrated that local action could overturn a hundred years of 

oppression under some of the most vicious “Black Codes” in the South (Shofiner, 1995).  

 MDC formed as a community-based social movement rather than an institution. A 

decade after its founding Medsker and Tillery (1971) grasped the organizational 

dynamics that tied the college so closely to the aspirations of its communities. They 

characterized the college as offering “new relevance in serving the inner city, with its 

 



256 

seething pressures from poorly educated migrants of various ethnic groups…who are not 

prepared for either economic or cultural survival in the inner city” (pp. 84-85). The 

leadership of “a president who is willing to experiment and a young [downtown campus] 

director willing to risk his career” was emblematic of the new enterprise (p. 85). The 

Downtown Miami Campus was the collaborative creation of teachers, students, 

administrators, neighborhood activists and city officials of all ages and colors. The 

campus presented itself as committed “totally” to its community, indistinguishable from 

the city it serves, experimental, democratic, and “based on the participation in decision-

making by all those affected by the outcomes of decisions” (p. 85). The democratic ethos 

of a consensus movement was embedded in the college organizational culture. It 

contributed greatly in breaking the hold of segregation on the southern movement. 

 Prior to the opening of MDC, Miami area African-Americans’ access to higher 

education was limited to one private college two hundred miles away in Daytona or the 

even more remote public Florida A& M University in Tallahassee (Roueche & Baker, 

1987; McCabe, 1984). MDC admitted 1,200 white and 185 black students in 1960 

(Cohen, 1964, 1965). MDC opened as a two-campus formally segregated institution in 

1960. The board and president intended to integrate the college with all due speed but in 

an orderly fashion and with a minimum of conflict. The “white college” began admitting 

small numbers of academically qualified black students on the first day of registration.  

 From this modest beginning as a small, predominantly segregated institution, 

MDC exploded into one of the largest (currently 160,000 students) and most dynamic 

higher education institutions in the world. By 1987, it was the leading community college 
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in the country in terms of academic quality and documented student outcomes (see 

Zwerling, 1988; Roueche & Baker, 1987; Cross, 1982). Community college scholars 

have overlooked the connection between MDC’s quality achievements and its 

institutional commitment to eliminating discrimination in Florida.  

 Miami was a unique southern city when the Dade County school board began 

planning a junior college in 1957. The county had burgeoned to a million people by 1960 

and the Miami population was growing 7% a year. Most of this growth came from other 

regions of the country and internationally, as Dade County grew into a major financial, 

industrial, and tourist center. Miami was distinguished from much of Florida and the 

wider South. Immigration from the North and across Latin America created a new 

cultural milieu. Miami was exceptionally cosmopolitan with far more liberal, 

multicultural politics than most American cities. Miami Blacks had been enfranchised 

since 1937 and desegregation of public and private facilities was achieved with relatively 

little conflict (Cohen, 1964, 1965). In 1960, the state was led by a pragmatic governor 

who accepted the inevitability of court mandated desegregation. Dade County possessed 

a school board that believed in equal opportunity but desired to avoid overt conflict over 

school integration. The Board concluded that if integration was inevitable, then the best 

way to prepare the community was to begin with the proposed junior college. Self-

selection and voluntary attendance reduced the odds of racial antagonism (Cohen, 1964).  

 The college was fortunate to attract a quiet but effective consensus builder, 

Kenneth Williams, as president. Once the reforms were in place, Williams was succeeded 

by the progressive Peter Masiko from Chicago who accelerated the integration process 
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across Miami. By establishing an initial two-campus model with a unified administration, 

the two-year transition to complete integration of the student body and faculty by fall of 

1962 occurred with a minimum of disagreement internally and in the community. As part 

of this transformation, MDC distinguished itself as the first southern educational 

institution in which classes of mostly white students were taught by black faculty (Cohen, 

1965). The MDC organizational DNA was encoded from the beginning with 

commitments to multiculturalism, extended opportunity, and social justice. The 

downtown “democratic laboratory” was a logical cognate of these origins reinforced by 

other social movements in the 1960s. 

 Williams, Masiko, McCabe (the third MDC president) and the faculty worried 

that open-access was not enough to assure social equity and minority student success. 

Community college access would be an empty promise if the student was given the right 

to fail rather than opportunity to succeed. The Board and the staff understood the 

asymmetric opportunities between white students and black students that flowed from the 

racialized public education system in Miami and across Florida. African-American 

students began an inadequate educational toolbox because of the tradition of separate and 

unequal. The twin challenges of under-preparedness and under-representation forced the 

MDC administration and faculty to question higher education traditions of unbridled 

competition and the student’s right-to-fail. This was a test of the open-door college’s 

ability to provide both “access and excellence” (Roueche & Baker, 1987).  

 Because of its heightened organizational sensitivity to the challenges of 

racialization, MDC took benchmarking and outcomes assessment seriously from its 
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inception (Roueche & Baker, 1987). Student-centeredness tied to equity and opportunity 

demanded curiosity and empathy for all students; fine-grained analysis of student needs, 

abilities, and educational results was critical for improving student and institutional 

success. MDC required that all entering students in 1960 take the “Cooperative School 

and College Ability Test.” The college discovered that the scores of the lowest quartile of 

whites were significantly higher than those of the highest quartile of blacks. The average 

preparation gap was approximately two and one-half years (Cohen, 1964). Black students 

who scored at the median of the white students or higher were allowed to enroll at the 

white campus from the beginning (Cohen, 1964). But what to do about the majority of 

black students who would be doomed to failure in a laissez faire educational context?   

 “Guided Studies” was the answer (Cohen, 1964). This developmental program 

was planned as an extension of the regular college tied to general education and student 

support services programs. The goal was to connect and integrate core educational 

processes across the curriculum. Integration of processes and clear direction for students 

would increase achievement for a larger number of students, particularly minorities. 

Guided Studies developed as one of the first integrated case-management and 

supplemental instruction systems within the community college movement. It included “a 

program of guidance, special program advisement, reduced load and tutoring…with 

reading, writing, and mathematics improvement plans included along with the special 

counseling techniques” (Cohen, 1964, p. 81). The program was designed to support all 

under-prepared students and to negate the effects of institutional racism. Administrators 

across the district, including department chairs, were involved in creating and 
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institutionalizing the program. They accepted accountability for its outcomes. By 

challenging racialization through strategic analysis, technological innovation, and 

progressive educational programming, the college was able to pave the way for 

continuing academic reform.  

 The MDC academic success story is extensively documented by Roueche and 

Baker in Access & Excellence: The Open-Door College (1987). Roueche and Baker had 

intended a multiple college case study of excellence in teaching and learning. A panel of 

higher education scholars ranked MDC as the most prominent, effective institution of its 

type in the country. Roueche and Baker’s decided to focus the entire project on case 

study of MDC. From its founding MDC exhibited a strong commitment to research and 

evidence-based decision making. This research tradition distinguished the college from 

much of the movement and facilitated the case study. The authors of the study 

commented that one of their greatest challenges was to “find excellent colleges with 

evidence of student persistence, retention, and completion—uncommon data in 

community colleges” in 1987 (Roueche & Baker, 1987, p. 9).  

 MDC was an exception to this unfortunate rule. Because of its initial commitment 

to validate and improve minority student achievement, the college established a culture of 

evidence that consistently and publicly documented systems, programs, and outcomes. 

Commitment to student outcomes assessment enabled the college to document student 

academic achievement from first point of contact to graduation, transfer, or job 

placement. By the mid-1980s, MDC students were out performing most community 

college students nationally regardless of educational level, ethnic background, or SES. 
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These outcomes were validated by an unusual state-mandated high stakes exit 

competency test that is required for graduation and transfer to all Florida public 

universities. The Florida College Level Academic Skills Test (CLAST) is also 

administered to “native” university students matriculating to the junior year. The rising 

performance of MDC students on the CLAST was remarkable because in 1985 of 41,000 

credit students each semester “over 51% of its student body is Hispanic, 31% is white 

non-Hispanic, and 16% is black non-Hispanic.” Of these students 60% tested in with 

basic skills deficiencies, 50% were English language learners and nearly 30,000 of these 

students were financially disadvantaged (Roueche & Baker, 1987, p. 29). Unlike many 

minority dominated, low SES urban community colleges, an inordinate number of MDC 

students found themselves on career and transfer pathways of achievement rather than out 

the revolving door.  

 One marker of successful educational reforms is that despite rising standards of 

the CLAST MDC student achievement drove the entire Florida community college 

system to the number one national ranking in Associate Degree production by 1992. This 

is significant as degree completion is correlated with transfer success (Rosenbaum et al.; 

Adelman, 2005). Because of MDC leadership Florida remained number one in degree 

and transfer outcomes at the turn of the century, exceeding the U.S. community college 

graduation mean by more than 100% (Bracco & Callan, 2002; Cohen & Brawer, 2003). 

 MDC defined institutional integrity as meeting the core mission of providing 

effective learning and training opportunities in service of community needs that could be 

measured and continually improved. More than a basic skills initiative, the reforms 
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constituted transformation of educational and support systems that questioned past 

practice while seeking to integrate and strengthen every core educational process. 

 Patricia Cross (1981, p. 12) described MDC as “on the verge of achieving a 

breakthrough in pursuing quality in education without sacrificing open access.” She 

viewed the gains in student academic achievement as remarkable for the fifth largest 

institution of higher education in the nation existing in an urban context and serving a 

majority-minority student demographic. She argued that the MDC example demonstrates 

that systems thinking and the “intelligent use of technology is the key that makes 

individualization [and improvement of student learning] possible” (1981, p. 12). In a 

subsequent article, Cross (1985, p. 39) refers to the “gems in [MDC’s] computerized 

crown;” the gems included an individualized computer-based monitoring system for 

student progress, a transfer articulation system with Florida’s universities, special 

programs for academically superior students, and a program of research, communication, 

and articulated courses and pathways to improve high school student preparation and 

establish higher expectations—an integrated vertical mission across public education. 

Vertical integration and improved student outcomes reflected the fact that the basic skills 

curriculum was viewed as a necessary and integral part of the MDC general education 

program. An organizational climate rooted in social equity and focused on student 

success and goal attainment created an institutional context in which faculty are learner-

centered and “program-minded” as opposed to course or discipline-minded—“hundreds 

of special programs and initiatives for unique needs and student clienteles had originated 

and are now run by faculty” (Zwerling, 1988, p. 19).  
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 MDC’s emphasis on rigor, high expectations, and integration of systems and 

processes was tempered by a caring academic environment, supportive student services 

and systematic efforts to heat up student expectations. As one student put it, “They tell 

me I can do well. Though nobody can make me make the effort, students are encouraged 

to move up, not down” (Zwerling, 1988, p. 22). Zwerling, one of the first radical critics 

of the community college, admits that his “time at MDC had both impressed and shaken 

me” (p. 23). More of a “convert (to MDC) than a critic,” he glimpsed the promise of the 

community college but remained convinced that “something was fundamentally wrong at 

our urban two-year colleges” (Zwerling, 1988, p. 23).     

 With the exception of Zwerling, academic critics of the community college ignore 

this powerful counter example to the anemic educational practices and outcomes they 

claim to document. In a 1994 summation of the radical community college critique, 

Pincus gives McCabe’s’ “excellent reforms” a one sentence nod without explanation. 

Had Brint and Karabel (1989) or Dougherty (1994) chosen to focus their case studies on 

MDC as opposed to the equally idiosyncratic examples of Washington and Massachusetts 

respectively, their conclusions about the efficacy and future of the community college 

would have required modification.  

 
Mission Conflict in the 1980s 

 Leslie Koltai, former Los Angeles Community College District Chancellor, 

summarizes the community college mission challenge in the 1980s: 

Despite the dynamism of the public community college movement, the early 
1980s saw the end of its era of ready money, rapid expansion, and visionary 
dreams and the beginning of a period of financial retrenchment, fear of declining 

 



264 

enrollments, and skepticism about the future. During the decade, demographic 
changes—including a radical shift in student profiles and an influx of under-
prepared students—forced community colleges to improve their planning, give 
greater clarity to their expectations, rethink their bifurcated mission of transfer 
education and career development, and try new approaches to remediation, 
occupational preparation, and accountability. Their growth fell dramatically. 
Their enrollment had increased almost 200 percent in the decade from 1966 
through 1976 (from 1.137 million to 3.939 million), but it grew by only 19 
percent (to 4.703 million) during the next decade. (1993, p. 101) 

 
For decades national junior college leaders articulated a specialized vision focused on 

“paraprofessional” training and “terminal” vocational education (Frye, 1992; Eells, 

1941a, 1941b; see Chapter 2). Their insistence on capturing a permanent market niche 

around workforce development fostered tensions across the movement and at individual 

colleges over competing missions and functions. Well into the 1960s, the community 

college mission driven by student aspirations remained stubbornly focused on 

baccalaureate attainment at most institutions. Participation in “terminal curricula” had 

little appeal historically for most students and their parents (Eells, 1941; Frye, 1992; 

Cohen & Brawer, 1989). This perception began to change in the 1970s.  

 Lombardi (1979) noted a significant decline of transfer education. He argued that 

the “decline is most pronounced in enrollment but there is considerable evidence that 

transfer education is also losing its preeminence as the principal function of the college” 

(1979, p. 1). His perspective was informed by a careful analysis of student enrollment 

behavior over three decades. In 1941 more than 70% of national junior college 

enrollments were in transfer curricula (Eells, 1941). By 1973, that number had declined 

to 43% (Parker, 1974). Brawer (1978) and Cohen (1979) worried about this trend. 

Federal and state pressure and inducements to vocationalize the curriculum and labor 
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market recession for baccalaureate degrees stimulated student interest in both vocational 

degrees and short-term training for immediate employment. There was also considerable 

pressure from mass media, university leaders, and national and state-level policymakers 

to shift students away from a glutted baccalaureate labor market.  

 Lombardi analyzed six “forces at work” to weaken the transfer function: 1) 

promotion of vocational education; 2) addition of community education functions; 3) 

growth of remedial education; 4) increased competition from four-year colleges in the 

face of the enrollment declines for traditional aged students; 5) tremendous increase of 

part-time day students; and 6) aging of the population (1979). Changing labor markets, 

demographic shifts, and altered social ecology within higher education were challenges to 

the colleges. Economic recession and state fiscal exigencies tied to taxpayer revolts 

exacerbated resource dependency, especially in California. Even though the national 

system had scaled up into a gigantic industry by 1982 commanding $18 billion in 

operating expenditures, the community college world spoke as if it was on the brink of 

penury (Alfred, 1982). Historically, the colleges, similar to many American institutions, 

embraced uncritically the American preoccupation with incessant growth as proxy for 

critical reflection and purposive long-term planning (Collins, 2000; Labaree, 1997; 

Bogue, 1956; Eaton, 1988). In the face of slowing growth and relative economic scarcity 

a question emerged: “Can institutions defined only by access and growth continue to 

maintain themselves?” (Martorana & Kuhns, 1988, p. 230)  

  The decline of full-time, traditional aged liberal arts students and the absolute 

decline of community college transfer students to the university sparked a fierce and 
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sometimes fulsome debate over vocational education and the meaning of the community 

college mission. The fault lines in this debate cut across professional interests and 

positions within higher education. Young community college researchers in elite 

universities influenced by varieties of New Left thought were critical of community 

colleges in general and vocational education in particular (Dougherty, 1987; Pincus, 

1986; Grubb, 1984). Even though practitioners might read them as outright rejections of 

the community college concept, these critiques were pointed more at the capitalist system 

of social reproduction rather than a summary dismissal of the community college. The 

critics perceived community college “complicity” in tracking, sorting, and diverting 

working class and minority students from higher educational aspirations; they also 

implied that community college outcomes were more a reflection of the stratification 

system than a cause of it (Bowles & Gitnis, 1976; Karabel, 1972, 1976).   

 The critique of the vocational mission is rooted in a worldview that sees career 

education as “reducing expectations,” “limiting aspirations,” and “increasing 

commitments to the existing social structure” (Grubb & Lazerson, 1975, p. 473; Pincus, 

1974, 1980). Grubb once argued:  “The power of vocationalism manifests capitalism’s 

ability to bend institutions to its end, but to do so in a way that is collectively irrational, in 

a way that makes these institutions less useful in the long run” (Grubb, 1984, p. 451). 

Grubb’s point was that the diffusion of focus in the community college caused by 

multiple missions including the vocational function tends to divert and blunt the 

aspirations of poor and minority students.  
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 By the mid-1990s, Grubb (1996a, 1996b, 1999) offered a more nuanced view of 

vocational education and the social and cultural division of labor within higher education. 

Taking into account changing labor markets, new research on rates of return to vocational 

education and training, and the “enduring American commitment to equity in some form” 

(Grubb, 1996b, p. 104), Grubb staked out a position that recognized both the social utility 

of vocationalism—“Vocationalism did not, of course, create inequality” (Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004, p. 212)—and the economic and social significance of “second-chance” 

opportunities to enter competitive labor markets and career ladders through skills 

acquisition (Grubb, 1996a, 1996b). In further clarification, Grubb stated, “Evidently, the 

critics of community colleges are incorrect in their wholesale condemnation of these 

institutions: they do allow individuals into “better” jobs—more stable, more likely to be 

professional or managerial, of higher status—and they increase earnings…” (1999b,       

p. 48). 

 Community college leaders are inordinately sensitive to both the legitimizing 

power and potential economic support of the corporate sector and local business 

community (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; J. Levin, 2001a; Dougherty, 1994; Brint & 

Karabel 1989; Cohen & Associates, 1975). Resource dependency dictates respect and 

even diffidence to economic and political authority. Institutionalization of the 

comprehensive multi-focus mission establishes vocationalism and competition for 

training markets as inevitable community college practices. Critics overlook that this has 

in fact been by design since the AAJC made its first policy commitment to vocational 

education in 1922. Community colleges exist, at least in part, to maintain and support the 
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prevailing structure of American labor markets; radical critics should not be surprised 

that the community college mission evolved to carry out labor market policies that are 

ultimately approved and sometimes jointly constructed and negotiated with economic and 

policy elites, including the corporate sector (Levin et al.; J. Levin, 2001a; Dougherty, 

1994). A similar point can be made for universities (Slaughter, 1990; Slaughter & Leslie, 

1997; Cohen, 1999; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; Grubb & Lazerson, 2004). Historically, 

rather than paying obeisance to universities through “anticipatory subordination” as 

explained by Brint and Karabel (1989), community colleges have been more concerned 

about adapting their organizational structures and curricula to the imperatives of capital 

accumulation as expressed in labor markets and consumer demand: 

As long as the basic features of a capitalist economy exist in the United States, 
and the system’s existence is not an issue on the agenda, it must be assumed that 
an employment policy exists to maintain capitalism. To argue that the purpose of 
public policy is to maintain a prosperous capitalist system and to compensate for 
the costs of capitalism is to state a truism. (Mucciaroni 1990, p. 301) 
 
Mainstream voices within the academy took exactly this view in opposition to the 

radical critics. The Brookings Institute study by Breneman and Nelson (1981) argued for 

the efficacy of vocational curricula as the primary mission of the colleges in the face of 

new realities associated with declining transfer outcomes, higher education competition 

for academically qualified students, and growing resource dependency tied to the fiscally 

conservative politics of the new Republican ascendancy. A shift toward community 

education and workforce development would have the added benefit of reducing 

disruptive competitive forces across the higher education system in face of demographic 

decline of traditional aged students. Written from the rigorous perspective of higher 
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education economists, the Brookings study forced a salutary debate across the movement 

regarding the opportunity costs of a multivariate mission. It sparked an AACJC 

commission and heated exchanges in the Journal (Priest, 1982). This was the first time 

the Association had confronted a critical academic study forthrightly. The Brookings 

imprimatur and the prestige of the primary author had something to do with this 

responsiveness. It was also in line with the strategic outlook of prominent national leaders 

who emphasized community and workforce development over reinforcing linkages to the 

universities (Gleazer, 1980; Alfred & Lowery, 1984; Parnell, 1985, 1986). 

With decidedly less enthusiasm compared to their discussion of the vocational 

function, Breneman and Nelson provided arguments for and against strengthening the 

collegiate and transfer functions. The practitioners’ culture at the local college level 

maintained its commitment to the transfer and general education functions. This 

condition reflected both desire of many students to compete in baccalaureate markets and 

the professional influence of academic faculty at the institutions, many of whom had 

acquired their graduate training in the conflictual decades of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Gleazer’s efforts (1968, 1980) to reframe the colleges as community education and 

workforce development centers outside of traditional graded public education was dead 

on arrival with most AACJC affiliates (Cross, 1985), as was Dale Parnell’s (Gleazer’s 

successor as AACJC chief executive) plan to shift community college from a transfer 

emphasis to terminal vocational associate degrees through “Tech Prep” programs 

(Parnell, 1985, 1986). 
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Scholars of the community college (Cohen & Brawer, 1987; Roueche & Baker, 

1987; Richardson & Doucette, 1982) in league with longtime practitioners (Eaton, 1988, 

1982; McCabe, 1981a, 1981b) responded to Lombardi and the radical critics as calls to 

action for educational reform. These writers understood the strengths of the community 

college mission, while recognizing organizational and educational weaknesses. Eaton 

pointed out that 4.8 million people enrolled in academic credit programs in1980 with an 

average national graduation rate of 41% after three years of entry. In the decade from 

1970-1980 the colleges granted approximately 200,000 occupational degrees and 160,000 

general program degrees annually (Eaton, 1982, p. 18). The rise of the part-time and 

academically under-prepared and under-represented student was challenge and 

opportunity. It was also becoming apparent that older urban institutions with high 

numbers of poor and minority students and large, long-established state systems such as 

California faced special educational challenges. Cohen’s “insidious institutionalization” 

threatened to swamp educational purposes and undermine student learning through 

bureaucratic hardening of institutional categories. Colleges that prided themselves for 

flexibility and meeting the needs of non-traditional students would need to adapt their 

educational processes to the changing student profiles and community needs (Tinto, 

2008; Center for Student Success, 2007; Hayward et al.).  

A counter example to declining national transfer outcomes was the new Arizona 

system, which was supplying nearly half of all the upper-division students to Arizona 

State University in the 1980s; and, these students were performing as well as native 

university students academically (Richardson & Doucette, 1982). Within this system 
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there were wide variations of curricula reflecting the values of the faculty, community, 

and students. An institution such as Yavapai College in Prescott, Arizona possessing an 

inordinate number of faculty members with doctorates and isolated from an industrial 

urban core chose to emulate MDC by creating a core curriculum supported by 

coordinated student services. The faculty of this college developed an integrated liberal 

studies program emphasizing, interdisciplinarity, team-teaching, writing across the 

curriculum, academic rigor, improved student success measured by numbers of transfers 

and Associate Degrees (Yavapai College, 1984/1985), and innovative assessment 

strategies (St. John, 1994). One hundred miles south of Prescott, Glendale College 

emphasized workforce skills training in an urban working class community.  

The emergence of the accountability movement and more intensive institutional 

research would help to revise understanding of the generally accepted current transfer 

rate of approximately 25% of students who complete four or more transfer level courses 

within four years (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). More fine grained analysis and disaggregated 

data on student cohorts and student goal attainment demonstrate that transfer outcomes 

are not as abysmal as thought by some scholars nor as felicitous as imagined in the 

folklore of practitioners (Adelman, 1994, 2005). Careful research exposes anomalies and 

trouble spots within state systems and confirms the need to focus on student goal 

attainment, curricular coherence, and integrated educational processes (Adelman, 1988, 

1999). For instance a cohort study of first-time transfer oriented students conducted by 

the California State Community College Chancellor’s Office revealed variances of up to 

500% among 109 colleges in student transfer success. Institutions in affluent settings 
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with high SES students, superior high schools, and extensive local university access such 

as De Anza and Foothill Colleges in California’s Silicone Valley demonstrated six-year 

cohort transfer rates of 50.5% and 45.53% respectively. Compton College with nearly 

100% minority enrollment in a depressed Los Angeles inner-city environment musters 

only 8.56% successful transfers. Isolated Palo Verde College (Blythe, CA) with a high 

minority and migrant enrollment and a four-hour drive to the nearest university hits the 

skids at 7.89% (Hayward et al., p. 94). Social ecology, demographics, organizational 

culture, and quality of educational processes generate a powerful system of institutional 

effects that enhance or impede student attainment (J. Levin, 2007a).  

The debate on the community college mission would begin to shift from access to 

outcomes during the last two decades of the century. Widely varying curricula and 

outcomes among colleges in systems such as California and Arizona confirms Clark 

Kerr’s perception of the limits of institutionalization within the community college 

organizational field (1985). While the AACJC perceived increasing convergence of aims 

and purposes among community colleges, Kerr argued that the “clear visions are almost 

gone….The ‘movement’ has fractionated into many differentiated parts” (C. Kerr, 1985, 

pp. viii-ix). Even in increasingly state-centralized systems community colleges remain 

local institutions with variable cultures and differing levels of institutional effectiveness 

(Smart, Kuh, & Tierney, 1997). The decade of the 1980s witnessed more institutionalized 

colleges but also contested missions and outcomes. Mission conflict was rooted in 

organizational design and history but also conditioned by new environmental challenges, 
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including state fiscal crises, globalization, new technologies, and shifting of the U.S. 

economy to postindustrialism (Cameron & Tschirhart, 1992; J. Levin, 2000). 

 
Conclusion 

 At the close of the 1980s, the national community college system constituted a 

gigantic educational enterprise with more than six-million enrollments and approximately 

45% of all higher education students. Its national expression was in the activities of 

AAJC, which was a loose coalition of college presidents, executive level administrators, 

and education researchers who played the collective role of “forum and focus” of the 

movement (Brick, 1964). These leaders employed their journal, the organizing strategies 

of a consensus social movement, and the advertising and image management techniques 

of Madison Avenue to forge a rough national consensus in support of community-based 

missions resting on the twin pillars of comprehensiveness and open-access. The 

community college organizational field was fragmented and diverse. Inconsistent 

outcomes were the rule within state systems and across the country. There were sharp 

disagreements between and among scholars and practitioners about the social meaning of 

the new institutions. A casual reader might wonder if they were discussing the same 

educational sector. The community college mission became more complex due to 

economic and demographic change and the introduction of new technologies.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

THE POSTINDUSTRIAL COLLEGE AT THE MILLENNIUM 

 
The essential theme of the pursuit of status may be expressed in one 
statement:  The quality of educational institutions will be measured, not by 
what they do, but by how well they accomplish what they claim to do. 

John Dennison, 1985 
 

[I]t is clear that our nation will not be able to close the achievement gap 
[for low-income students] unless we are able to effectively address student 
needs for academic support in ways that are consistent with their 
participation in higher education and do so in the community colleges. 
Simply put, our success depends on community colleges’ success. But 
closing the achievement gap will be not achieved by practice as usual, by 
add-ons that do little to change the experience of low-income students in 
college. What is required is a more serious and substantial restructuring of 
the student experience especially for the many students who enter college 
academically under-prepared. 

Vincent Tinto, 2008 
 
 

Introduction 

 Cameron and Tschirhart remark that “the blinding speed of technological change 

has created a climate of hyper-turbulence in…[higher education] institutions” (1992, pp. 

87-88). This chapter examines the contemporary community college mission in light of 

“hyper-turbulence.” The changing community college environment is structured by 

accelerating competition nationally and globally, technological retooling and 

reengineering of organizations, transformation of the human habitat and its relationship to 

the environment, and most recently wild swings in the fortunes of hyper global capitalism 

and its ideological expressions, neo-conservatism and neo-liberalism. These changes in 

global and U.S. society lead to increased resource dependency and instability for public 

sector institutions, including community colleges (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Levin et al.). 
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At the end of the century, the community college’s commitment to open access and 

comprehensiveness resulted in aggressive enrollment expansion and accelerated 

organizational prospecting and opportunism on the edges of the mission. The decline of 

the industrial economy and steady erosion of low skill, relatively high paying union jobs 

destabilized and impoverished urban areas, forcing millions to look to higher education 

as either panacea to economic and social displacement or at least short-term relief. In the 

postindustrial context community colleges in particular take on aspects of welfare 

agencies.  

 The widening of the mission and the arrival of a flood of “non-traditional 

students,” especially minority, adult, and re-entry students posed new challenges for the 

colleges. Absorbing these new students was one thing. Successfully educating them was 

quite another. As J. Levin (2007) argues, the higher education system became ever more 

stratified during this period. The community college became more closely identified as a 

minority, working-class, and non-traditional institution. For institutions that had 

developed organizational cultures and structures to accommodate university bound 

middle-class students and upwardly mobile working class students with relatively good 

soft and hard skills, the dramatic shift in clientele and student culture posed major 

dilemmas for the colleges. Scholars noted the growing gaps between the rhetoric of 

access equaling democratic education and the realities of institutional outcomes for the 

70% of students who lacked the collegiate level skills and cultural capital for negotiating 

the increasingly complex and often confusing community college arena. Relative decline 

in resources as a ratio to increasing numbers of students with ever greater needs and 
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demands forced managers to focus on efficiency, entrepreneurialism, new markets, and 

new initiatives in hopes of staying ahead of the growth curve, while declining student 

outcomes were either obscured or rationalized away at too many institutions. 

 
Postindustrial Social Context of the Contemporary Mission 

Some scholars employ metaphors such as “postindustrial” or “postmodern” 

society to help explain environmental uncertainty faced by contemporary institutions, 

including higher education (Levin et al.; Bergquist, 1998; Nelson & Cooperman, 1998; 

Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997; Casey, 1985; Tierney & Rhoads, 

1993; Cameron & Tschirhart, 1992; Cameron, 1984; Huber, 1984; Bell, 1973). Chafe 

(1997) observes that the “nation’s economy in 1956 crossed the line from an industrial to 

a ‘post-industrial’ state, with white-collar workers outnumbering blue-collar workers for 

the first time” (p. 14). Grace Bird of Bakersfield College noted this trend as early as 

1938; she believed that economic change and altered social circumstances gave credence 

to the AAJC’s emphasis on paraprofessional and terminal vocational education to address 

the labor market requirements of expanding government and corporate bureaucracies and 

growing service industries.  

The shift from an industrial to a service and information-based economy results in 

social and institutional impacts that are not easily understood in short timeframes. Sudden 

changes in institutional environments lead to instability and uncertainty. The historian 

Rosalind Williams (2002) speaks of an institutional condition of “expansive 

disintegration.” Erosion of institutional certainties challenge professionals who face a 

“painful…transition from acting in a familiar world over which they have considerable 
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control to acting in the larger and more disorderly world” (R. Williams, 2002, p. 89; 

Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; Levin et al.). Similarly, Nelson and Cooperman discussing 

rising “ecological turbulence and volatility” argue that enlarged markets and “heightened 

competitive processes” are tied closely to the information revolution:  “As new 

innovations are more widely available to sharpen competitive strategies, risk 

increases….These risks and uncertainties are a result of the general innovational 

disturbances of new information technology….” (1998, p. 587).  

Some Neo-Marxists (Rossides, 1997; C. Boggs, 1993) object to the postindustrial 

metaphor because of optimistic and technocratic assumptions of liberal theorists such as 

Daniel Bell (1973). Liberal postindustrial theorists argued initially that the new social 

system is transcending the ideological conflicts of the past and reducing social 

contradictions to technical problems that can be managed by professional experts. The 

coming end of industrial society heralds an improved social contract in which most 

citizens will experience greater security—American technological optimism updated. 

Technological optimism masks the social contradictions of postindustrial society. Neo-

Marxists counter that deindustrialization, shifting productive assets abroad, substituting 

technology for labor, crippling unions, increasing contingent labor, outsourcing jobs to 

the global economy, polarizing wealth and classes, and accumulating national and 

personal debt financed by China and Saudi Arabia are the real consequences of the new 

economy. Starving the public sector (especially education) hardly constitutes a 

prescription for national economic health.  
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There is danger of overstating the controlling impact of technological and 

economic change on organizational and communal life and the immutability of the 

postindustrial process. To guard against economic or technological determinism, it helps 

to remember that people create and maintain organizations and communities. Societies, 

cultures, and institutions are constituted of social networks, political mechanisms, and 

informal solidarities that are not necessarily reducible to market exchanges, possessive 

individualism, contracts, and economic rationalism as in neo-liberal ideology. Institutions 

“arise out of argument and action, not out of automatic responses to social needs” 

(Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1992, p. 291). Throughout history human 

beings and communities have demonstrated resilience in resisting oppressive authority 

and acting to place limits on the pace and degree of social and economic change. 

Institutional “innovation” is often a confused and confusing process—“the change agent 

and change resister are often the same person” (R. Williams, 2002, p. 19). For instance at 

the time of this writing it is hardly noticed by corporate CEOs, politicians, or mainstream 

media that across the globe “there are at least one million nonprofit organizations…that 

address the environment, indigenous rights, and social justice” (Hawken, 2007, p. 191). 

Such movements cut against the grain of globalization theory, which tends to see 

globalization as an inexorable centripetal force that is socially homogenizing. It is 

possible to overlook historical and cultural nuances that lead to centrifugal and 

countervailing forces (Douglass, 2005). 

Contrary to liberal optimists, it is now apparent that postindustrial environments 

are more properly characterized by turbulence, scarce resources, competitiveness, 
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conflicting social and institutional goals, rapid social and technological change, 

disagreements over public sector outcomes, and simultaneously growing suspicion of 

institutional authority. The current meltdown of the US and global financial systems 

(September, 2008), political deadlock, culture wars, rising energy and living costs, and 

increasing environmental degradation confirm the view that the postindustrial process 

results in less than positive outcomes for many organizations, classes and individuals.  

The search for institutional stability and predictability leads to increased 

dependence on digital technology, expanded information networks, and greater 

surveillance of organizational actors (Levin et al.; Sennett, 2006; Bauman, 2000; Castells, 

2000; Bergquist, 1998; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Casey, 1995; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 

1994; Cameron & Tschirhart, 1992; Cameron, 1984). Ironically, such strategies may 

further destabilize institutions (R. Williams, 2002; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; Levin et 

al.). Describing endemic social and economic volatility, Bauman (2000) employs the 

metaphor of “fluid or liquid modernity” in which the social rules and conventions 

associated with traditional organizational life are reframed continuously and even 

destroyed. In the name of flexibility, adaptability, and “realism,” incessant economic and 

technological change come to be accepted as “normal” even as organizations and 

institutional sectors are “down-sized,” “reengineered,” and “destabilized” and more and 

more citizens and communities are marginalized by the process (Bauman, 2000).  The 

concept of social liquidity dovetails with Cameron and Tschirhart’s (1992, p. 88) 

description of the higher education environment as one of “postindustrial chaos” in which 

organizational stress and unpredictability are magnified by increased competition, lean 

 



280 

resources, periodic organizational decline, and hyper-turbulence. Nelson and Cooperman 

(1998) stress that postindustrialization is a social and economic process rather than a 

discrete stage in social development. For them the most important organizational 

signifiers of the process are ecological turbulence and volatility, increased organizational 

risk, uncertainty, and intensifying competition (1998, pp. 586-590). They argue that 

postindustrial technology, especially information technology, represents a “new regime 

or opportunity structure” in which “organizational strategies are worked out by managers, 

executives, and administrators” (p. 585).  

Sheila Slaughter and Gary Rhoades make a similar more extended argument 

conceptualizing a shift “from a public good knowledge/learning regime to an academic 

capitalist knowledge/ learning regime” across higher education (2004, p. 28). Information 

technology reshapes organizational behavior not by determining it necessarily but by 

creating a set of options and innovations across organizational fields that are difficult for 

managers to resist even if there are invidious social or organizational consequences:  

“[M]icrolevel decisions to innovate affect macrolevels of social structure, introducing 

new sources of risk and uncertainty” (Nelson & Cooperman, 1998, p. 584; Bauman, 

2000; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; Sennett, 2006; Levin et al.). An organizational 

consequence of the “information revolution” is to import and integrate corporate logic 

and businesses practices more fully into institutional life (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; R. 

Williams, 2002; J. Levin, 2001a; Casey, 1995; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994).  

Higher education is driven increasingly by economic imperatives to “keep up with 

technology” and to become more efficient in the face of rising stratified costs associated 
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with incessant innovation (Slaughter, 1990; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994; J. Levin, 2000; 

Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). Institutional systems, policies, priorities and work processes 

are adapting to the imperatives of information management systems, hardware, and the 

imprecations of local technological intelligentsia, and cadres of eager (and sometimes 

desperate) technology consultants. Management information systems and software codes 

created and marketed by corporations influence and reshape organizational processes, 

work patterns, and internal relationships in subtle and not so subtle ways (R. Williams, 

2002; Castells, 2000; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994). Behind all of this lurks an imperial 

global corporate market (Bauman, 2000; Sennett, 1998; Soros, 1998). Under these 

circumstances “economic institutions have invaded other institutions” (Bellah et al., p. 

191). This condition is reflected across higher education in incessant calls for innovation 

in the face of resource deficits and new competitors such as online colleges, which foster 

even more information technology and businesslike behavior (Slaughter, 1990; J. Levin, 

2001a; R. Williams, 2002; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).  

Postindustrial uncertainties and heightened risk induces government to reduce or 

cap resources for “less productive” activities such as welfare, health, and education in 

order to advance the corporate ethos, neo-liberal ideology, and to support globalization of 

the economy. Corporations and eventually most institutions are pressured into “bolstering 

internal efficiencies made possible with flexible employment, reduced labor costs, and 

downsizing” (Nelson & Cooperman, 1998, p. 590; Sennett, 1998; Soros, 1998; Bauman, 

2000; Levin et al.). Some organizations can reduce risk and uncertainty short-term by 

shifting costs of competition and technology to less powerful organizations and 
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categories of people that already suffer under resource and power deficits. Organizational 

micro-decisions contribute to social outcomes associated with what economics terms 

euphemistically “negative externalities” (Kuttner, 1997).  

 What are the implications of postindustrial theory for community colleges? 

During the past two decades, the public community college has been buffeted and 

destabilized by the economic and social processes over which they have little control (J. 

Levin, 2001b). In the developing postindustrial social environment (Cameron, 1984; 

Cameron & Tschirhart, 1984, Casey, 1995; Nielsen & Cooperman, 1998; Herideen, 

1998) colleges are driven by pervasive information technology (Tillery & Deegan, 1985; 

Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994; Alfred & Carter, 1999; J. Levin 2001; R. Williams, 2002), 

adapting continuously to resource dependency (Levin et al.; T. Bailey, 2005; Bailey & 

Morest, 2004; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978), impacted by new 

clients and community demands (Griffith & Connor, 1994; Herideen, 1998; Woodlief et 

al.; Rosenbaum et al.; J. Levin 2007; Mellow & Heelan, 2008), reshaped by globalization 

(Parnell, 1990; J. Levin, 2001a; Mellow & Heelan, 2008), and threatened by criticism and 

demands for accountability from policymakers and stakeholders (Parnell, 1990; J. Levin, 

2001a; Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Dougherty & Hong, 2006). 

 Old questions persist; new questions are posed. Debates erupt among 

policymakers, scholars, practitioners, and pundits regarding community college social 

impact, missions, purposes, student outcomes, and institutional effectiveness. 

Accreditation agencies, state systems of education, legislators, and the U.S. Department 

of Education pressure the colleges to clarify missions, improve planning and program 
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review, develop data-based systems to measure student outcomes, and to improve 

quality; meanwhile revenues remain flat or even decline (Mellow & Heelan, 2008; T. 

Bailey, 2005; Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; J. Levin, 2001a). While demanding 

accountability and improved educational quality, businesses, students, and policymakers 

implore the colleges to add or expand programs and services (J. Levin, 2001a; 

Dougherty, 2002, Bailey & Morest, 2004; Hayward et al.; Levin et al.; J. Levin, 2007; 

Mellow & Heelan, 2008). Businesses and policymakers make increasing demands on 

community colleges to increase their efforts in workforce training and economic 

development in particular (Community College League of California, 2000; Dougherty & 

Bakia, 1999; Zeiss, 1997; Grubb, Badway, Bell, Bragg, & Russman, 1997). There 

contradiction is the paucity of resources to pursue the new mission emphasis:   

As there is essentially no difference in allocations to [California] community 
colleges based upon programming, the incentive is for colleges to offer what is 
most cost-effective. This behavior leads to an abundance of general education and 
transfer courses that cost least to provide within the college curriculum. As an 
expression of values, government funding policy serves the demand of the 
population—academic courses—even though university transfer is a low result 
outcome. For those in the transfer stream, 20 percent actually transfer. (J. Levin, 
2007, p. 188)  
 
Arguably, postindustrial economic processes have driven the expressed 

community college mission from the social and educational evangelism of the 1947 

Truman Commission report (see Chapter 3) to a new species of digital and economic 

evangelism reflected in both higher education and society-wide discourses (Slaughter, 

1990; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Soros, 1998; Sennett, 1998; 

J. Levin, 2000, 2001b; R. Williams, 2002; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). While economics 
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defines the discourse and presumes the outcomes, the enacted mission expressed as 

student outcomes is far less certain. 

Financial pressures resulting from increased competition for declining resources 

and incessant demands for technological innovation reshape institutions (Castells, 2000; 

Kuttner, 1997; Casey, 1995; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994):  

Once the marketplace takes the prime role in directing technological change, as it 
has since the 1970s, the process feeds back into itself. A leading product of 
information technology is more information technology, all molded by the 
imperatives of a capitalist economy. (R. Williams, 2002, p. 25)  
 

On the face of it, managerial options appear limited—quixotic resistance, lubricious 

resignation, or innovation as institutional survival mechanism. Managerial and 

institutional choice are in fact more culturally mediated and historically contingent than 

this, as organizations may reframe threats into opportunities and resourceful “street-level 

bureaucrats” may respond to student and customer needs in unorthodox, creative, and 

even subversive ways (Lipsky, 1980; Bellah et al.; J. Levin, 2007).  

 
The Mission Problem and Organization Theory 

Chapter 1 asserted that community college practitioners exhibit superficial 

mission analysis because of a deficit of historical understanding regarding the social and 

educational origins of the community college, relatively weak theoretical grounding, and 

cursory organizational analysis. Community college professionals face conflicting social 

demands, astonishing diversity of students, unstable core technologies, and a plethora of 

environmental threats; continuous organizational coping, institutional muddling, and 

endemic internal conflict and competition leave little time for theory or research much 
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beyond graduate training or the organizational self-analysis above the minimum required 

by accrediting agencies (Cohen, 2005; Frye, 1994). Debates about the community college 

mission among academic observers, critics, and national leaders may reflect only 

tangentially the challenges of community college daily practice (Cohen, 2005; J. Levin, 

1998a; Herideen, 1998; Kovar, 1996; Frye, 1994). Observers and researchers may fail to 

appreciate the daily organizational dilemmas of practitioners who work and live in 

“dynamic and messy environments” (J. Levin, 1997; Cohen, 2005). Scholars of the 

community college employing the “higher education paradigm” (Frye, 1994) may not 

appreciate the degree to which the diversity of students and communities tied to the 

challenges of student-centeredness and multiple, competing institutional foci condition 

contested college outcomes (J. Levin, 2007; Bragg, 2001a; Bailey & Averianova, 1998).  

The present work seeks to narrow the gap between theory and practice. As a work 

of theory as well as history conducted by a career practitioner, it is appropriate at this 

point in the study to establish a firmer groundwork in organizational analysis that is 

informed by both history and personal practice within the community college. Greater 

clarity about the community college mission in reference to both organization analysis 

and postindustrial social trends aids in teasing out the theoretical implications of the 

historical development of the community college. The following excursion into 

organizational theory is intended as more than an intellectual exercise. It provides a 

framework for sorting out the implications of competing and conflicting mission 

narratives that emerged between 1985 and the first decade of the new millennium.  
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First, what is an organization? A generally accepted definition is that an 

organization is a formalized collectivity (social structure) of individuals, who cooperate 

(behavioral structure) in the pursuit of specified goals (W. Scott, 1987). Organizations are 

rarely created as ends in themselves, but rather have some broader set of social purposes 

and consequences. The existence of goals, a particular level of technology, established 

core processes, published policies and procedures, a resource mobilization strategy, and a 

specific relationship to the environment are characteristics of formal organizations. 

There is a plethora of images—or metaphors—that may be applied to the nature, 

structure, and behavior of organizations. Morgan (1997) describes organizations as 

machines, organisms, brains, cultures, political systems, psychic prisons, unfolding 

systems of flux and transformation, or structures of domination. Within each of these 

perspectives, there are a variety of competing or complementary organizational theories 

that may borrow insights and approaches from multiple images.  

For the sake of analytical clarity, contemporary theories of organization 

(especially in a functionalist vein) may be grouped roughly into three broad categories: 

rational systems, natural systems, and open systems (W. Scott, 1987). Rational systems 

theory is influenced by the classical sociological theory of Max Weber (1946) on 

bureaucracy, the “scientific” management theories of F.W. Taylor (1911) and Henri 

Fayol (1949), and the administrative behavior theories of Herbert Simon (1960) and 

March and Simon (1958), among others (Zeitlin, 1990; W. Scott, 1987). Morgan (1997) 

and Mintzberg (1979) employ the metaphor of mechanization to describe rational 

organizations. Rationality does not necessarily apply to ends but rather to means. A 
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particular machine may have insane purposes or consequences such as a nuclear weapon, 

but its functioning is determined by rational, scientific principles. Therefore, a “machine 

bureaucracy” (Mintzberg, 1979) and the behavior of its members, especially managers, 

are, according to classical theory, organized along rational, mechanistic principles that 

imply order, hierarchy, command and control mechanisms, a clear division of labor, 

formalization of roles and activities, consistent planning, and clearly specified goals and 

expected outcomes. 

Max Weber and Henri Fayol are often cited as founding fathers of the classical, 

rational image of organization. Weber focused some of his analysis on bureaucracies. He 

was addressing the structural issues and challenges arising from the development of 

increasingly rationalized systems of production in the context of industrializing and state-

centered societies (Weber, 1946). For Weber bureaucracy is the solution to defects that 

appeared in organizations with the shift from “gemeinschaft” (traditional-intimate-

hierarchical) to “gesellschaft” (modern-formal-contractual) social relations (Tönnies, 

1957) consequent to the development of the nation-state and organized industrial 

capitalism. Bureaucracy attempts to solve the problems of efficiency and predictability by 

positing a fixed division of labor, a hierarchy of offices, general rules for performance, 

separation of personal and public property rights, selection of personnel on technical 

qualifications, and professionalism (Weber, 1946). 

Fayol addresses the problem of managerial behavior and activity in a Weberian 

context. General and Industrial Management (Fayol, 1949) asserts that successful 

managers and organizations require formal organizations and goals, informed by discrete, 
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logically connected, rational technical activities: forecasting and planning; organizing; 

commanding (resources and personnel); coordinating (unifying and harmonizing activity 

and effort); and controlling according to specifications and goals (machine bureaucracy). 

Thus, both organization and management reflect the requirements of “technical and 

functional rationality” (Mannheim, 1950; W. Scott, 1987; Zeitlin, 1990). A primary goal 

of bureaucratization and the new technical division of labor was to perform tasks more 

quickly and efficiently by reducing or eliminating unproductive, idle, or wasted time 

(Bauman, 2000; Braverman, 1974) 

Herbert Simon updates Fayol in his classic work, Administrative Behavior (1960). 

Shifting from the model of “economic man” to “administrative man,” Simon accepts the 

imperatives of the rational-bureaucratic organization as outlined by Weber and Fayol. He 

extends rational organization theory by exploring the linkage between and the limits of 

“substantive rationality” and “procedural rationality.” Substantive rationality is the 

domain of overall organizational action in pursuit of appropriate goals and outcomes. 

Procedural rationality addresses the effectiveness of the public organizational routines 

and activities employed to facilitate and comply with the imperatives of substantive 

rationality (Simon, 1978).  

For Simon there are two basic types of decisions: programmed and 

“nonprogrammed” (Simon, 1960). He assumes that many decisions and activities are 

routinely mechanized and virtually automatic in the context of the bureaucratic division 

of labor and attendant policy and procedures. Nonprogrammed decisions arise in 

situations of novelty or crisis. Such decisions confront the limits of human rationality and 
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resourcefulness. Smart (or lazy) managers and organizations prefer as many programmed 

decisions as possible. Time constraints and burdensome workloads may prevent 

organizations from maximizing decisions to the extent assumed by Weber and Fayol. 

While planning and rational purposefulness remain the raison d’etre of the machine 

bureaucracy, “satisfycing”—acceptable efficiency and effectiveness—becomes an 

important yardstick of the substantive rationality of organizations. As a technological 

optimist and mathematical economist, Simon anticipates that new analytical procedures 

associated with disciplines and technologies such as information technology, systems 

analysis and numerical control will ultimately impose higher levels of organizational 

rationality emanating from technological systems rather than individual managerial 

influence (1978). 

Moving from an emphasis on formal, rational structure, the natural systems 

perspective views organizations as organic systems imbued with compelling drives to 

survive as systems and cultures (W. Scott, 1987). Survival is the ultimate test of 

organizational effectiveness (Gouldner, 1959). Natural systems theory identifies flaws in 

the rational perspective on organizational behavior:  “[I]t is very good at explaining how 

organizations should work but very poor at explaining why they often do not” (Bolman & 

Deal, 1997, p. 33). The development of informal structures and distinctive cultures are 

survival mechanisms. Far more than the rational systems perspective, the individual and 

cultural artifacts are units of analysis. 

Influenced by “human resources” theory and the “cultural image of organization” 

(Morgan, 1997), natural systems theorists see organizational structure as reflecting, at 
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least in part, the desires, wishes, dreams, and needs of individual participants. Thus, 

organizations are collectivities with socially “enacted environments” whose members 

share a common interest in the survival of the organization and who engage in crucial 

informal behavior outside of the formal structure established in policy and procedures 

(Morgan, 1997; Giddens, 1984). Flexibility and a certain amount of “loose-coupling” 

(Weick, 1976) internally of form and function (with system integration occurring more 

on the ideological and behavioral levels rather than the structural level) may be a better 

litmus test of organizational integrity and survival than a well-articulated strategic plan or 

prescriptive bureaucratic procedures. 

The two previous models tend to analyze organizations as “closed-systems,” 

meaning that referents of organizational behavior and outcomes may be understood 

predominantly without consideration of the external environment. Open-systems theorists 

argue that, no matter how formal or mechanistic the structure, an organization both 

influences and is influenced by its environment. Organizational behavior and outcomes 

may be understood as “contingent” on the relative impact of the organizational 

environment. A key to understanding organizational behavior is the study of transactions 

with the environment, which leads to a perspective that organizations are collectivities of 

shifting interest groups that develop goals and activities through a process of competition, 

cooperation, and negotiation among themselves and with the environment. 

Organizational behavior and structure respond to and reflect a mosaic of shifting 

environmental influences and impacts (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Morgan, 1997; W. 

Scott, 1987; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1966). An important 
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corollary of open-systems theory is that “stable environments reward simpler structure; 

uncertain environments require more complex, adaptable structure” (Bolman & Deal, 

1997, p. 49).  

 Two prominent schools of open systems theory are associated with the 

contingency theory of Lawrence and Lorsch (1966) and the resource dependency theory 

of Pfeffer and Salancik (1978). Shifting from structure to process, contingency theory 

asserts that there is no universal, “best way” of organizing. Organizational mission and 

activity depend, to a large degree, on the environment to which the organization and its 

subunits must respond (W. Scott, 1987; Meyer & Scott, 1983). Environmental 

imperatives determine the fit between core processes or technologies and organizational 

structure. The most effective, as opposed to rational, organizations match their structures 

and activities to environmental threats and opportunities. Adaptability trumps rationality 

(Cameron, 1984). This is because people not organizations have goals; the effectiveness 

of an organization is measured not by abstract, rationalistic principles, but rather by the 

adequacy with which organizational requirements are met through planned and 

unplanned transactions with the environment (W. Scott, 1987; Lawrence & Lorsch, 

1966). Over reliance on procedural rationality may be dysfunctional to the extent that it 

hinders effective adaptation to the environment. “Adaptation” is defined as changes in 

organizational culture and behavior to stabilize or strengthen institutional form, fit, and 

interaction vis-à-vis those who either control or have veto power over existing or 

potential resources, material and political (Cameron, 1984). 
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 Successful open-systems require both internal differentiation and integration. 

Integration occurs on the ideological, normative, cultural level, with subunits more tightly 

coupled internally than the organization as a whole. There is an implied critique of 

unquestioned bureaucratic assumptions. If bureaucratic-scientific principles and 

procedures prove ineffective in assuring organizational survival and homeostasis, then 

alternative methods for explaining and organizing activity and behavior are in order. 

Organizational slack, maintenance of organizational networks, imprecise task 

differentiation, or even overt power plays transcend bureaucratic imperatives when 

survival is at stake in a competitive, uncertain (postindustrial) environment. 

 Resource dependency revises contingency theory by emphasizing resources 

(material and political) and the perspective that organizations are neither autonomous nor 

necessarily rational: “The key to organizational survival is the ability to acquire and 

maintain resources” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, p. 2). The drive for marginal, external 

resources may be the greatest influence on the behavior of the organization. The central 

issue is the relative magnitude of the exchange and the (perceived) criticality of the 

resource for organizational survival; or, put more crudely, “Money is power” and 

organizational mission tends to follow funding (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). Pfeffer and 

Salancik’s “rule of ten percent” states that even a marginal amount of resource threat or 

opportunity will have a major impact on organizational behavior and work processes, 

irrespective of any bureaucratic rules or traditional goals of the organization. 

Interdependence of firms and organizations in the competition for scarce resources and 

marginal dollars drive organizational behavior (symbolic and structural) and change. 
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Since the “others” on whom the organization depends may not be dependable, its 

effectiveness is best judged by how well it balances these dependencies than by some 

putatively objective bureaucratic criterion including the “bottom line” or “measurable 

objectives.” 

Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) inject a political dimension into the issues of survival 

and autonomy by suggesting that consciously changing the organization’s legitimacy 

through political action is one strategy for increasing autonomy or at least reframing 

dependence. Differentiation, mergers, and changes in size, markets, mission shifts, or 

leadership are other strategies. As in contingency theory, organizations will attempt to 

control or at least influence their environments by differentiating their internal structures 

and individual behaviors to assure survival and goal attainment. The concepts of 

differentiation of organizational tasks and frequent mission shifts as organizational 

survival tools are apposite for explaining what the Carnegie Commission regards as the 

“bewildering roles” (Olgivie & Raines, 1971) of the community college.  

These three models are “ideal-types” in the Weberian sense; no organization fits 

exactly any one model. No model completely captures the ethos of any organization. 

There are many examples of syntheses and cross-fertilization among models. Yet, each 

one assists in posing different, but related, questions about organizational behavior. 

Keeping these perspectives in mind aids in explaining the enacted mission of the 

community college, which is characterized by some scholars as contradictory or 

inconsistent (Dougherty, 1994; Frye, 1994; Brint, 2003). 
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Organizational Culture, Critical Theory, and the Mission 

 A study of the community college mission should consider the implications of the 

three broad organizational perspectives. However, the primary emphasis of the present 

study is on natural and open-systems theory. The study assumes that community colleges 

are relatively under-funded, community-based institutions by social design; they are more 

open and less buffered from environmental influence than any other sector of public 

education because they have no captive clientele and they enact their missions at the 

bottom of higher education status hierarchy and its food chain. Open-systems theory is 

most appropriate for analyzing the third and fourth “mission domains” outlined in 

Chapter 1:  the empirical, enacted mission including the educational, fiscal, and political 

decisions that shape institutional activity and short-term outcomes and, the formative 

impact of the mission on American society, local communities, and students. The 

conception of an “enacted mission” at variance with the publicly expressed mission 

requires an analysis of culture associated with the natural systems framework. This is 

because “organizations are both arenas and agents” (Bolman & Deal, 1997, p. 198).  

As arenas, the cultural dynamics and internal politics of organizations are 

influenced by the history, traditions, and narratives of their members. They reflect the 

interplay of interests—consensus and conflict—for shaping repertoires employed for 

interpreting and responding to external forces and internal pressures. The fungible nature 

of the mission and its multivariate purposes and community contexts result in significant 

variations in processes and outcomes across the community college organizational field 

(White, 1998; J. Levin, 1998b; Cohen & Associates, 1975; Blocker et al.). The “constant 
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variable” (Cohen & Associates, 1971) of community college organizational culture 

makes mission analysis both fascinating and challenging. 

As agents, organizations are mechanisms for channeling human activity into an 

institutional form that will enact a culturally and historically determinate or empirical 

mission that contributes to specific organizational outcomes. The functional-operational 

or rational-purposive mission of public statements, strategic plans, formal policy and 

procedure, and organizational leadership pointed to in conventional mission analysis is 

often more ideological than substantive when measured by concrete institutional results. 

This contradiction in community college organizational life between the “ought” and the 

“is” has spawned a cottage industry of critical community college scholarship for nearly 

fifty years (Clark, 1960; Karabel, 1972; Zwerling, 1976; Pincus, 1994; Dougherty, 1994).  

Chapter 1 made the point that generalization regarding so many community-based 

institutions is difficult—Silicone Valley to Imperial Valley, Bronx to El Paso. Isomorphic 

institutional pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) and the structural imperatives of 

resource dependency across the national movement (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) help to 

establish a semblance of an organizational field for community colleges; there are also 

significant differences and divergences among and within individual colleges even in 

multi-college systems due to unique microclimate of each college.  

J. Levin (1994) identifies competing subcultures within individual community 

colleges. The relations of force among these subcultures and the relative level of control 

or even dominance of one subculture over the others may have a decisive impact on 

organizational micropolitics and the institutional framing of environmental impacts. For 
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instance, if the faculty is tightly coupled in one institution to a dominant bureaucratic-

managerial or business oriented culture, organizational boundary spanning may become a 

strategy for enacting the mission in the face of environmental pressure, depending on the 

ideological orientation and social interests of leadership.  

Institutional theorists make a distinction between a “dominating bureaucratic or a 

professional sovereign” (W. Scott, 1983, p. 167, emphasis in original) at the heart of 

institutional practice. From this perspective, practitioners who are more loosely coupled 

to disciplinary norms and knowledge production are viewed as less professional than 

university faculty because their labor in many instances is more subject to managerial 

direction and centralized oversight. They may be professionals but they are “managed 

professionals” (Rhoades, 1997; Levin et al.). Contrarily, if the academic culture of a 

college is robust and loosely coupled to the bureaucracy and professional is sovereign, 

then management may play the role of a “professional bureaucracy” (Mintzberg, 1979), 

focusing on organizational boundary maintenance and attempts to buffer faculty and 

students from environmental influences. Analyses of community college governance 

often describe the colleges as bureaucratic and managerially driven (J. Levin, 2001a, 

1995; Grubb, 1999; Thaxter & Graham, 1999; Rhoades, 1997; Jackson & Moulton, 1993; 

Reyes & Twombley, 1987; Seidman, 1985; Cohen & Brawer, 1989; Cohen & Associates, 

1975). The “bureaucratic sovereign” has negative affects on faculty professionalism and 

autonomy but it may also be functional from the perspective of contingency theory in that 

relative centralization of decision-making facilitates rapid organizational adaptation in 

the face of novel threats or opportunities.  
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Smart et al. (1997) propose a typology of four institutional cultures spanning the 

national community college organizational field: adhocracy, market, bureaucratic, and 

clan cultures. They argue that each dominant cultural type is correlated with varying 

levels of institutional effectiveness. For instance, community college clan cultures tend to 

be parochial, inward looking, tightly coupled internally with well-defined norms and 

taboos. They have a strong regard for the well-being of clan members and students. 

Relationships are all important. While robust cultural patterns tend to buffer them from 

the environment, clan cultures are associated with relatively high levels of institutional 

effectiveness. They adapt quickly in times of environmental threat precisely because of 

their high levels of internal solidarity. This condition gives them the ability to mobilize 

effectively in times of crisis and to scavenge for resources. Community colleges that are 

bureaucratically sovereign will enact environmental threats in a more managerially 

directed and dictated fashion. 

The cultural perspective provides an antidote to one-sided environmental 

determinism. It is a useful corrective to the weight of the present research that 

emphasizes materialist analysis. It reminds us that even though the broad community 

college organizational field is structured by economic imperatives, labor markets, and 

institutional pressures, practitioners and students are agents who blunt over determination 

by affecting the contours and rules of their arenas. History demonstrates variability and 

complexity in the way practitioners interpret environments and enact missions (see 

Chapters 2 and 3; Morest, 2006; Pederson, 2000; Hill, 1938). Context structures 
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organizational action “in diverse ways depending upon which direction appears most 

suited to each institution’s particular circumstances” (Breneman & Nelson, 1981, p. 215).  

Finally, the present analysis is leavened with the yeast of critical theory and 

postmodern discourses on power (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993). These narratives view the 

rhetoric of organizational reform and flexibility as a “trope (and trump) for power” 

(Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997; Sennett, 1998). Calls for “reform” and “transformation” 

(McClenney, 1998; O’Banion, 1997; Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997) may mask hidden 

agenda and conflicts among leaders, managers, faculty, students, and stakeholders about 

the future trajectory of the community college mission (J. Levin, 2007; Ayers, 2005). 

While eschewing mechanistic explanations and one sided conceptions of social 

reproduction, critical theory assumes some degree of correspondence or at least 

mediations between the social relations shaped by the economic system and the structure 

of  postsecondary education, which “daily enacts and expresses social relations of 

capitalism and heightened managerial control grounded in a neoconservative discourse” 

(Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997).  

Critical theory emphasizes the problems of: 1) marginalization and emancipation; 

2) the role of culture in the context of the political economy; and 3) power in its myriad 

forms and influences (Tierney & Rhoads, 1993). As William Tierney states, “Educational 

organizations exist as a complex of dominant and subordinate cultures, wherein different 

groups struggle to gain voice so as to define and legitimate their own interests and 

realities” (1991, p. 36). This digression into organization theory informs the subsequent 

historical analysis and provides theoretical nuances for the final summation. 
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The Community College Mission in the Mid-1980s 

 After seventy years of debate documented in the present study, the community 

college mission remains contested. If measured by the traditional American yardstick of 

continuous growth and access, then the community college mission, however defined, 

constitutes an American success story. By the early twenty-first century, the community 

college sector of higher education boasted more than eleven million students, credit and 

non-credit. Nearly half of all new students entering higher education did so through the 

community college portal. This number includes more than 60% of minority students 

entering higher education (AACC, 2007; Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005). Community 

college credit enrollment headcount grew by more than two million students from 1985 

to 2006. Practitioners are proud that more than 60% of healthcare workers are educated 

by them including 50% of new nurses. Nearly 80% of firefighters, law enforcement 

officers, and emergency personnel are credentialed at the community colleges (AACC, 

2007). In health and public services community colleges document impressive outcomes 

because of the high standards, cogent competencies, emphasis on both hard and soft 

skills, and licensing exams required by various accrediting organizations. The rub is that 

the outcomes of millions of other students, especially minorities, entering and leaving 

with embarrassing frequency need to be addressed forthrightly and systematically if the 

community college is going to achieve its historic commitments to democracy and social 

justice (Rendon & Nora, 1994; Grubb, 1999; Brint, 2003; Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; T. 

Bailey, 2005; Rosenbaum et al.; J. Levin, 2007). 
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 On the positive side, one of the most fascinating, overlooked statistics about 

community colleges is that in 1999-2000 49% of all students nationally who received a 

baccalaureate degree took attended classes at the community college at some point in 

their undergraduate education (Phillippe & Sullivan, 2005; National Center for Education 

Statistics [NCES], 2003a). There is also a growth in the number of students who began at 

the community college and ultimately achieved the bachelor’s degree. In 1987, Tinto 

estimated that in the mid-1970s that approximately 9% of university graduates began at 

the community college. By 2003, this number increased to nearly 20% (NCES, 2003b; 

Goldharber & Peri, 2007, p. 109). It is interesting that these statistics rarely enter the 

discussions of the academic critics. Community college transfer outcomes are questioned 

justifiably when national rates declined on average over three decades from 30% to 15-

25% (depending on methodology; Cohen & Brawer, 1996). But if the percentage of 

community college baccalaureate completers doubles in the same timeframe, then there is 

another side to the outcomes question. In the face of rising stratified costs of attending 

college, it is inevitable that there will be more swirling students across the higher 

education landscape. They will be turning to the community colleges to save money; 

more will choose to make the colleges their preferred entry point into higher education 

(Morest, 2006).  

 The year 1985 is a useful demarcation in the historical mission debate. On one 

side of the divide are the fiscal shocks of the late 1970s and early 1980s accompanied by 

the relative decline of the community services mission. On the other side is a growing 

commitment to community college workforce and economic development and 
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intensifying engagement with information technology (R. Cox, 2006; Levin et al.; see 

Appendix A). In the 1980s, some prominent community college observers argued that the 

institution had achieved a kind of “plateau” on which the colleges had achieved a 

relatively secure place in higher education. The primary challenge was “assimilating and 

consolidating the social changes of the 1950s and 1960s” and fine tuning existing 

functions and processes until new ideals emerge to drive the colleges into the future 

(Cross, 1981, p. 113; Vaughan, 1988). A number of scholars persisted in arguing for a 

“relatively constant” mission into the 1990s (Bogart, 1994; Ratcliff, 1994; Cross & 

Fideler, 1989). Others predicted an efflorescence of the comprehensive mission through 

stronger community ties and collaboration (Gleazer, 1980; Commission on the Future of 

Community Colleges, 1988; Roueche et al., 1995). Then there were those who saw the 

traditional mission of transfer education in disarray and even collapse (Eaton, 1988; 

Grubb, 1989; Dougherty, 1994). 

The clearest, conventional analyses of mission in 1985 are found in the works of 

Tillery and Deegan (1985) and Cross (1985). Tillery and Deegan embrace the term 

“comprehensive” rather than Gleazer’s formulation of the “community’s college” or “our 

community learning center” (1980, p. 17). Tillery and Deegan believe that the 

community college must be judged above all else as an institution of higher education. 

They provide a schematic of the growth of the community college through five historical 

stages or “generations.” For them the stage of the comprehensive college is identified 

with the “fourth generation” (1970 to the mid 1980s). The major current challenge is that 

the “comprehensive program must be rationally planned, coordinated, and renewed”     
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(p. 20). The shift from a fluid movement to a more stable educational organization 

requires the colleges to emulate Fayol and Simon’s rational approach to management. 

They decry “widespread ambiguity about the mission” and “uncertainties about priorities 

and program balance within the mission” (p. 21). Tillery and Deegan predict that the 

mission will be clarified in the “Fifth Generation” through rational processes, curricular 

and pedagogical redesign, technological innovation, and “measuring learning outcomes” 

(p. 30).  

In a sophisticated examination of the mission expressed through curriculum, 

Cross, following Cohen and Brawer (1982), defines comprehensiveness as follows:  

“Career Education: Preparing Students for Occupations; Compensatory Education: 

Enhancing Literacy Through Remedial Studies; Community Education: Reaching Out 

with Extended Services; Collegiate Function: New Directions for the Liberal Arts;  

General Education: Developing an Integrated Curriculum” (1985, p. 56).  

Echoing Breneman and Nelson’s (1981) warning that fiscal stringency makes the 

comprehensive mission a “gamble” in the face of tight resources, Cross reconfigures the 

mission into four foci, one or more of which may need to be questioned or even 

abandoned to assure continued growth and vitality. The “Vertical Focus,” strengthening 

ties and academic standards among and between high schools, colleges, and universities, 

is the “most prestigious and most easily understood model” (Cross, 1985, p. 56). The 

“Horizontal Focus” of community building, renewal, service and education advocated by 

Edmund Gleazer (former CEO of the American Association of Community and Junior 

Colleges) may ultimately challenge the transfer function, as the student population shifts 
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from traditional age, full-time students to part-time, adult learners. The “Integrated 

Focus” of Arthur Cohen (1980) focuses on “internal linkages” around general education 

reform. Cohen stresses multidisciplinarity, coordinated approaches to teaching general 

education skills across the curriculum, citizenship training, and life-long liberal education 

for the community to “avoid a gulf between social classes in America” (Cross, 1985, p. 

24). Finally, Cross discusses the “Remedial Focus” and its efficacy in the eyes of 

policymakers and stakeholders. All are a gamble according to Cross. All must be 

questioned and assessed because “[q]uality of education is the central challenge to 

community colleges in their fifth generation. This can only be achieved if there is central 

agreement on mission” (p. 48). Cross assumes that there can be some semblance of a 

national mission that speaks to the activity of hundreds of community oriented 

institutions. She further assumes that strong intellectual foundations will strengthen and 

reinvigorate colleges. 

 
Intellectual Origins of the Postindustrial/Postmodern College 

 Edmund Gleazer is the most theoretically sophisticated and iconoclastic national 

leader in the history of the American Association of Community and Junior Colleges 

(Goodwin, 1973). In 1980, he tendered an unorthodox argument for a major institutional 

shift from the traditional idea of the community college as an institution of higher 

education to that of a community service center—something akin to Bogue’s 

“laboratories of democracy” (1950a). Asserting that, “We are trapped in the traditional 

view of college,” Gleazer objected to the programmatic or curricular model for defining 
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the community college mission (1980, pp. 4-5). In slippery but insightful fashion, he 

emphasizes “adaptability” as the most critical component of the mission “process.”  

 The mission is neither product nor programs, neither destination nor a specific set 

of outcomes, but rather it is an unfolding journey and commitment to serve, shape, and 

influence local communities while being served, shaped, and influenced in return—“[the 

community college] is more a process than a place” (p. 10). The community college is a 

social and educational process that is evolving continuously (1980). Knowing that he 

would soon be stepping down from AACJC leadership, Gleazer risked political capital to 

challenge some fundamental community college assumptions. Even though he had 

worked diligently throughout his career to popularize the idea of the comprehensive 

community college mission, Gleazer had always been ambivalent about institutionalizing 

the community college as a subsystem of higher education (1958, 1968, 1994a). Too 

much emphasis on university transfer in particular would lead to institutional hardening 

of categories, declining vitality, and permanent consignment of the community college as 

vassal and shock absorber to the university (Gleazer, 1958, 1962, 1968, 1970, 1980).  

 For Gleazer the curriculum should be shaped by the community context of each 

college. Putting Clark’s (1960, 1990) argument on its head, Gleazer asserted that the 

vitality of the community college was a function of incomplete institutionalization within 

the higher education system and its openness and responsiveness to local conditions and 

economic change. Over reliance on one curricular model, even a comprehensive model, 

would weaken college adaptiveness and responsiveness to community needs and its 

ability to compete for new workforce training markets. Gleazer believed that the future of 
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college mission and identity was in development of more robust horizontal connections to 

the community and business; he argued for greater emphasis on adult education, lifelong 

learning, “manpower” development, and community leadership. Without calling it 

“postindustrialism” or “postmodernism,” he describes a society and educational system in 

constant flux and transformation. Grand narratives of the heroic community college past 

give little solace, comfort, or direction for an environmentally contingent educational 

sector that must adapt nimbly to changing social and economic contexts; the driving 

imperative of the mission process should be to cope with threats and opportunities, 

locations and dislocations, created by accelerating technology and the educational 

requirements of lifelong learners.  

 Quoting Edgar Faure, Gleazer sees the social role of the community college as 

being “engaged in preparing men (sic) for a type of society that does not yet exist” (1980, 

p. 14). Invoking new competitors and growing demands and criticisms from the public, 

he frames the postindustrial challenge. Glazer’s litany of the mission challenge and 

process--making connections, building community solidarity and awareness, focusing on 

the “real needs of learners” (“anytime, anyplace, anywhere”), serving the “unserved,” 

“accommodating diversity” (embracing difference), making education the “nexus 

function” in the “community’s learning system” (1980, p. 15)—is not far removed from 

Tierney and Rhoads’ (1993) summation of the goals of a critical, postmodern educational 

praxis. The problem of “identity” is resolved by embracing the possibilities, 

potentialities, and vicissitudes of a largely unknown future—an ontological leap of faith 

into the gap between theory and practice. The core mission of the colleges should be 
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lifelong learning with community as “process and product” (1980). Evidently Gleazer’s 

late epiphany on racial and economic inequality and his evangelical impulses (see 

Chapter 3) drove him late in his career to a radical rethinking of the mission.  

Gleazer’s proposed covenant with the community appeared at precisely the 

moment when Reaganomics and Neo-Conservatism were positioned to counter 

community activism. Burgeoning institutionalization, a maturing faculty, and growing 

conservatism tied to fiscal uncertainty undermined calls for a new mission paradigm that 

would privilege community connections over higher education. Gleazer’s challenge to 

the traditional aims of collegiate education (Cross’ “vertical axis”) “upset many in the 

community college movement” (Cross, 1985, p. 41; Bragg, 2001a). Young academic 

faculty and rising administrators whose professional loyalties were shaped in the graduate 

schools of research universities were loath to abandon hard won disciplinary connections 

(Eaton, 1988).  

Exhausted idealists and community activists were content to retreat behind 

institutional boundaries and relative certainties of the classroom. Respected community 

college scholars such as Cohen and Brawer (1987) supported stronger not weaker 

linkages to universities as critical to the identity of an institution whose primary purpose 

was to teach (Cohen, 1977).  

 
Social and Educational Origins of the “New Vocationalism” 

By the 1980s organizational and environmental turbulence and omnipresent 

resource dependency in the context of rapid social, economic and cultural change resulted 

in a restless search for new educational and training markets, mission drift, new 
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competitors, and more sophisticated critics. Continuous mission expansion would cause 

policymakers and university leaders to attempt to impose clearer organizational 

boundaries and educational priorities on the burgeoning movement (Cohen & Brawer, 

1989). But this would be resisted by the AAJC.  

 In the face of external initiatives to redefine and sometimes constrain the colleges, 

national community college leaders advocated boundary defense vis-à-vis universities 

and permeable organizational boundaries with communities, businesses, and labor 

markets in pursuit of new customers and marginal dollars.  

 For nearly twenty years, community colleges were relatively successful at 

expanding markets and serving new clienteles. By the 1980s, however, growing 

accountability mandates, globalization, and rapid economic and technological change 

wrought by the transition from industrial to postindustrial society challenged the colleges 

in meeting adequately the increasing demands of students and stakeholders (J. Levin, 

2000, 2001, 2007).  

 Upon assuming leadership of the AACJC in 1981, Dale Parnell attempted to 

reframe Gleazer’s vision by transforming the community ideal into an updated economic 

and workforce development model. Parnell focused concern on the plight of minorities 

and the poor in the inner cities in particular and considered the changes being wrought in 

American society by postindustrialism and globalization (1985, 1986). Parnell worried 

about the “neglected majority” of students who were being lost in the “academic and 

vocational desert of American education [that] is the high-school general-education 

program” (1985, p. 37). Lacking basic or technical skills, these new citizens, especially in 
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declining inner cities, were unprepared for anything but the lowest level service sector 

jobs or for college at any level. He argued that the ideal of community service should be 

translated into a more vocationalized and integrated high school-to-community college 

transition that would continue as life-long workforce training.  

 In the 1970s, Parnell had been impressed when Sidney Marland, U.S. Secretary of 

Education under Nixon, made his national foray into career education by pushing 

millions in Federal funds out to community colleges. He hoped to continue and 

strengthen the Federal support for community college vocational programming. The 

successful passage of the “Tech Prep Bill” in 1989 would be Parnell’s way of extending 

that tradition while addressing pressing community and workforce development 

challenges. These challenges would push conceptions of this element of the mission far 

beyond the traditional boundaries of vocational education.  

 Parnell broadcasted his discovery of a “missing link” in the mission, which he 

described as a “new kind of economic development paradigm” (Parnell, 1990, p. 58). He 

believed that this should be the core mission of most colleges. He advocated stronger 

linkages to high schools through articulated partnerships. Parnell’s “Tech Prep System” 

included “2+2” vocational programs spanning high school and community colleges, 

increased emphasis on technical training resulting in certificates and terminal applied 

science and degrees, clearer career pathways, stronger labor market connections, and a 

more systematic approach to workforce and economic development. There was cause for 

optimism when Tech Prep funding was designated as part of Federal Carl Perkins 

funding. Most colleges soon established Tech Prep programs.  
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 The Tech Prep movement forged new partnerships between high school 

vocational faculty and counselors and their community college counterparts. It probably 

helped to slow the decline of high school vocational programs at least in California where 

the “college for everyone” philosophy was incrementally displacing more expensive 

technical education programs (Rosenbaum, 2001). The forcefulness of Parnell’s 

advocacy caused some to question if community colleges “are leaving higher education” 

and to conclude that it might be a good thing, as community colleges were best suited to 

compete for vocational training markets (Clowes & Levin, 1989). Nevertheless, Tech 

Prep programs remained on the margins of the mission with some exceptions (Bragg, 

2001b).  

 Most community college faculty possess little awareness or understanding of the 

program, which is difficult to sustain over time. For instance Parnell devoted nearly six 

pages in The Neglected Majority (1985, pp. 159-164) to describing and praising the 2+2 

agri-business model developed between Kern Community College District and Kern 

High School District. When the current writer arrived at Bakersfield College fifteen years 

later to serve as instructional vice president, this partnership with the Kern High School 

District was merely a fading institutional memory in the minds of two aging agriculture 

teachers.  

 
The Economic and Political Origins of the Postindustrial Mission 

 The workforce and economic development models have deep roots in junior 

community college history (Lange, 1918; Eells, 1931a, 1941a; Bird, 1938; Harberson, 

1938a; Bogue, 1950a; Dougherty, 1994). Richard Alfred and Sandra Lowery (1984) 
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locate the origins of the neo-economic development model in the late 1970s and early 

1980s. They note significant changes in leadership thinking about mission focus by 

analyzing the forum presentations of the AACJC conventions from 1974-1984. 

According to them, prior to 1980 the mission emphasis was on college connections to 

local interest groups: 

Special programs for minorities, the aged, and civic interest groups were common 
as the college became a resource center for the community. The trend toward 
special interest groups and away from a general service orientation had the effect 
of increasing institutional enrollments in the late 1970s. (Alfred & Lowery, 1984, 
p. 47) 

 
By 1978, more than three-million people were enrolled in community, cultural, and non-

credit courses nationally (Friedlander, 1980). As 1960s political activism cooled, 

practitioners questioned the fiscal and educational consequences of the community 

orientation. These included a changing and more challenging student body, erosion of 

general education and academic standards, declining resources to support the traditional 

educational mission, increasing emphasis on basic skills training (Roueche, 1968; 

Roueche & Kirk, 1973), decline of academic major courses (Cohen & Brawer, 1977; 

Brawer, 1978; McGrath & Spear, 1991), and increasing reliance on contingent 

professional labor (Brinkman, 1985; Cohen & Brawer, 1987).  

 Alfred and Lowery’s analysis identifies a significant shift in the expressed 

mission of institutional leaders around 1980. The shift was “from community liaisons to 

business and industry linkages and government relationships” (1984, p. 47). Surprisingly 

the new focus was accompanied by renewed commitment to collegiate education (Eaton, 

1988; Cohen & Brawer, 1987; Richardson & Doucette, 1982; see Appendix A). At this 

 



311 

time, the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges expressed alarm about the 

chase for FTES and the decline of standards (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Because of the 

dialectic between faculty pressure and managerial concerns about resource dependency 

the mission appeared to be congealing around two foci—collegiate/transfer education and 

workforce development—which could be viewed as either contradictory or 

complimentary depending on one’s conceptual framework.  

 Events in California paved the way for shifting missions. The national taxpayer 

revolt exemplified by California’s Proposition 13—“the most dramatic and drastic fiscal 

limitation measure enacted in the last decade” (Kintzer, 1980, p. 1)—dampened both 

community activism and community-based education and services. This situation threw 

college business models into disarray, resulting in “shift of power from communities to 

state government” (Kintzer, 1980, p. 1). There was also the Reagan ascendancy. Reagan 

and the neo-conservatives blamed the “stagflation” of the late 1970s and the brutal 

recession in the early 1980s on big government, liberal hegemony, deficit spending, 

government regulation, high taxes, unions, affirmative action, spoiled students, left-wing 

professors, and low productivity in the public sector, including education (Chafe, 1997; 

Horowitz et al.). Community colleges found themselves in the middle of a concerted 

attack from conservatives on the credibility of higher education, which has continued 

unabated for forty years (Newfield, 2008). Political and economic retrenchment and the 

Proposition 13 “taxquake” stimulated a tsunami of community college budget cuts across 

the country including Arizona, Colorado, Connecticut, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Iowa, 
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Maryland, Michigan, Nebraska, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Texas, Virginia, 

and Washington (Kintzer, 1980).  

 The immediate impact of Proposition 13 in California, the cradle of the 

comprehensive mission, was to eliminate community education and services at twenty-

one colleges, to cut them by more than 50% at most other colleges, and to slash 

community services budgets by an average of 75%. The fiscal basis for this function was 

undermined as the five cent permissive property tax that protected it was revoked—“with 

it vanished a major reason for existence—the only reason for some administrators” 

(Kintzer, 1980, pp. 6-7). In the nation’s largest district, the “Taxquake in Los Angeles” 

led to cancellation of summer school, supply and utility budgets were slashed by 25-50%,  

library hours and budgets were cut, 15% of the deans were laid off along with classified 

staff, and daycare services were reduced (Koltai, 1978). This is a good example of 

resource dependency driving the community college mission. 

 For a movement that had basked in the glow of its own myths for fifty years and 

was habituated to ever increasing enrollments, public approbation, and stable resources 

this was a traumatic shock. Practitioners from this time speak of disappointments and 

betrayals (Hall, 2004). Dorothy Knoell, long-time student advocate and defender of 

community services, began writing of the “new art of coping…a new perspective on 

cooperative planning and articulation with other postsecondary institutions and 

manpower agencies” (1978, p. 80).  
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Political and Economic Origins of the New Managerialism 

 Gregory Goodwin (1971) notes a fundamental shift in community college 

managerial ideology by 1970. The routinization of charisma, rationalization of 

management systems, and repositioning of the colleges as business enterprises was 

accelerated by Proposition 13 and Reaganomics. Frederick Kintzer (1980) provides a list 

of measures employed by community college leaders and observers for coping with hard 

times: increasing class size, eliminating expensive courses, stronger management controls 

(continuous cost analysis and management by objectives), resource development 

programs, program budgeting, comprehensive data collection and analysis. Many of the 

managerial behaviors and systems attributed by J. Levin (2001) to the influences of 

globalization, neo-liberalism, and information technology have their origins in these 

years. The current writer remembers vividly his experience of a rural Arizona college in 

the 1980s when an exotic new language began to emanate from administrative bunkers: 

“management by objectives,” “zero-based budgeting,” “fiscal decision packages,” 

“TQM,” “quality circles,” “strategic planning,” “outcomes assessment.”  

 Junior-community colleges have always coveted business approval and support 

(Hill, 1938; Eells, 1941a; Bogue, 1950a; Cohen & Brawer, 1975; Pederson, 1988). The 

renewed effort devoted to addressing the needs of business and the imperatives of the 

labor market may be summed up as a shift from the “college for the community” to the 

“college for the economy” (McCartan, 1983). Parnell’s reframing of community service 

into workforce development was a reflection of this trend. His conception of the mission 

was rooted in a conflicted desire to improve the lot of the poor and minorities while 
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firmly positioning community colleges within the neo-conservative discourse that posed 

economic innovation and competition as antidotes to social problems. In retrospect, it 

was a matter of emphasis rather than renunciation of one mission for another. Once 

elements have been assimilated into the mission, the community college rarely abandons 

anything except obsolete technology and inefficient managerial techniques (Vaughan, 

1991a). The mission shift was ideological, emphasizing the quantity of business linkages 

and the amount of resources that might be gained through strengthened government 

relationships.  

 Community college leadership was attempting to address the twin challenges of 

resource dependency and the growing disarray of urban communities and industrial 

centers. White flight, endemic social conflict, suburbanization, and rising crime rates 

presented urban community colleges in particular with daunting challenges in the face of 

postindustrialization, globalization, and increasing resource dependency (Parnell, 1985). 

Sustained expansion followed by sudden destabilization due to fiscal retrenchment and 

greater institutional scrutiny by policymakers and critics stimulated mission debates 

across the movement.  

 The perceptive Tillery and Deegan (1985) captured these trends almost perfectly. 

They predicted that information technology, the growing social need for lifelong learning 

validated by “verifiable learner outcomes,” increasing competition for public sector 

dollars, and policymaker demands for greater accountability would reshape the mission 

and organizational behavior of the colleges. They anticipated both the coming conflict 

over community college quality outcomes and the tilt to entrepreneurialism.  
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 Over the next fifteen years, adaptation to rapidly changing social conditions under 

the stresses of postinudstriality and the changing policy landscape at the federal and state 

levels reinforced managerial concern with fiscal and labor market issues. This shift was a 

function primarily of external social and economic pressures. Leaders felt impelled to 

stress “economic needs,” “human capital formation,”  “workforce education,” and 

“accountability” because they believed, rightly or wrongly, that change in direction or at 

least rhetoric was critical to institutional survival. However, managerial awareness of the 

student majority who continued to desire  baccalaureates and well organized academic 

faculty who taught them required leaders to reaffirm support of the collegiate function 

and the ideal that “everybody is entitled to go to some college somewhere” (Community 

College League of California, 2000).  

 
New Academic Critics 

 Social and educational turmoil in the in the 1970s and 1980s stimulated more 

academic scrutiny and criticism than the colleges had experienced in the past. For 

decades, college leaders and fellow travelers shared a broad philosophical consensus on 

the social and educational aims of the movement (cf. Bogue, 1950a; Thornton, 1960). By 

1940, the basic outlines of the comprehensive mission had been worked out in California 

(see Chapter 2). The comprehensive ideal encompassed a mosaic of programs and 

courses from general education and transfer education to vocational education, adult 

education, cultural studies, and personal interest courses.  

 Practitioners defended the comprehensive mission tied to open access even 

though they had difficulty explaining precisely what that meant (Vaughan, 1991a; Clark, 

 



316 

1990). Illusive and changing definitions of open access undermined precision about 

programming and clientele. The pragmatic practitioners’ culture exhibits little interest in 

abstract discussions of the mission or in refining philosophical predicates (McGrath & 

Spear, 1991). Decisions about what to teach, how to teach, and who to teach are more 

often tied to financial pressures than to pedagogical theory (Grubb, 1999; Richardson et 

al.). The broad, if diffuse, community college consensus supported some debate about the 

relative importance of various foci within the mission without questioning or examining 

institutional fundamentals (Cross, 1985; Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Bragg, 2001a). As long 

as the parties genuflected to the democratizing function, community colleges had 

managed to coexist with “constructive critics” since the 1950s (Medsker, 1957; 

Reynolds, 1957; Cohen, 1969b; Breneman & Nelson, 1981).  

 In the 1970s a new generation of critics began to question the very idea of the 

community college as an institution by asking critical questions about the meaning of 

open access, the social utility of the comprehensive model, the diversion function, and the 

quality of instruction and student outcomes (Karabel, 1972; Pincus, 1974; Tinto, 1975a; 

Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Zwerling, 1976; London, 1978). For the most part, the new 

critics hailed from the leftwing of the political spectrum. They blamed multiple missions 

and conflicting commitments for reducing collegiate effectiveness and deflecting students 

from baccalaureate attainment. Some pointed to declining standards and questionable 

academic practices. The growing emphasis on vocational education and economic 

development marked the community college as handmaiden of capitalism and gatekeeper 

to educational and economic mobility for some critics.  
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 Such observations would have been unremarkable to earlier generations of junior 

college scholars (Medsker, 1960; Eells, 1931a; Koos, 1924). From its inception, 

movement leaders and scholars viewed it as axiomatic that junior colleges should honor 

hierarchy and authority while assuming that the majority of its students should be 

“terminal” students entering the labor market from the colleges (Frye, 1991; Goodwin, 

1973). Serving business and training students for local labor markets are traditional 

elements of junior-community college ideology (Lange, 1916; Koos, 1927b; Eells, 

1933b; Bogue, 1956; Gleazer, 1958; Goodwin, 1973; Cohen & Associates, 1975).  

 The political conflicts and activism of the 1960s around issues of equality, equity, 

and social justice caused some young higher education scholars to ask new, penetrating 

questions about the social mission of the colleges. They perceived too wide a gap 

between the rhetoric of leaders and tangible ways that students experienced the 

institution. Jerome Karabel’s discussion of “Community Colleges and Social 

Stratification” (1972) was soon followed up by Fred Pincus’ analysis of “Tracking in the 

Community Colleges” (1974). These pioneering New Left studies focused attention on 

the sorting and diverting functions of community colleges, which promised democracy 

and opportunity but employed apparently cooling-out processes and relatively weak 

vocational curricula to manage the educational ambitions of working-class and minority 

students. Vincent Tinto won his spurs as a hot, young higher education theorist by 

examining the (invidious) distributive effects of public junior colleges (1975b).  

 Bowles and Gintis (1976) extended these analyses into an argument that 

community colleges represent a subsystem of the higher education system that is 
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designed to reproduce and perpetuate class and racial inequality in capitalist America. 

Also, apostasy appeared within the movement when a young dean at Staten Island 

College, L.S. Zwerling (1976), leveled a blow at the community college ideal by 

characterizing it as a “second best” institution in public higher education, meaning that 

the public community college was conflating access with excellence and betraying many 

of its students. From his perspective anemic classroom practices, anti-intellectual culture, 

inadequate educational resources and facilities, and bureaucratic mystifications made 

mockery of the ideal of upward mobility through democratic education. This line of 

argument reached a crescendo by the end of the 1980s, as the radical theorists became 

more sophisticated in their research techniques and analyses (Brint & Karabel, 1989; 

Dougherty, 1988, 1994; Pincus, 1994; Pincus & Archer, 1989).  

 Alexander Astin, the influential UCLA higher education scholar, argued that the 

expansion of community colleges was damaging to first generation and minority student 

cognitive development and achievement rates. He believed that community colleges were 

undermining higher education outcomes and questioned their standing as “real colleges” 

(Astin, 1977, 1982).  

 Practitioners who paid attention to research responded predictably that such 

analyses were elitist, biased, or fatally flawed because they evidenced little understanding 

of local conditions and the challenges of daily practice (Frye, 1994; Connor & Griffith, 

1994; Parnell, 1989). Respected higher education scholars tried to defend the colleges 

against “carping critics” by arguing that community colleges elevate individuals rather 

than entire classes and that the burdens of democracy do not rest on a single institution 
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(Bogart, 1994; Adelman, 1994; Frye, 1994; Cohen & Brawer, 1996). According to Thelin 

(2004), at the root of the disagreement was the enduring “uncertainty about the clarity of 

the community college’s missions and their ability to demonstrate educational 

effectiveness, however defined” (p. 334).  

The 1989 publication of Brint and Karabel’s prize winning book, The Diverted 

Dream: Community Colleges and the Promise of Educational Opportunity in America, 

1900-1985, represents a high tide of methodological and theoretical sophistication among 

academic critics. Where others perceived uncertainty and confusion about the college’s 

missions, they described a mission that was in fact quite coherent and effective at 

diverting students from universities. Brint and Karabel’s work offers a critical, 

powerfully argued, historically informed “institutional-conflict” analysis (Brint & 

Karabel, 1991; Clowes, 1991) of the social and educational origins of the junior-

community college movement, leadership ideology, and the “hidden significance” of the 

comprehensive mission. They emphasized the decline of the transfer education function 

and the relative expansion of vocational programs. They argued that a national junior 

college leadership vanguard engaged in active subordination of their institutions and 

students to both the logic of corporate capitalism and the ideology of meritocracy 

embedded in American society and the universities (1989, pp. 17, 216).  

For Brint and Karabel, community colleges sort and track students along class and 

racial lines primarily, diverting the majority of students from liberal and transfer 

education. By “managing the ambitions” of these students, community colleges acquired 

a legitimate environmental niche and a modicum of influence in the complex ecology of 
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American higher education. The system assures that the majority of students will 

internalize relatively low levels of self-efficacy regarding collegiate education, fitting 

them for lower status occupations: “The creation of ‘ladders of ascent’ through education 

thus gave new life to the American ideology of equality of opportunity at the very 

moment when fundamental changes in the economy threatened to destroy it” (Brint & 

Karabel, 1989, p. 5). College leaders who are successful in pursuing the diversion 

mission while mouthing democratic platitudes reap professional rewards of increased 

status and influence in the public education and labor market systems. Historical analysis 

of the community college mission must take into account this important work. In some 

respects, the present study may be read as a critical revisiting of Brint and Karabel’s 

opus. 

 A case study could be written on the reception of The Diverted Dream throughout 

higher education between 1989 and 1991. In spite of receiving academic awards and 

extensive praise from sociologists, organizational theorists, and academics in university 

higher education centers, the practitioner’s culture within the colleges remained oddly 

silent about the book (Clowes, 1991). This was the first major book on the community 

college that was not reviewed in the pages of the Junior/Community College Journal, 

which recognized its publication through one small ad placed by Oxford University 

Press. Historically, there is an inverse correlation generally between the column inches 

devoted in the Junior College/Community College Journal to an academic study of the 

colleges and its critical stance on institutional outcomes. The same could be said of an 

important critique of the “practitioners’ culture,” The Academic Crisis of the Community 
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College (McGrath & Spear, 1991) by two faculty members at the Community College of 

Philadelphia which was praised by scholars but ignored by its intended audience, 

community college faculty and administrators.  

 In an impressive display of internal movement discipline, the lone public response 

to Brint and Karabel by a prominent community college leader came from the AACJC 

President, Dale Parnell in a one page editorial blast entitled “Slaying Educational 

Shibboleths” (1989). Parnell asserted that Brint and Karabel “raise the old canard that 

community colleges have lost their way and should return to the 1930s model junior 

college with the priority purpose of transferring students to four-year colleges and 

universities” (p. 7). Not surprisingly, he made a passionate plea for career education 

suggesting that most of higher education had already shifted to career and technical 

education in one form or another. While admitting that there were challenging barriers to 

upward mobility for minorities especially, he dodged the concern that vocationalism 

might be undermining education for citizenship.  

 An unsigned editorial in Community College Week was more forthright. It noted 

that the book had done “severe damage to the community college’s self-proclaimed role 

as the democratizer of higher education” (“Measuring Vocational Program 

Effectiveness,” 1990, p. 2). While criticizing the methodology and some conclusions, the 

editors stated that community colleges deserved this kind of scrutiny as long as they 

continued to substitute rhetoric, marketing, and anecdotal reports for rigorous, systematic 

measurement of program effectiveness tied to assessments of student outcomes and goal 
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attainment. The official popular history of the community colleges published by the 

AACC ignored the book except for two insignificant citations (Witt et al.).  

 While practitioners blanched and Parnell fumed privately that the book was a 

public relations disaster for community colleges, higher education scholars weighed in 

across the country (Shearon, 1990; Richardson, 1990; Clark, 1990; Clowes, 1991). These 

reviews extolled the work generally for its extensive historical research, sociological 

sophistication, and the application of institutional analysis in explaining community 

college organizational behavior.  

 On the margins of the practitioners’ culture, Richard Richardson (1990), the 

former community college president and professor of education at Arizona State 

University, admired the cogency of the arguments and the sustained historical attempt to 

contextualize the community college as part of the higher education and American social 

systems. He noted, however, that by rejecting the consumer choice model out of hand 

Brint and Karabel tended to overlook students and faculty as units of analysis. 

Richardson also questioned the efficacy of their case study of the atypical Massachusetts 

community college system that was used to drive home their hypothesis about leadership 

interests and vocational programming. He suggested that the real purpose of the case 

study was to validate their arguments rather than to inductively derive theory.  

 Ironically, the most devastating review came from the Godfather of critical 

community college scholarship, Burton Clark of UCLA. Brint and Karabel made much of 

Clark’s study (1960) of the community college “cooling-out” function. It was Clark who 

wrote that the “student who filters out of education while in the junior college appears to 
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be very much what such a college is about” (1960, p. 84). And, it was Clark who in the 

august American Journal of Sociology (1990) undercut Brint and Karabel’s fundamental 

premises. After dismissing the “vanguard theory” and the Massachusetts case study as a 

“pile of anomalies,” Clark stated: 

The search for encompassing elites led Brint and Karabel away from close study 
of faculty and students. Their terms of analysis also caused them to underplay the 
modern complexities of enterprises that have more part-time than full-time 
students and more adults than traditional college-age students. More students now 
transfer to four-year colleges and universities from occupational programs than 
from traditional baccalaureate-directed programs. To enhance funding, 
participants without degree aspirations are often classified as enrolled in college-
credit classes….Vocalization is not the problem, nor is steerage by a national 
educational elite….Instead, they confront problems of diffuse identity and unsure 
status that inhere in the open-access comprehensive orientation and their location 
in the educational structure—problems made worse in the 1970s and 1980s as 
unanchored drift led essentially to a loss of salient purpose of any kind. In the 
ongoing determination of their mission and character, the problem is not 
fanaticism but opportunism. (1990, p. 505) 

 
Clark was correct about mission drift and opportunism. 

 Brint and Karabel are disingenuous about the residual Marxism that remains 

embedded in the subtext of their analysis (Karabel, 1972, 1977; Frye, 1994). They are too 

ready to translate the machinations of national community college leaders into the local 

programs of a thousand organizations. The present study demonstrates that vocational 

education was part of the national program of junior colleges since at least the 1920s. 

Brint and Karabel have done much to shape the narrative among some scholars that 

community colleges lost their way in the 1960s when they began a relative shift in the 

mission from transfer to vocational education.  

 A deeper, less ideological and less theory driven reading of the historical record 

demonstrates that junior colleges offered extensive vocational options in the 1930s. This 
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was especially true of California, which had the largest and most mature system in the 

country and was emerging as the national comprehensive model (Hill, 1938; Harberson, 

1938; Lindsey, 1939). Contrary to the vanguard argument, vocationally oriented junior 

college administrators defended fiercely social equality, democracy, and the transfer 

function in the face of university efforts to limit or the junior college transfer function 

(Hill, 1938; Harberson, 1942a, 1942b).  

 Brint and Karabel fail to consider the irony of two scholars at elite research 

universities placing the twin burdens of democracy and equality in higher education on 

the colleges; the very existence of “legacy admissions” and highly selective, culturally 

biased recruitment practices at their own institutions (Yale and Berkeley) represent a 

more significant source and perpetuation of intergenerational and class privilege in 

America (see Reich, 2000). Karabel implies as much in his 2005 study of deceptive 

admissions practices at Harvard, Yale, and Princeton. The practical, daily challenges of 

community college open access and diversity in a stratified, but fluid, corporate society 

are not particular concerns of their study. They are touched on briefly in reference to 

Roxbury Community College in the Massachusetts case study. The book embraces 

popular, perhaps mythical, notions of upward mobility (Cohen 1990, 1977; Weiss 1969; 

Warner et al.) and traditional boundary expectations about the cultural and social 

divisions of labor within the American system of higher education (Frye, 1994). This 

conventional higher education paradigm, despite the Post-Marxist subtext, is quite in line 

with university-based models and expectations about the role of the traditional student in 

the traditional college (Frye, 1994). There is no recognition that postindustrial/ 
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postmodern environments are rapidly eroding the terms and purposes of the conventional 

higher education professional model as well as the traditional conception of the student 

full-time college student.  

 The rise of the part-time, non-traditional student taught by the non-traditional, 

part-time faculty member (A. Cox, 2000; Brinkman, 1985) in an increasingly 

vocationalized context of life-long learning and student as “customer and consumer” is 

moving from the “periphery” of higher education (community colleges) to the “core” 

(universities) (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; Brint, 2003; P. Scott, 2000, Cohen, 1998; 

Parnell, 1990). (Professor Brint did note this trend in a 2003 reprise of the book.) Indeed, 

one prominent community college scholar even criticizes the colleges for 

disproportionate enrollment of minority students in transfer curricula. He inverts the 

conventional critique by pointing out that white students receive the bulk of vocational 

degrees in high-tech programs and health occupations that provide much greater rates of 

return after graduation than “academic” associate degrees (Nora, 2000). The experience 

of the present writer in the California system confirms the research of Rosenbaum et al. 

in Illinois: “Contrary to the reports of Brint and Karabel’s presidents, transfer and 

occupational programs are evenly balanced” (2006, p. 15). Grubb also defends the 

efficacy of the vocational function. He dismisses Brint and Karabel’s “diatribes” which 

ignore the real world of teaching at the colleges and the sometimes draconian social 

conditions in which marginalized students struggle for survival (Grubb & Associates, 

1999, p. 11; Grubb & Lazerson, 2004).  
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 An alternative narrative can be adduced from a critical analysis of Brint and 

Karabel’s data:  In a postindustrial, globalizing society higher education, especially the 

community college, may be less a path to upward mobility than a check on downward 

mobility of individuals in an increasingly complex and competitive society (Lazerson, 

1998; Kuttner, 1997; Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Cohen, 1969b). While addressing the 

omnivorous training and communications requirements of a new style of “third wave” 

(Toffler, 1980) corporate capitalism, community colleges also become “shock absorbers” 

for displaced workers, welfare clients, and people who require lifelong learning to 

maintain their proximate status in society. Brint and Karabel criticize the vocational 

thrust of community colleges from a traditional liberal arts perspective, ignoring the fact 

that most of contemporary higher education is both pressured and grudgingly 

accommodating itself to the task of contributing to the stocks of scientific, technical, and 

human capital deemed necessary for maintaining a relentless world-economic struggle 

(Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; Cohen, 1998; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Rhoades & Slaughter, 

1997).  

 Higher education professionals, students, and workers are tied increasingly to 

production and power constellations requiring “discontinuos reinvention of institutions... 

[and] flexible specialization of production” (Sennett 1998, p. 47; see also Soros, 1998; 

Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997). As postindustrial social signifiers of meaning shift from the 

professional and personal to wealth and consumption (Bergquist, 1998; Kuttner, 1997), 

community college researchers should at least consider Frye’s rejoinder to social 

reproduction and institutional contradiction theorists: “Community college enthusiasts 

 



327 

cannot be elevating social classes, only individuals” (1994, p. 205; Cohen, 1977). Brint 

and Karabel and the social reproductionist school of community college criticism would 

also benefit from close readings of more nuanced and granular analyses of community 

college student outcomes (see Adelman, 2005; Levey, 2005).  

 Nevertheless, The Diverted Dream remains a theoretical colossus in the under 

theorized world of community college scholarship. For the historian of the community 

college, critics such as Brint and Karabel (1989) and Dougherty (1994) provide a 

challenging reading and substantive synthesis of primary and secondary sources on the 

growth of the institution. Theoretical underdevelopment and defensiveness in the 

practitioner’s culture induces it to ignore criticism and to cling to illusions that open 

access translates automatically into egalitarian outcomes.  

 The long-standing diffidence of community college leaders and faculty to 

university-based criticism attenuate efforts to both improve student outcomes and to 

navigate the colleges through the white water of accelerating social and economic 

change. Practitioners should celebrate the work of such critics precisely because it has 

stimulated more penetrating research on student outcomes (Adelman, 2005; Levy, 2005; 

Rosenbaum et al.; J. Levin, 2007), which forges the path to improving student 

achievement and student learning. 

 For the putative “teaching college,” the most recent case in point of the 

practitioner culture’s obliviousness to research is the virtual silence on Grubb and 

associates’s path breaking, qualitative study of community college teaching (1999). After 

a century of practice, the movement has finally produced a major study of teaching that is 
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both theoretical and empirical. Yet, based on the current researcher’s experience as a 

faculty member and chief instructional officer in the California and Arizona systems, 

there has been little recognition of the study’s efficacy at the faculty or managerial levels. 

The idea that up to one quarter of community college classes may exhibit “collapsed 

standards” should cause alarm rather than indifference. Community college 

responsiveness has well-defined limits when it comes to serious, critical scholarship on 

core educational processes. Clowes makes a similar point regarding Brint and Karabel: 

“The Diverted Dream, unfortunately, did not have much effect on the practitioner 

because it’s not part of the sermon they want to hear” (1991, p. 11).  

 
New Learning College? 

 In the mid-1990s, prominent practitioners centered in Southern California and 

associated with the League for Innovation in the Community College attempted to bypass 

critics by playing offense. They claimed that the colleges were in the process of 

launching a “learning revolution,” as they made the shift from a teaching to a new 

“learning paradigm.” The paradigm would focus on the learner and be validated by 

student outcomes assessment (G. Boggs, 1993; Barr & Tagg, 1995; O’Banion, 1997). In 

the words of George Boggs, then president of Palomar college and current AACC 

president, they were “reinventing community colleges” (1993). The learning college’s 

focus on facilitated learning, skills development, competency-based training, “learning 

modules,” and information technology as pedagogy was quite congruent with growing 

managerial emphasis on economic and workforce development through expanded 
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partnerships with business and industry (Parnell, 1986, 1990; D. Scott, 1997, Zeiss, 1997; 

Community College League of California, 2000; J. Levin, 2000).  

 The learning paradigm takes an instrumental approach to education in which the 

“‘product’ of these services and programs is the student-learner who either completes a 

program or who graduates with and AA or AS” (Community College League of 

California, 2000, pp. 10-11). At the turn of the century, several scholars connect this 

alleged paradigm shift to resource dependency, the information revolution, and global 

economic development. One group argues that the metaphor of the “entrepreneurial 

college” (Grubb et al., 1997) captures the emerging agenda of community college 

leaders; the entrepreneurial college demonstrates enthusiasm for accepting new roles, 

foraging for new opportunities, and “an eagerness to expand into new ‘markets’” (Grubb 

& Associates, 1999, p. 7; Bailey & Morest, 2004). The new “landscape” encompasses 

workforce training for specific firms and attempts to shore up local economies by 

attracting businesses and increasing employment. These economic functions are aligned 

with the community development and improvement agenda.  

 Another group of scholars offers the metaphor of “new world college” for 

comprehending the trajectory of mission change into the twenty-first century. Nouveau 

College is shaped by and in turn facilitates globalization, neo-liberal ideology, and 

information technology as it is managed to meet the imperatives of economic 

development and workforce training (Levin et al.; J. Levin, 2000). As the mission is 

reshaped, there is increasing pressure from management for community colleges to 

realign their institutions with corporate values and business practices: “[C]ommunity 
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colleges have increasingly focused their mission on outcomes influenced by external 

entities—businesses, governments, and multinational corporations (Levin et al., p. 135). 

Whatever the tensions and convergences between these two perspectives, they view the 

idea of a learning revolution in the colleges as more rhetorical and ideological than a 

major institutional shift (Grubb, 1999; J. Levin, 2001a; Levin et al.). The inner logic of 

the “learning college” discourse was to leverage the colleges into more entrepreneurial 

and business-like behaviors by weakening faculty control over the teaching-learning 

process.  

 The 1995 publication of “From Teaching to Learning: A New Paradigm for 

Undergraduate Education” by Barr and Tagg of Palomar College was greeted by national 

leaders of the community college movement as both an intellectual event and a turning 

point in community college theory and practice. The editors of Change Magazine 

commented that no article had generated as much response or controversy. Almost 

simultaneously with Barr and Tagg the Community College Journal published 

O’Banion’s influential article on “A Learning College for the 21st Century” (1996). At 

the time, O’Banion was president of the League for Innovation in the Community 

College. He soon published a book by the same title (1997). It includes case studies from 

six community colleges that are struggling with the related issues of organizational 

change, quality processes, assessment, and implementation of the “learning paradigm.” 

Praise for these works signaled a significant shift in AACC thinking and strategy about 

the community college mission in the next century. They represent a theoretical riposte to 

the community college critics even though they are unmentioned in the polemics.  
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 The intended audiences for the learning paradigm are policymakers and faculty. 

The discourse privileges learning over teaching, reconceptualizes the role of faculty, 

posits a more aggressive and directive leadership role for administrators, and emphasizes 

technology-based learning and outcomes assessment while eliding liberal education and 

collegiality. It is an adjunct to the “new economic development” and “workforce skills” 

training agenda (Community College League of California, 2000; O’Banion, 1997; 

Warford & Flynn, 2000; Dougherty & Bakia, 1999; Jacobs, 1995). 

 Barr and Tagg argued that the “new paradigm” requires community colleges to 

revise their missions: “In the Instructional Paradigm, the mission of the college is to 

provide instruction, to teach....In the Learning Paradigm the mission of the college is to 

produce learning” (p. 15). This assertion may sound simple minded, even tautological. 

But if one considers the potential impact on community college cultures, organizational 

structures, strategies, systems, and resource allocation, then it has profound implications. 

O’Banion defines a learning college as one that “places learning first and provides 

educational experiences for learners anyway, anyplace, anytime” (1996, p. 22; c.f., 

Gleazer, 1980—”anytime, anyplace, anywhere”). He cites the Wingspread Group on 

Higher Education:  

We must redesign all our learning systems to align our entire education enterprise 
with the personal, civic, and workplace needs of the 21st century...we need to 
educate more people...to far higher standards, and do it as effectively and 
efficiently as possible. (Wingspread Group on Higher Education, 1993, p. 1) 
 

An interesting question for community college theorists is:  Why did the rather 

unremarkable (in light of community colleges’ historic student-centeredness) rhetoric of 

Tagg, Barr, and O’Banion so quickly absorb the attention and support of national 
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community leaders and presidents around the country? A provisional answer may be 

found in the following analysis of a polemic published by the League for Innovation.  

Emblematic of the shift in national leaders’ mission thinking under the impact of 

postindustriality and the information revolution is Kay McClenney’s (1998) “Community 

Colleges Perched at the Millenium (sic): Perspectives on Innovation, Transformation, and 

Tomorrow” (from the this writer’s perspective, if the League is going to lead community 

colleges into the new millennium, then it should spell better than its students). As a long-

time practitioner and policy analyst in the Colorado and Texas systems, McClenney 

employs evocative rhetoric to advocate for a new high-tech, postindustrial mission. She 

begins by asserting that innovation has positioned community colleges “at the forefront 

of American higher education.” But transformation of this vanguard mission is her 

purpose: 

[F]orces are compelling us to raise the questions, make hard choices, and 
implement the necessary changes so that innovations can move to something 
greater--from first order to second order change, from the margins to the centers 
of our organizations, from the superficial to the fundamental, from the exception 
to the norm, from scale-model to full-scale—from innovation to transformation. 
(1998, p. 1, emphasis in original) 
 

The fundamental mission shift is from “teaching to learning....survival depends on it”    

(p. 1). The change-drivers, or “forces,” are “markets, technology, and the drive for 

performance and accountability.” She resorts to fear: “Over 200 institutions of higher 

education have closed in the past 10 years, and that is only the beginning.” The solutions 

are “performance indicators, performance funding, performance contracting and 

performance pay. And it is not going away, however hard we wish” (p. 2).  
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 McClenney seeks to persuade faculty that “lecturing to students is...an 

unaffordable and infeasible model for meeting future demands.” They will engage in 

“mentoring and case management, serving as managers of an array of learning resources, 

using technology to deliver essential information....[S]omeone will be educational 

brokering, working like financial planners or travel agents...” (p. 2). O’Banion (1996) 

asserts that these “someones” may not be faculty in the traditional sense but rather 

“specialists...employed on a contract basis to produce specific products or ...services... 

[working] part-time, often from their homes, linked to learners through technology”      

(p. 1). According to McClenney, these will be difficult “transformations” for faculty and 

especially administrators: 

Those who choose this path will encounter brambles and potholes and even fierce 
creatures. They will write home about warring tribes and terrorism and 
technology that does not work. You can fail to lead transformation and be known 
as one of those who fiddled while Rome burned. Or you can get out there and lead 
and maybe lose your career as a consequence. (1998, p. 4) 

 
Interestingly, this triumph of rational-technical processes is accompanied by no clear 

specification of the learning competencies required for this fractionated, technology-

based education. However, this postindustrial, post-conventional paradigm was embraced 

with alacrity by a wide range of national community college leaders, presidents, and 

business groups (Alfred & Carter, 1997; Doucette, 1997; Hodges & Milliron, 1997, 

Johnson & Lobello, 1996). 

McClenney’s (1998) mission discourse focuses on the student as a 

customer/consumer and rejects traditional community college culture:  

This cultural change is a profound shift from a focus on the needs of faculty and 
administrators to a focus on the needs of students and other customers. It is a shift 
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from a culture of entitlement to a culture of performance, from a culture of 
anecdote to a culture of evidence. It is a shift from a model focused on student 
and community deficiencies to a model presuming potential and capacity. (p. 3) 

 
But “capacity” for what? McClenney is not explicit on this point.  

There is an unexamined contradiction between the learning paradigm’s emphasis 

on the student as customer of a bundle of services supplied by colleges and “learning 

facilitators” and an economic development model that frames the essential mission of the 

colleges as serving the needs and requirements of the corporations at the lowest possible 

unit cost. Rather than customers, students and learners are the “products” of the process. 

The private sector is seen as the real “customer” of community college 

education/training.  

The “shift from teaching to learning” pays little heed to the issues of remediation, 

diversity, community building on and off campus (McClenney does allude to the issue of 

community), student development outside the computer lab or offline, integrated general 

education, or quality transfer outcomes, which are subordinated increasingly to the 

market and information technology (see O’Banion, 1997). The new learning college ideal 

gives short shrift to the traditional community college mission associated with the 

collegial, general education, and transfer functions, or even conventional occupation 

education associated with the comprehensive mission (J. Levin, 2000). Learning options 

will require: “Prescribed, preshrunk portable modules in such areas as general education 

core courses or specific skills training. These are universally recognized packages 

developed by knowledge organizations such as the American Medical Association or 

major companies such as AT&T” (O’Banion, 1996, p. 22). There is no consideration of 
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the potential perils of “preshrinking” and “modularizing” a community college 

curriculum that has been criticized for decades for “dumbing down” and “bitting” of both 

academic knowledge and cognitive development (Grubb & Associates, 1999; McGrath & 

Speare, 1991; Richardson et al.).  

Systematized technological bitting of the curriculum does not assure the quality 

outcomes advocated by the “visionary leaders” of the learning movement; and, it may 

result in a further decline of academic standards and outcomes. The new discourse fails to 

address the research conclusion of Path and Hammons (1999, p. 478) that for the past 

thirty years “community colleges appear to have become bastians (sic) of academic 

cowardice” regarding the general education curriculum and outcomes by simply ignoring 

the problem. Indeed, the national leaders and learning paradigm theorists have looked the 

other way as many community college general education “programs” have been gutted to 

the point of incoherence (Dougherty, 1994; Cohen & Brawer, 2003).  

An economic and skills development model that ends up swamping the 

curriculum has the potential to further marginalize the general education function of the 

colleges by channeling the organizational behavior of the colleges away from collegiality. 

As Jacobs asserts candidly for the League:  

Targeted training and education continue to be offered, but only in response to the 
learning initiatives of business and industry. Companies must want and need the 
services of the community colleges and define, from the perspective of customers, 
the role they want these institutions to play. (1995, p. 1) 
 
The learning paradigm’s call to rationalize, fractionate, computerize, marketize, 

and quantify the learning process is an example of some community college leaders 

reflecting the imperatives of a postindustrial, globalizing capitalism that embraces 
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supply-side fiscal policy to substitute capital and technology for labor. It commodifies 

knowledge and learning, quantifies inputs and outputs (performance indicators, 

performance funding, performance contracting, and performance pay) and privileges 

markets over Gleazer’s community service ethic.  

Advocates of the learning paradigm pay scant regard to the critical literature of 

the community college that documents declining transfer rates (Rendon, 1993; Grubb, 

1989; Cohen & Brawer, 1996), “embarrassing” retention (Vaughan, 1988), and the 

tracking of minority students especially into low level skills curricula (“California’s Dirty 

Little Secret,” 1999). There has been little response from learning college advocates to 

Vaughan’s (1991b) impassioned plea that the community colleges should avoid 

becoming part of an institutional racist system that will blunt the aspirations of minorities 

for baccalaureate attainment and entry into the professions. O’Banion offers a 

technological fix for multicultural challenges: “An additional value that technology 

brings to the learning college model is that, for the most part, technology is ism-free. 

Unless it is designed into the system on purpose or unintentionally, technology is free of 

racism, sexism, and ageism” (1997, p. 72). He seems unaware of a century of debate and 

criticism regarding the value-neutral nature of technology (Slaughter, 1990).  

Practitioners and scholars are better served by Adelman’s empirical analysis 

(1999, 2005) that it is the rigor and integrity of the curriculum and degree and certificate 

completions that are the “true bottom line for college administrators, state legislators, 

parents and most importantly, students—not retention to the second year, not persistence 

without a degree, but completion”  (Adelman, 1999, p. 1). While reengineering and 
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marketizing of community colleges and technological bitting of the curriculum may 

reflect the logic of postindustrial capitalism, the consequences for most academic labor 

and students are problematic—a “trump for power.” 

The faculty implications of the new learning mission in the context of the 

educational marketplace are in line with both the “pessimistic scenario” and the 

“inversions of managed professionals” described in Rhoades and Slaughter (1997), 

Rhoades (1997), Slaughter and Rhoades (2004), and Levin et al. The present writer has 

seldom heard faculty speak favorably of the learning paradigm. Faculty members who 

focus on academics and the transfer function view the economic development model and 

technology-based learning solutions with suspicion as threats to the traditional 

comprehensive mission and liberal learning. Some fear that the impact of computers and 

the new instructional technologies have begun redefinition of professional roles in the 

colleges (Levin et al.; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; R. Williams, 2002; J. Levin, 2001a, 

1998b; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994).  

The processes of “speedup” and weakening of professional identity penetrate 

institutions in the guise of improving efficiency. Increasingly, administrators and faculty 

assume the work of support staff via “more efficient computer technology” while 

experiencing a significant expansion of workloads in many colleges (Levin et al.; J. 

Levin, 2001a; Rhoades, 1997; Aronowitz & DiFazio, 1994). Institutions employ 

technology to “streamline” operations (J. Levin, 1998b). “Short-term, contract, or 

episodic labor” is on the agenda of many organizations in “the new capitalism” (Sennet, 
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1998). Short time frames, networked communications, and organizational and managerial 

“flexibility” weaken informal trust and fragment cultures in postindustrial organizations: 

THE SYSTEM OF POWER which lurks in modern forms of flexibility consists 
of three elements: discontinuous reinvention of institutions; flexible specialization 
of production; and concentration of power without centralization of power. The 
facts which fall under each of these categories are familiar to most of us, rather 
than arcane; it is harder to assess the personal consequences of these facts. 
(Sennett, 1998, p. 47) 

 
 There is a remarkable synchronicity between Sennett’s description of institutional 

life and the design (or designs) of the “learning mission.” Faculty and administrators are 

implored to ferret out “previous emphasis on teaching and instruction in all their official 

and unofficial documents,” assuring that “learning occurs in a flexible and appropriate 

environment” (O’Banion 1996, pp. 11-13).  

 Obscuring issues of power, learning advocates bemoan the fate of administrators 

who must implement the difficult but “necessary” business of redefining flexibility as a 

“requirement of job security” in community colleges (McClenney, 1998; Johnson & 

Lobello, 1996). The thrust of the learning paradigm is to make the colleges handmaidens 

of the business consumers of “learning” and to weaken the professional autonomy of 

faculty. Managerial authority and control are enhanced as contracted and part-time 

“technology facilitators” play a more strategic role in the “learning process” (Slaughter & 

Rhoades, 2004). Note the contrast with Astin’s prescription for the collegiate mission: 

“[T]rue excellence lies in the institution’s ability to affect its students and faculty 

favorably, to enhance their intellectual and scholarly development, and to make a positive 

difference in their lives” (1985, pp. 60-61).  
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 The current writer and practitioner can attest that the postindustrial learning 

discourse has achieved little traction in the culture of community college academic 

faculty. The idea of student-centeredness has always been a significant component of 

faculty narratives. But who controls the classroom teaching process is fundamental. This 

writer was surprised when he crossed over into administrative culture after two decades 

in the classroom to hear conversations among administrators about the utility of the 

“learning paradigm” for undercutting faculty institutional influence. During his first 

assignment as a chief instructional officer, he was even more surprised that his former 

colleagues responded with outrage when he articulated the learning paradigm at the 

behest of the new president who soon demonstrated inordinate eagerness to replace labor 

with technology. Ultimately, her own management “team” voted no confidence in her 

leadership. His next vice presidency was at an excellent California community college 

that had prided itself on being “Berkeley South” since 1913. Supporting students and 

excellence in teaching were central to faculty identity. Computers and information 

technology played important but subordinate roles in an institution that believed students 

required “high touch” much more than “high tech” (J. Levin, 2007, chp. 5). Only one 

administrator and one faculty member with administrative ambitions attempted to 

articulate O’Banion’s and Barr and Tagg’s positions during his five-year tenure at the 

institution. At the writer’s next assignment as vice president of instruction at a newer 

college (40 years) in Northern California, he was informed by the Academic Senate that 

conflict had erupted between the previous vice president and faculty when Barr and Tagg 

were invited to the college by administration to persuade faculty to embrace the 
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“paradigm shift.” Faculty resistance exemplifies how professional norms, interest, and 

the dynamics of organizational culture may buffer the institution from environmental 

pressure and mission drift.  

 It is remarkable how quickly the learning paradigm public discourse subsided in 

the face of widespread faculty opposition across the community college organizational 

field. Roueche, Milliron (interestingly O’Banion’s successor with the League), and 

Roueche describes the ignominious retreat:  

An unfortunate turn in learning-centered education emerged in the mid-1990s, 
with the publication of Barr and Tagg’s article….the core conceptual argument 
Barr and Tagg advanced was that the key challenge was a focus on teaching rather 
than on learning. The most violent rhetorical aspect of this debate was that often 
the word “teaching” became almost synonymous with “bad teaching.” Whenever 
staff development professionals spoke of teaching, they evoked images, of the 
worst of the profession, rather than the best. In often-justified bouts of frustration, 
many faculty rejected learning-centered education as disrespectful of their often 
clearly “learning-centered” efforts—seeing it as yet another hyperbole-filled 
reform concept. (2003, p. 46) 

 
 The brief rise and hard fall of the learning paradigm provides some useful lessons 

about the community college as institution. Despite a long history of concerns among 

scholars regarding professional ambiguity, muddled educational philosophy, and weak 

academics, community college faculty share strong academic norms across the national 

organizational field focused on teaching-and-learning-and-students. Community college 

faculty identify with a collegiate culture that is tied to the rest of higher education. This 

parable gives credence to the view that, “Research has also tended to ignore not only 

faculty resistance to administrators’ preferences, but also the importance of that 

antagonism for influencing the culture and priorities of particular community colleges” 

(Rosenbaum et al., p. 49). 
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 This does not mean that the Learning College has expired for many community 

college administrators. They are more circumspect in how they attempt to implement the 

concept at their institutions. Just as some community college advocates of TQM are 

careful not to use business jargon while they do “TQM type things,” administrators 

continue to push for substitutions of technology for labor, computer assisted instruction, 

smart classrooms, mandated “course management systems” training such as Blackboard, 

expanded online education, and reframing core educational processes.  

 The current writer is no exception even though his primary professional 

identification is with faculty. When he arrived at his new college, he changed his title 

from “Vice President of Instruction” to “Vice President for Student Learning and 

Economic Development.” He wrote and negotiated an intellectual property agreement 

with the faculty unions, expanded incentives for Blackboard and “On Course” training, 

ramped up online programming, and leveraged resources through Title III to establish a 

basic skills math lab. A great deal of his administrative activity is devoted to improving 

and rationalizing core educational processes and systems and developing internal 

accountability structures to improve college efficiency and effectiveness.  

 
The Student Success Advocates 

 There is a new turn in critical community college scholarship at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century. It focuses on student achievement, student outcomes, and social 

justice as primary units of analysis:  “Its institutional characteristics, history, and 

particularly its student population suggest that the community college has responsibility 

for advantaging the disadvantaged” (J. Levin, 2007, p. 185). Few practitioners would 
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disagree publicly with this statement. The present study has shown that the junior-

community college movement has been committed historically to a philosophy and 

expressed mission that embraces civic nationalism, democracy, and expanding 

educational opportunity. As the movement became institutionalized in the midst of rising 

enrollments but declining prosperity in its urban core and across the public sector, 

contradictions arose between the promise of democratic education and the requirements 

of organizational survival.  

 Under circumstances of resource dependency and hyper turbulence, many 

managers concluded that organizational survival required acquisition of new markets, 

new missions, new business opportunities—“generating revenue and pursuing greater 

levels of efficiency…have become more central to the behaviors of the institution, 

suggesting they are ends in themselves” (J. Levin, 2007, p. 185). An odious effect of 

fiscal insecurity and social liquidity is that some institutions strive for economic 

“efficiency” through educational inefficiency. The organizational expression of this 

strategy is application of the  

student churn and burn business model to survive. These institutions contend that 
it costs less to let students drop out than to provide the intensive student services 
to help unprepared students stay enrolled. As long as the number of incoming 
students exceeds those dropping out, the broad access institution is financially 
viable. (Kirst, 2007, p. 58) 
 

The business and educational model embedded in some open-access colleges was 

identified by Richardson, Fisk, and Okun in 1983 as being intimately associated with 

“curricular bitting” and, collapsed standards and inferior student outcomes. This situation 

presents an ongoing dilemma for the community college mission analysis (Bragg, 2001a).  
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 The singular insight of the student success advocates is that “student choice is 

unlikely to resolve the confusion created by the college’s multiple, independent 

purposes” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 103; Rosenbaum et al.; J. Levin, 2007; Kirst, 

2007; Tinto, 2008). These scholars are the harshest and most insistent critics of all 

precisely because they support the vision of the public community college as gateway to 

opportunity for the most disadvantaged; they are, therefore, most disturbed by gaps 

between the institutional philosophy of social and educational justice and its enactment 

where the student meets the organization at the level of the curriculum. They point out 

that “integration of students, goals, and organization is incomplete at community 

colleges, and may be why so few students complete degrees:   

Community colleges also confuse and distract students, obscure goals and 
pathways to goals, and prevent colleges from focusing on improving clarity and 
benefits. The unresolved contradictions, unfocused programs, and poor labor 
market linkages may leave students with serious shortages of information about 
the marketplace. Such contradictions could confuse any student, but are especially 
confusing for nontraditional students who cannot rely on parents as a resource for 
college information plans. (Rosenbaum et al., p. 16)  

 
 The present study has examined the social and educational origins and evolution 

of the multiple missions of the community college over the past century. This evolution 

mirrors American social change over time. A subtext of the study has been a subterranean 

“racialized” and class-based mission that drove college responses to and away from 

social demands for more than seventy years. Multiple missions appear to have been 

inevitable and even essential to community college growth and survival throughout its 

history. But can the colleges truly be the “community’s college,” if the multiplicity of 

functions, purposes, and processes become internal barriers to student success? Do 
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contemporary colleges perpetuate the racialized mission and class-based substandard 

outcomes not by denying access but through inattention to real student needs for clear 

pathways, accurate information, essential support services, and high caring quotients 

along with conventional academic teaching and learning strategies? Are they marketing, 

recruiting, even imploring students to enroll who too often fail or disappear precisely 

because they lack the cultural capital that higher education presumes they should have 

without much institutional intervention? Do practitioners too often assume that it is 

“student deficits” rather than “institutional and social deficits” that account for so many 

missing in action along the crooked path to degrees, certificates, and decent jobs?  

 For the student success advocates and critics, the tragedy of the community 

college is not that they promise much but that they fall short of their promise. For John 

Levin (2007) “the worth of an institution depends upon what it has added or altered for its 

participants and constituents” (p. 199). This eminent community college scholar and 

former practitioner describes Bakersfield College as one of his most admired institutions. 

In his case study of the college, he depicts a practitioner culture that is committed to 

warming up student aspirations and supporting student success by connecting them to 

extensive support services and creating new programs for minorities and the 

disadvantaged. He documents extraordinary staff and student testimonials to the efficacy 

of these student-centered interventions. He identifies manager-street-level-bureaucrats 

who will subvert the institution in subtle ways to achieve social justice for students. He 

describes a conflicted and contradicted institution that has perennial challenges in 

balancing its commitment to growing numbers of minority and disadvantaged students, 
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while coping with the pains and dislocations of endemic under-funding and ever growing 

community demands. The multiple, competing missions of Bakersfield College dictate 

that the college will fall short of its vision of justice and success for all. Nevertheless, he 

also demonstrates that an academic culture focused on student achievement will produce 

better outcomes for some compared to institutions that accept the inevitability of “churn 

and burn” matriculation processes. 

 
Conclusion 

 Community college “consultants” and “leaders” bent on “educational reform” and 

“increasing efficiency through technology and economic development” without 

considering the kinetics of the practitioners’ culture do more harm than good. 

Community colleges are contentious, messy environments. Every generation of national 

community college leaders has attempted to impose on faculty and students the terms of a 

“national mission” for the colleges. One source of the mission dilemma is that individual 

community colleges remain stubbornly local institutions embedded in and reflecting the 

needs, desires, and aspirations of its most immediate constituents and stakeholders, 

including faculty. It is the core educational processes and the professional commitments 

of faculty that connect individual colleges to a wider organizational field. It may be more 

accurate to imagine a thousand enacted community college missions influenced but not 

driven by a national generic mission.  

 Administrators can play a formative institutional role by introducing the national 

mission into the colleges, advocating for reasonable educational reform focused on 

quality student outcomes and improved completion rates, and making the connections 
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across the curriculum and the core educational processes as transparent as possible. But 

national leaders and administrators ignore at their peril (McClenney is correct about the 

dangers of “fierce creatures and warring tribes”) the political, cultural, and human aspects 

of organizational life. Community college practitioners are neither ciphers nor fools. The 

cultural and organizational lives and behaviors of community college faculty, staff, and 

students are socially constructed through a complicated process of cooperation, 

negotiation, compromise, and conflict (J. Levin, 1998b).  

 The organizational drama is both historically conditioned and channeled through 

the professional conceptual frameworks of the faculty. The issues of power and 

competition in these “enacted environments” make mockery of putatively programmed, 

predictable decision-making processes of educational managers or the impact of 

“transformational leaders” except for rare occasions. Stogdill and Bass (1981) state 

accurately that before you can transform an organization you must first transform the 

people. But the people who do most of the hard work at the colleges may not see 

compelling reasons to be transformed. This is particularly the case if they are denied the 

data they need to measure the results of their labor in terms of student achievement at the 

institutional, labor market, and social levels. Faculty will choose how best to utilize data 

and technology to support and enhance the learning process.  

 A comprehensive study of how quickly and universally community college 

faculty reacted to the learning paradigm would revise some recent gloomy assessments of 

faculty professional commitment and autonomy. It is the job of leadership, however, as 

pointed out by the student success advocates to buffer faculty and core educational 
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processes from the worst ravages of “postindustrial chaos.” It also the task of leadership 

to point them and connect them across the curriculum to achieve greater student success 

and institutional justice. A new drama is now unfolding in California as a committed 

coalition of researchers, faculty members and administrators struggle to establish “basic 

skills/student success action plans” at 110 community colleges (Center for Student 

Success, 2007).  
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CHAPTER 6 

THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE MISSION THEORY AND HISTORY 

 
Finally, there are community colleges, where thousands of able and 
intelligent men and women take their teaching opportunities with the 
greatest seriousness and give more than value received. Unheralded and 
scorned or patronized by “the big boys,” they carry out their mission with 
spirit and élan. There are, I am sure, indifferent community colleges as 
well as good ones, but the ones I have visited have all charmed me, and I 
am pleased to have an opportunity to express my gratitude for the lively 
times and good spirit I have experienced on my visits. 

Page Smith, 1990 
 

The hierarchy of institutions is well matched to the hierarchy of student 
profiles. At one end of the spectrum are elite private colleges and research 
universities, serving one type of student and, at the other end, the 
community college…This hierarchy includes segmented student 
populations with new or nontraditional students found at the lower end of 
the spectrum….The problem of privilege—those who are excluded and 
neglected—directly define the community college and its students. They 
are outsiders to privilege, on the periphery of prosperity, and at the bottom 
strata of prestige for institutions and students. 

John S. Levin, 2007 
 

Introduction 

 This chapter employs the historical connections and insights developed in the first 

five chapters of the present study to explain continuities and discontinuities in the 

community college mission. The analysis provides a much needed historical context for 

understanding the origins and current direction of the mission. There is no history without 

nuances. Such nuances are too often missing from discussions among researchers and 

practitioners regarding the community college as an institution.  

 The present study embraces C. Wright Mills’ dictum that, “Every social science—

or better, every well considered social study—requires an historical scope of conception 
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and full use of historical materials” (1959, p. 145; Skocpol, 1984). Historical analysis 

identifies longitudinal patterns and connections across social systems and institutions that 

shape human and organizational behavior. To understand the significance and meaning of 

formal, institutionalized education it is necessary to develop an analysis that 

comprehends the historical and social context of an educational movement. This study 

demonstrates that an historical analysis of the national mission debate will provide a 

more comprehensive understanding of the social significance and mission of community 

colleges than contemporary “snap shots” of practices and programs.  

 Historical and qualitative methods disclose complexity, contingency and 

continuity embedded in cultures and organizational systems. The historical long view 

raises questions regarding degrees of institutional change, assertions of transformational 

leadership, pedagogical revolutions, and ontological divides. The confluence of 

organization theory and historical reconstruction in this chapter provides insight into the 

enacted mission of the contemporary community college and the degree to which it is a 

“revised institution” (J. Levin, 2000). The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

theoretical implications of the study for understanding the community college. 

 
Historical Implications of the Study 

 A second dissertation could be written on the cascading studies and variant 

analyses of the community college mission and outcomes in the early twenty-first 

century. The emerging narratives around the “Entrepreneurial Community College” 

(Grubb et al.) and “Nouveau College” (Levin et al.) will some day merit entire studies of 

their own. The long-term effect on the mission and outcomes of the colleges of what 
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Dougherty and Bakia (1999) term “The New Economic Development Role of the 

Community College” is impossible to gauge at this point. Will the “entrepreneurial 

college” or the “globalized” and “revised institution” (J. Levin, 2000) swallow up the 

traditional college dedicated to a comprehensive mission serving its local community? Or 

might the contemporary collapse of global finance capitalism and the hasty retreat from 

neo-conservatism and neo-liberalism lead the colleges back from the mission emphasis of 

“college for the economy” to “college for the community”? One can only speculate.  

 What is clear from the present historical study is that the “new landscape” and 

“Nouveau College” are not unprecedented in community college history. What is new is 

the accelerating rate at which the triple threats of social and organizational liquidity, 

resource dependency, and neo-liberal ideology are creating postindustrial institutional 

“hyper-turbulence” that contorts the mission without, yet, shattering it. 

 The present study provides a more textured and complex view of the community 

college mission than is the norm in studies that take into account the impact of a few 

variables analyzed over brief time frames (Cohen, 2005). The study helps to answer 

George Vaughan’s question: “Why is it difficult to explain to the public in simple 

understandable terms the twin towers of the community college philosophy: open access 

and comprehensiveness?” (1991a, p. 2). It also provides perspective on the various 

“revolutions” and “paradigm shifts” that were supposed to have altered the mission. 

Educational reforms collide or slip against the mission periodically like faults in the 

earth’s crust, but the earthquake’s aftermath reveals a familiar landscape.  
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 The junior-community college began as more of an idea than an institution 

(Goodwin, 1973). Early junior college leaders and scholars attempted to define a generic 

national mission that ran the gamut of roles from capstones to high school general 

education, to transfer education, and terminal vocational education. But individual junior 

colleges were created as local community institutions tied to a sister high school. The 

colleges were organized for parochial reasons rooted in local community conditions, 

boosterism, and even prejudices (Pederson, 2000). There was no common generative 

theory that guided the development of individual colleges (Frye, 1992).  

 It is too simple a proposition to assert that junior colleges began as transfer 

institutions, but as they evolved into comprehensive colleges in the 1960s institutional 

leaders and national vanguards managed student ambitions by either cooling them out of 

college or diverting them into vocational education (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Dougherty, 

1994). The early movement at local level simply lacked that much organizational and 

thematic coherence (Pedersen, 2000; Frye, 1992). The AAJC made a strong commitment 

to the vocational project in the in the 1920s. The local movement in California and Texas 

especially was more vocationalized by the 1930s than is asserted by some critics of the 

junior college mission. While national movement leaders certainly touted terminal 

vocational education, it was local conditions and local labor markets as well as student 

choice that shaped the outlines of the curriculum. The ideal was always a balance 

between transfer and vocational programming. Influential local leaders understood that 

the “preparatory function” was a critical component of the junior college market share of 

students as well as playing an important legitimizing role in their communities 
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(Harberson, 1942b; Hill, 1938). The contemporary national organization field still 

maintains a rough equality between transfer and vocational curricula (Rosenbaum, et al.; 

Appendix A, Figure 3).  

 The present study demonstrates that, similar to the comprehensive high school, 

junior-community colleges have always embraced the ideals of the dignity of work, the 

worth of the individual, and the role of education in maintaining a democratic polity. 

Educating for citizenship and preparing students for the world of work were the central 

educational goals of the colleges. At the same time, the study underscores the gaps 

between community college ideals and the realities of a racialized, class-based, and 

patriarchal civic nationalism that pervaded the movement for at least the first sixty years 

with ongoing consequences for today’s students.  

 The organizational behavior and culture of the colleges reflect a pragmatic (and 

very American) conception that the primary purpose of schooling is to prepare, educate, 

and train productive citizens who will be able to support themselves. There is no doubt 

that the national junior-community “vanguard” lodged in the AAJC/AACC attempted to 

accelerate vocationalization of the new institutions because it furthered their professional 

interests and created a defensible niche for the colleges within American labor markets 

(Frye, 1991; Dougherty, 1994). But it is also clear that it was community contexts, labor 

market signals, state-level public policy, resource dependency, and consumer choices that 

ultimately defined and drove the mission behavior of individual colleges.  
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 Brint and Karabel would have profited from a close reading of Merton E. Hill’s 

Symposium (1938). The best informed contemporary observer of California’s junior 

colleges in the 1930s demonstrates that  

the greatest impulse to the establishment of public junior colleges has come from 
the students themselves. In recent years the establishing of a new public junior 
college has come only after scores and perhaps hundreds of high school graduates 
have gone back to high school for additional training. (p. 7)  
 

Demographics, student behavior, and community demands for local postsecondary 

education and training stimulated the proliferation of local junior colleges and defined the 

contours of the mission.  

 By 1937 in California, this meant there were more than twice as many students 

enrolled in junior colleges as in the state four-year college and university system (Hill, 

1938, p. 8). Junior colleges were founded and the mission and curriculum were shaped 

through a process of negotiation and compromise that was driven by consumers, 

channeled through communities, certified by policymakers, and influenced, but not 

determined, by administrators and faculty who saw the new institutions as providing 

professional opportunities, status, and economic security for both their students and 

themselves.  

 In the South most public junior colleges were designed to be exclusively white 

institutions providing worthy boys and a few girls the opportunity to compete for 

relatively scarce slots in state university systems or to acquire vocational skills as quickly 

as possible. Acquiring marketable work skills in the midst of depression was a worthy 

educational goal. This market niche for junior-community colleges was as important to 
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some community members desiring economic security as it was to movement leaders 

coveting professional advancement.  

 In the North and especially the West, the mission of the public junior-community 

college was to serve local communities, train students for citizenship through expanded 

general education beyond high school, and to prepare them for expanding labor markets. 

Students would be educated for the professions with transfer degrees in mind or as 

semiprofessionals who would acquire competitive advantages in the local labor markets. 

Junior college education included options for adult education, liberal transfer education, 

vocational education, and personal interest (cultural programs) courses. The phenomenon 

noted by Eells in 1941 of increasing numbers of “vocational” students transferring to and 

doing well at universities undercuts the either-or arguments of vocational critics.  

 Vocationaliztion came early to California as industrial development accelerated 

along the coast and across Southern California. In industrializing areas such as Los 

Angeles, Pasadena, and Long Beach where economic growth was dynamic and the 

ecology of local labor markets was rich and diverse, vocational education was a major 

component of the program service mix of some local missions from the beginning of the 

movement (Hill, 1938; Cohen & Brawer, 1996). The historical record on California in 

particular contravenes the higher education narrative that early junior colleges resembled 

university preparatory schools and that vocationalism acquired its prehensile grip on the 

colleges only when an alliance of leaders and policymakers finally highjacked the 

mission in the 1970s.  
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 In Pasadena, there was a roughly equal division between transfer education and 

vocational options in the 1930s (Harberson, 1938). For Long Beach with its great port 

and extensive industrial sector, junior college transfer education constituted less than 

30% of the curriculum but the students were able to employ the curriculum in such a way 

that nearly 50% of courses could be defined as “dual purpose” bridging vocational and 

general education courses with transfer.  

 It is note worthy that the Long Beach Junior College principal emphasized that 

“no rigid line of demarcation has been drawn between these three curricula. A student 

may enroll in any course of the curricula he desires if his own personal interest dictates 

such a selection and wise counsel approves” (Lounsbury, 1938, p. 39). This picture of the 

functional mission and consumer choice from 1938 mirrors student behavior in today’s 

community college where more than half of the university transfers (as Professor Brint 

now recognizes) matriculate from community college vocational programs (Cohen, 1990; 

Brint, 2003).  

 Los Angeles Junior College, with its large middle class-population and close 

proximity to several four-year institutions, maintained a balanced curriculum of 30.9% 

transfer, 34.1% vocational, and 35% cultural programming. More rural and isolated 

communities and counties possessed less rich and complex labor markets. The relative 

paucity of higher education options for the hometown college aspirants and declining job 

opportunities in predominantly agricultural economies dictated that student interest and 

college curricula would be heavily weighted toward the collegiate and transfer functions. 
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Communities such as Bakersfield, Fullerton, Marin, and Brawley supported students in 

transfer curricula that dwarfed vocational offerings (Hill, 1938).  

 Based on analysis of hundreds of primary and secondary documents, the author of 

the present study concludes that the founders of the movement were men (and a few 

women) who believed in both social hierarchy and the expansion of opportunity. They 

possessed an instinctive, if theoretically impoverished, sensitivity to the perennial 

tensions between capitalism and democracy. They were tempered by relative economic 

privation and insecurity in childhood, a world war, and a frightening depression. They 

possessed a clear, tough-minded conception of the strengths and weaknesses of American 

society but were also civic nationalists. From our cynical, postmodern perspective they 

were almost simple minded in their optimism about the possibilities of the American 

dream; however, while some of their contemporaries became reactionaries, they remained 

firmly committed to the ideals of “progress,” economic and human growth, and 

individual and social discipline through education.  

 Movement leaders saw a need, especially in the depths of the depression and the 

crises associated with the rise of Fascism and World War II, for a new kind of 

educational institution, providing expanded training for both work and citizenship. They 

felt the pressure of constituents and stakeholders who, traumatized by the depression, 

were demanding more secure employment. They were hardly the vehicle of a ruling class 

initiative to disenfranchise or divert the working class, and they created and nurtured a 

movement that expanded educational opportunity for millions of people (Cohen & 

Brawer, 1996). As Brint and Karabel (1989) note, ruling classes and corporations hardly 
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noticed the junior colleges at least until the publication of President’s Commission on 

Higher Education report, Higher Education for American Democracy, in 1947.  

Rather than depicting community college leaders as either betrayers of the 

working classes (social reproduction theory) or self-interested elites that bend the 

institutions to their own needs and purposes (state relativist theory), it is more accurate to 

conceive of national community college leaders as “opportunistic policy entrepreneurs;” 

they continually scan the environment for new resources, providing advice to local 

colleges on methods of adapting them to public policy signals to play a strategic role in 

advancing economic growth. From this perspective, the Truman Commission’s 

(President’s Commission on Higher Education, 1947b) relative privileging of community 

colleges is explicable as both an educational and economic public policy initiative. Since 

community colleges relied substantially on local sources of revenue, they were a cost 

effective strategy for expanding higher education services for a labor force that would 

require higher skill levels supporting economic growth. Community colleges were a cost-

effective, logical cognate of Truman’s Council of Economic Advisors postwar initiative 

to abandon “scarcity economics” for “economic growthmanship” after W.W. II (Collins, 

2000).   

Most early junior colleges were located in small or medium sized communities in 

predominantly rural counties. Local movement leaders were sensitive to the majority of 

student-consumers who demanded transferable courses because terminal vocational 

curricula would have offered them little opportunity in weak local labor markets (Frye, 

1992). Dougherty (1994) demonstrates that Washington junior colleges began as 
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university parallel institutions. Vocationalization only began in earnest after WW II. But 

this is because the pre-war Washington economy relied primarily on agriculture, fishing, 

extractive industries, and shipping, areas not requiring much in the way of formal 

technical education. Similar to California’s Central Valley, there were few local four-year 

college options for students and even fewer opportunities within pre-professional labor 

markets. Leaders may have pushed vocationalization of the system after the war for 

personal and professional reasons but they were only able to do so because Washington 

labor markets were more complex after the war; student-consumers saw opportunities for 

vocational advancement through community colleges. There is also little doubt that 

Washington’s educational leaders and policymakers attempted to pressure more 

educational consumers into vocational tracks.  

 The vocationalization of the Massachusetts system as described by Brint and 

Karabel is exactly the “pile of anomalies” ascribed to it by Burton Clark (1990). With the 

most extensive private higher education sector in the country, it made perfect sense for 

this late arriver to the community college world to shape itself as an instrument of 

economic development and a training reservoir for local labor markets. Massachusetts 

governors from Foster Furcolo to Dukakis and Romney have viewed community colleges 

as instruments of economic development, above all else. They shared this conception 

with the Truman Commission and governors in other states who viewed economic and 

workforce development as major priorities.  

 The recent, almost obsessive, community college concern about skills training for 

the workforce, economic development, and supporting business and corporations is really 
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more a matter of emphasis than a startling change in the mission. The data supplied by 

Merton Hill’s (1938) informants—chief instructional officers of 37 California public 

junior colleges—confirms that college leaders were grappling with many of the same 

problems, environmental pressures, and social and economic demands as postindustrial 

colleges today.  

 Pre-war junior college leaders and faculty shared a number of professional 

concerns and commitments with their twenty-first century counterparts. California 

colleges in particular, given their endemic resource dependency and community 

connections, have always evidenced enthusiasm for vocational education, workforce 

training, and economic development (Lange, 1918). The experience of successful W.W. 

II workforce training suggests that the recent mission emphasis on workforce training is 

hardly a major rupture with past practice.  

 Community college leaders have long understood that political and economic 

expediency dictates stretching the comprehensive mission in the direction of labor 

markets and public policy. No California community college leader opposed publicly the 

recent legislative incorporation of economic development into the overall mission of the 

California community college system. This merely codifies practices dating back to the 

1930s. The real difference between the era of the 1930s and the present is the rapidity of 

social and economic change and the level of expectation on the part of policymakers and 

businesses regarding the community college now that it is an education and training giant 

ministering to more than 11 million people nationally. The state is ever more insistent 
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that the contemporary colleges must be instruments of economic development by policy 

and design. 

Institutional Theory and the Mission 

 Burton Clark (1960, 1990) and Arthur Cohen (1969a, 1969b, 1969c, 1977) argued 

that the most fundamental problem in defining the community college qua institution is 

not that its mission and identity are rooted in comprehensiveness. From the university, 

higher education perspective, the colleges tend toward opportunism. Organizational 

behavior is driven by markets and defined by the institutional environment and character 

of the clientele predominantly, as opposed to a clear set of philosophical predicates and 

professional values and norms.  

 Applying institutional theory,  M. Meyer (1988) argues that the community 

college sector of postsecondary educations exemplifies a “weak organizational field” 

with individual colleges modeling “ incomplete institutionalization”: “[C]ommunity 

colleges do so many different things, some of which overlap other levels of education, 

that their purposes are not easily understood by students, staff, or others” (p. 87). Since 

community colleges have no captive clientele “they adopt new functions regularly; shift 

focus, direction, and intent sporadically” (Cohen & Brawer, 1977). Cohen and Brawer 

refer to this condition as “institutional amorphism...tied to a mythical ideology” (1972, p. 

23). Similarly, DiMaggio (1988) describes to the community college as an example of an 

“incomplete institutionalization project.” Weak institutionalization and imperatives of 

organizational adaptation may cause an institution to seek legitimacy outside of its 
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“normal” organizational field, assuming such behavior has utility for organizational 

survival.  

 Community college practitioners do share a set of common professional norms 

and values that reflect their ties to the rest of higher education. Yet, some of these norms 

are peculiar to the colleges (McGrath & Spear, 1991). Practitioner norms also tend to 

bifurcation because of the inherent contradictions between managerial and faculty roles 

as well as institutionalized contradictions between full-time and part-time faculty.  

 Community colleges struggle at the bottom of the stratified higher education 

prestige system, while ministering to millions of students who possess very different 

personal and intellectual profiles from students at selective institutions. Because of 

mission drift, organizational opportunism, community contexts, and extensive variances 

in student profiles, conventional academic frameworks have difficulty explaining 

community college missions and outcomes. This is why the present study employs a 

multidisciplinary framework that utilizes historical analysis, social movement theory, 

organization and institutional theory, racialization theory, and even studies of evangelical 

religion. Conventional analyses have difficulty capturing the historically conditioned 

ethos and organizational thrust of the colleges. 

 The rarely explored concepts of “quasi-institutionalization” and 

“deinstitutionalization” (Powell, personal e-mail communication, March 28, 1999) offer 

metaphors for locating community colleges within the higher education cultural division 

of labor. Understanding the division of labor illuminates the relative marginality of 

community colleges within the hierarchy of professional practice (Frye, 1994; Kempner, 
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1991; Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Clark, 1960). The cultural division of labor in higher 

education conditions community college professional standards and institutional and 

student outcomes.  

 Scholars of nationalism have commented on the unique, sometimes artificial, 

cultural apparatus created by subcultures that exist on the “periphery” of dominant master 

cultures (Hobbsbawm & Ranger, 1992). Hobsbawm refers to this process as the 

“invention of traditions.” Hechter (1975) describes how the cultural division of labor 

within the British Empire was reflected in variety of synthetic cultural “traditions” that 

were employed as buffers or at least consolation in face of manipulation and oppression 

by the dominant English industrial capitalist culture. Ironically, successful buffering 

through synthetic traditions reinforced cultural domination as ethnic boundaries had the 

effect of branding the “others” as inherently inferior in the worldviews of elites. By 

analytically synthesizing political domination, economic exploitation, and cultural 

subordination, Hechter contextualizes the cultural evolution of competing nationalities 

and traditions and explains how culture contributes to the maintenance of class and status 

differentials between competing ethnic groups.  

By analogy community college advocates have expressed concern that 

asymmetrical power arrangements tied to broad disparities in resources and status in the 

higher educational organizational field contribute to the relative marginalization of both 

the institution and its students (J. Levin, 2001a; Frye, 1994; Kempner, 1991; Bogart, 

1994; Bogue, 1950a). The cultural differences among competing institutions and sectors 

reinforce disconnections among all sectors of public education on the curricular and 
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system levels even when the objective interests of most students might be better served 

by tighter coupling of matriculation and articulation processes across the entire system.  

Certainly the “going mythologies” (Adelman, 1988) within the higher circles of 

academe regarding the activities and influence of the colleges are indicative of 

entrenched perceptions of status hierarchy across the entire system (Cohen, 1990; Frye, 

1994). While probably inevitable, variable status differentiation in higher education 

contributes to the professional disjunctures and ethical suspicions attendant on a higher 

education social division of labor that affirms “quality” and selectivity among 

universities and relegates community colleges to open access, job and skills training, 

remediation, and sorting of highly diverse students.  

Policy makers’ mental models of community colleges have important 

consequences for the colleges and their students in terms of political influence, higher 

education status, and the distribution of state block grants. In a recent speech at California 

State University, Chico, the Lieutenant Governor of California, who is positioning 

himself to run for governor, had to be corrected by a community college vice president 

for his characterization of the colleges’ primary role as workforce skills training and low 

level economic development. He was unaware of the local college’s successes in 

educating nurses, respiratory therapists, high paid technicians, $70,000 a year welders, 

most of the police and firemen in the North State, and of course the transfer function in 

which Butte College transferred more than 30% of a six-year student cohort to public 

universities (Hayward et al.). Such cultural and social blind spots translate into 

discriminatory political and economic structures that supply inferior financial aid 
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packages and under-funded educational support systems to community college students 

(J. Levin, 2001a, 2007; Grubb, 1999).  

Deficient articulation systems that impede rather than facilitate the progress of 

community college students through the higher education system are another symptom of 

asymmetrical power and status relationships between the community college and 

universities sectors. These social and cultural contradictions are particularly distressing to 

practitioners and students when economic and state funding emergencies mandate 

disproportionate cuts to community colleges compared to universities (Hebel, 2003). Yet, 

the complex commitments of community colleges including being the portal for more 

than 60% of minorities into higher education would, on the face of it, imply the need for 

more not less funding. 

Consider the consequence of theorizing cultural, social, and economic domination 

and subordination as functional pattern variables in the social system of higher education:  

“That community colleges are not meeting better the needs of their students is a 

legitimate criticism, but to marginalize the institutions themselves is to further devalue 

the individuals they attempt to serve” (Kempner 1991, p. 10). In terms of institutional 

theory, the cultural division of labor in higher education and the subordination of the 

community college in one of its chosen organizational fields are reflected as relatively 

weak institutionalization in higher education but strong institutionalization in the context 

of community, business, and labor markets. This situation contributes to mission conflicts 

and contested outcomes because of uncertainties surrounding the community college’s 

appropriate organizational domain.  
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If the community college is conceptualized as constituting a unique organizational 

domain that must remain responsive to more than a thousand widely varying 

communities, then it becomes more explicable why the colleges are more likely to look to 

models of best practice within the community college organizational field, high schools 

and proprietary schools, or the business sector as opposed to universities. Whereas the 

conventional professional paradigm leads university-based critics to weaken the “domain 

consensus” regarding community colleges (Frye, 1994); local communities and state 

policy makers help to shore it up by mitigating the marginalizing influence of universities 

on community colleges and their students through community connections, technical 

training for local labor markets, economic development, and community service. 

 Consider the implications of uncertain status of community college practitioners 

as professionals in the status hierarchy of higher education. Such a condition may be 

logically tied to institutionalized pragmatism, opportunism, and heterogeneity of clientele 

and communities. But in the long-run, if the “most important condition” of the [American 

higher education] system is the general competition of independent institutions and 

sectors (Ben-David 1972, p. 25), then perhaps tolerance of non-traditional practices may 

have payoffs for the colleges vis-à-vis the struggle for organizational survival within 

increasingly competitive higher education markets. The non-traditional characteristics of 

the practitioner’s culture and the social context which spawns them explain more 

effectively amorphous missions and “erratic” organizational behavior than polemically 

brilliant, but artificial, intellectual constructs such as “relative autonomy” of leaders or 

“anticipatory subordination” (Dougherty 1994; Brint & Karabel 1989).  
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 The phenomenal growth of the colleges since World War II was facilitated by 

their organizational flexibility and opportunism. This flexibility marks them not as 

“deviant” organizational forms within higher education but rather as an alternative model 

within mass public higher education. While practitioners suffer status angst and their 

students suffer discrimination within a social and cultural hierarchy dominated by 

selective universities, the colleges acquire increased status in the policy arena in 

relationship to “undistinguished” state four-year institutions precisely because of their 

relative flexibility and broad-spectrum mission behavior (Selingo, 2000). This is because 

they are inexpensive, accessible, “open-systems” that respond readily to environmental 

pressures and local community needs. In many cases, their employees treat students more 

justly than those at universities treat their own students (J. Levin, 2007). This condition is 

reflected in the high levels of approval and support from local communities that the 

colleges often enjoy.  

 The rapid growth and expansion of the community college sector reflects a greater 

organizational congruence with the logic of postindustrial capitalism and global 

manufacturing processes than any other sector of public education. In the postindustrial 

environment mutability of missions has survival value: “ ‘[F]lexibility’ has become the 

slogan of the current transition. Despite disagreement over courses and solutions, the 

implication is that the emergent production problem [including human capital] is the 

capacity of an economy [or an institution] to absorb change” (Myles, 1990, p. 283).  
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Social Movement Theory and the Mission 

 The present study is the first scholarly attempt to fully theorize historically and 

organizationally the implications of the community college as a social and educational 

movement. 

 The historical long-view yields an interesting insight:  Since community colleges 

rarely abandon an idea or practice once it has been incorporated ideologically and 

organizationally (Vaughan, 1991a), the social movement origins and social mobilization 

tendencies of the colleges continue to be reflected in practices that may seem peculiar, 

even unprofessional, to more traditional and heavily institutionalized universities. One 

may argue in line with Stinchcombe’s concept of “cultural imprinting” (1968) that 

community college culture has been marked with a strong reformist impulse that remains 

embedded in the cultural apparatus and ideological schemas of the practitioner’s culture. 

While professionalization weakens the power of such schemas over time, it does not 

eliminate them (Slaughter, 1997). Collective organizational memory of reformist 

impulses residing in the deep structures and ideological schemas of organizational life 

may contribute to the long-term survival of the colleges. In crises caused by external 

financial or political threats, vestiges of social movement ideology tied to community 

oriented programming may facilitate organizational adaptation. The “ideological cultural 

system” (Geertz, 1964) provides one among a number of mechanisms for leaders at all 

levels of the organization to mobilize its members and community supporters to assure 

organizational adaptation and survival.  
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 In the face of environmental threat, the college that possesses a strong unifying 

ideology will respond more flexibly and effectively than one that is too ensnared in the 

hardened categories of bureaucratic restraint (Smart et al.). Social mobilization may be 

impeded by importation of competing professional paradigms that reinforce the cultural 

division of labor within higher education and magnify cultural contradictions within and 

among the colleges. The community college baccalaureate movement is a case in point 

that is already leading to new forms of professional stratification and further diffusing the 

traditional mission in these new “four-year colleges” (J. Levin, 2004).  

 As leaders and managers become more “business-like” and “professionalized,” (J. 

Levin, 2001a, 1997b; McCarthy & Zald, 1987) elements of the practitioner and faculty 

culture remain reservoirs of movement idealism (Cain, 1999; J. Levin, 1997b; Kovar 

1996; Griffith & Connor, 1994; Seidman, 1985; Gollattscheck, 1983; Cohen, 1977). The 

present study indicates that it was still commonplace into the 1980s to refer to the 

community college as a “movement” (Frye, 1992; Clark, 1990, Martorana, 1989; Brint & 

Karabel, 1989). Some contemporary practitioners even characterize community colleges 

as a “crusade” (Cain, 1999; Clowes, 1991; Kovar, 1996; Griffith & Connor, 1994; 

London, 1978). Even though the idea of movement has been weakened by bureaucratic 

imperatives, economic pressures, and increasing state centralization and control, some 

members of the practitioner’s culture still feel the yearning to have an impact on society 

beyond campus boundaries, which for some colleges in the internet age has become 

global (J. Levin, 2001a). Indeed, for some older faculty whose careers stretch back to 

“movement days,” there is concern “that the animating spirit has leaked out of the 
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community college...” (Grubb, 1999, p. 347; see also C. Kerr, 1985; Seidman, 1985). 

Under circumstances of postindustrial crisis, mission evangelism may prove to have 

institutional survival value as well.  

 
Organization Theory and the Mission 

 The present study demonstrates that throughout its history the community college 

movement and its local organizational expressions have been pragmatic, opportunistic, 

and often vague or inconsistent about its missions and purposes. Practitioners tend to 

reject formal theory for the sake of practice, employing ideological prescriptions and 

panaceas as proxies for theoretical analysis and conscious organizational design and 

action (Cohen, 2005; J. Levin, 1999; B. Levin, 1998; Dougherty, 1994; Frye, 1991, 1992; 

McGrath & Spear, 1991; Kempner, 1991; Goodwin, 1973; Cohen, 1971).  

Assertions appear in the literature about the nature and purposes of community 

colleges as rational organizations led by visionary, transformational leaders (Roueche, 

Baker, & Rose, 1989) committed to innovation, excellence and access (Roueche & 

Baker, 1987), and effective collaboration with the community and business (Roueche, 

Taber, & Roueche, 1995); recent elaborations on these themes include the role of 

community colleges as world-class centers of job training (Meier, 2001/2002; D. Scott, 

1997; Zeiss, 1997), “major players in…economic development” (Community College 

League of California, 2000, p. 6), and “learning organizations” (O’Banion, 1997).  

Typically, practitioners rely on anecdotes and feel-good stories to rationalize 

practice (McGrath & Spear, 1991; Kempner, 1991). Practitioners provide little empirical 

evidence to validate community college “folklore” (Reynolds, 1957). Lacking compelling 
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data, their claims are weakened in the eyes of scholars, when examined from the 

perspective of the internal political and cultural dynamics of individual colleges and 

broad institutional outcomes (Dougherty & Bakia, 2000; J. Levin, 1998a; Grubb, 1999; 

McGrath & Spear, 1991; Richardson et al.; Weis, 1985, London, 1978). There is a 

paucity of theoretical inquiry that might guide, center, or contextualize mission 

discussions: “Although vaguely worded reports, platitudinous public relations releases, 

and tautological studies of minutia abound, the idea of the community college is rarely 

examined in the contemporary professional literature” (Cohen, 1969c, emphasis in 

original). When a positive case study rooted in credible data and analysis is produced to 

confirm such assertions, it is a matter of celebration for the AACC (see for example, 

Roueche et al., 2001).  

Do community colleges express their missions as rational, open systems, or 

natural systems? Cohen and Brawer in the American Community College (1996) argue 

that the traditional conception of the community college qua organization is both 

bureaucratic and political. J. Levin (1997) emphasizes the existence of competing and 

cooperating cultures of the community college but confirms Cohen by stressing the 

influence of the bureaucratic ethos. At the level of leadership, if one were to determine 

how rational (functional and technical) the organization is, then it is necessary to examine 

the core technologies and organizational ideologies that guide and facilitate 

organizational behavior. Is there a clear set of policies and procedures tied to a coherent 

planning process and institutional effectiveness system? Do managers possess a coherent 
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plan for institutionalizing changes and the power (ability to impose one’s will) to assure 

successful implementation of a certain mission? Can they do it? 

The bureaucratic and authoritarian tradition in community college governance is a 

consequence partly of their histories as extensions of high schools and partly because 

they are weakly institutionalized within higher education (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; M. 

Meyer, 1988)  This means that board and presidential power are magnified, since 

traditions of academic freedom and professional autonomy are relatively weaker than in a 

university context (J. Levin, 1997; Cohen & Brawer, 1996; McGrath & Spear, 1991; 

Brint & Karabel, 1989). The more loosely coupled academic culture of the university 

results in the structural form of what Mintzberg (1979) calls the “professional 

bureaucracy”; managers seek “to buffer the core technologies and faculty” from 

environmental shocks. Weaker academic and disciplinary norms in community colleges 

tend to place more power in the hands of managers (McGrath & Spear, 1991). 

Management attempts to fill the interstices of perceived institutional voids. Indeed, 

George Vaughan (1994) argues that institutionalization of decision-making and programs 

is the community college president’s greatest challenge. This is a bureaucratic argument.  

The rise of collective bargaining and shared governance laws would seem to 

mitigate the force of bureaucratic directiveness; the irony is that such arrangements 

probably push the institution in the direction of more bureaucratic controls. Unions 

become a mechanism for rationalizing and programming managerial decision making. 

Policies and procedures become more detailed and hegemonic. Similarly, the degree of 

state-centralization is an indicator of   degrees of bureaucratization within the community 
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college. More state controls lead to more regulations and more bureaucracy and 

“programmed decisions.” Less regulation may mean more internal control of the 

organization and, ironically, perhaps less direct environmental influence, all else equal (J. 

Levin, 1998b). Bureaucratization and centralization have been vehicles for policy-making 

elites to establish comprehensiveness and to assist possibly the “covert missions” of 

tracking, sorting, and racialization and later de-racialization of the mission. 

Community colleges have been historically the most open systems in public 

higher education when it comes to the market pressures, funding, and the need to expand 

clientele and enrollments (J. Levin, 1998b; Clark, 1960). One may argue that, as late 

arrivers at the bottom of the higher education food chain and at the shallow end of the 

cultural capital pool, community colleges are especially sensitive to the environment. 

Scarce resources and the desire for sustained growth and legitimacy (a resource 

dependence strategy for increasing autonomy) have fostered an ethic of “bottom feeding 

entrepreneurialism” in many community colleges. This situation is reflected in the 

ideology and moral exhortation of “blue chipper” and “visionary” national leaders to 

engage in innovation and business oriented practices (Roueche et al., 1995; Roueche et 

al. 1989).  

Cohen and Brawer (1996) assert that if a local business requests a new program or 

some species of contract training, then “administrators trip over themselves” to try to 

meet the demand. The present study (by a long-term practitioner who shares this 

“tripping behavior”) demonstrates that this ethic of serving business and industry and 

being sensitive to economic and political power have been an element of the movement 
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from its inception. Of course, the same could be said of almost any institution in 

American society. Alacrity in serving business and fostering economic development may 

also be viewed as part of the community college tradition of service to multiple clients 

and students.  

The present study explains and contextualizes the economic development mission 

in the light of a never-ending struggle with resource dependency. The colleges struggle as 

block grants from the federal, state, and local governments have declined in the face of 

rising costs associated with postindustrial economic change. Financing the mission 

becomes an ever-growing concern of institutional leaders (see Appendix A, Figure 4). 

Resource dependency theory predicts a variety of strategies for strengthening institutional 

autonomy and avoiding organizational turbulence, including the long-term shift in the 

past 20 years from the full-time faculty member teaching the full-time student to the part-

time faculty member instructing the less expensive part-time student (Brinkman, 1985). 

This strategy significantly controls unit costs and buffers the colleges from fiscal 

pressures. Increased entrepreneurialism also enhances organizational discretion and 

legitimacy. The perennial challenge of resource dependency will tend to force mission 

behavior in the direction of marginal revenue streams. 

There is tension between the institutional “amorphism” and mission incoherence 

identified by Cohen (1977) and Clark (1991) and the need of administrators for clarity 

and programmability in decision making. In the view of Bergquist (1998), this tension 

may prove to be strength for community colleges. While bureaucratic imperatives remain 

and even increase, especially in state-centralized systems, community colleges behave 
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more like private proprietary colleges in their flexibility and adaptability to market 

pressures, if not their student support systems. They choose to “ignore their own 

traditions” (Cohen & Brawer, 1996) in order to cope with the increasing fragmentation, 

organizational turbulence, and ambiguity that accompany postindustrialism. In this 

regard, community colleges may be analyzed as the first public education postindustrial 

organizations. This is a similar to the line of analysis associated with “New World 

College” (Levin et al.). 

Community colleges are partially closed and partially open systems that struggle 

to maintain internal stability in the context of multiple internal subcultures. They open 

themselves (willingly or unwillingly) to the external environment as a strategy for both 

managing resource dependency and assuring some degree of organizational discretion. 

Growth in size and resources are methods for accomplishing this feat of legerdemain; 

political action is another.  

Contingency theory posits a blind spot in the classical rational systems paradigm. 

Programmed decision making may be convenient, yet dysfunctional, if it overlooks the 

cultural and environment context of the organization. It may lead to a species of crackpot 

realism and rationality that limits adaptability. Mintzberg (1973) makes the point that 

Fayol’s model of scientific management is mostly wishful thinking. Mintzberg finds 

“little science in the science of management.” He fundamentally alters our understanding 

of what managers do in practice. The brevity, variety, and fragmentation of top 

management’s work processes, the constant interruptions, lack of time for planning and 
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reflection, and frequent attention to brush fires give little indication of Fayol’s or even 

Simon’s conceptions of rationality. 

 There is of course debate about managerial and institutional effects in the 

community college. Every community college is a unique community and culture, 

possessing a variety of competing, sometimes cooperating, subcultures (J. Levin, 1997). 

Community colleges are neither primarily rational organizations nor totally determined 

by their environment: “Organizations are neither solely influenced and altered by external 

forces nor directed and controlled by internal managers or other internal individuals or 

groups” (J. Levin 1998b, p. 53). For some scholars there is “little empirical evidence to 

indicate that community colleges are more internally directed than other organizations or 

that managers are strategists, acting to position their institutions favorably or adapting 

them to their advantage” (J. Levin, 1998b, p. 46).  

 This perspective is supported by resource dependency and contingency theory 

arguments that environmental pressure may force institutional “choice.” Recently, the 

Chronicle of Higher Education documented low levels of community college managerial 

and institutional effectiveness in the largest community college system in the nation: 

“Community Colleges in California Feel the Heat, Accreditors Penalize Cash-Starved 

System” (Basken, 2008). This article describes a dreary situation in which more than 

forty California community colleges are under warning or probation with the Western 

Association of Schools and Colleges’ Accrediting Commission for Community Colleges. 

The article states that many of these colleges are reeling from constant fiscal exigency 

and environmental uncertainty. The report describes situations in which some colleges 
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cannot afford institutional research offices, which are mandated as optional based on 

resources in the California Community College Mission Statement. At the same time, the 

Western Association of Schools and Colleges see institutional research as critical. The 

article paraphrases George Boggs, AACC President, as warning that the “problems of 

accreditation could soon spread, as more colleges find they can’t afford the staff and 

attention necessary to produce mandatory self-assessment reports” (p. A17). The current 

accreditation crisis throws into question the idea of institutional and managerial strategic 

choice, as well as highlighting how resource dependency influences mission and 

outcomes.  

 On the other hand, more research needs to done on colleges that are able to 

improve student outcomes despite or because of environmental challenges. The case 

study of Miami-Dade College (MDC) and its President Robert McCabe is a powerful 

counter-example to mediocre institutional outcomes and the degree to which 

organizational culture and leadership can make a difference to students and communities. 

Another case in point is the Community College of Denver (CCD) and its former 

President Brian N. McClenney (see Roueche et al., 2001) who took the MDC example to 

heart. This institution was able to dramatically improve outcomes for “majority-minority” 

students by integrating core educational processes, creating learning communities, and 

case-management systems, scaling up “remedial education,” leveraging new resources to 

support students and improve student learning, and taking research and outcomes 

assessment seriously. The mission shift to student goal attainment was accomplished in 

the face of perennial fiscal distress.  
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 A 1999 Chronicle article extols President McClenney and staff for their 

achievements in support of student success. It also demonstrates why more effective 

colleges must become more entrepreneurial. It is remarkable for any public community 

college that 36% ($11.1 million) of CCD’s 1999 operating budget came from donations, 

foundations, and state and federal grants. These marginal dollars made all the difference 

to student success and could not have been acquired without strategic leadership. If 

America wants to improve its community colleges and outcomes (big assumption), then 

following the “Rule of 10 percent” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997), 

just tie budget enhancements at that level to improving and documenting student 

outcomes and many other colleges will follow the examples of  MDC and CCD.   

 There is no doubt what works for poor, minority, and under-prepared students in 

the community college—learning communities, case-management systems, integrated 

programs, supplemental instruction, and clearer career/transfer pathways for all students, 

emphasis on achievement rather than access, degree and certificate completion, and 

improved linkages across the K-16 public education system. It is a matter of finding the 

resources, political will, and enacting resource dependency as opportunity.  

 Policy makers and managers in many states desire to see the colleges assume a 

more market-oriented, entrepreneurial, and economically self-reliant organizational 

posture, emphasizing higher levels of efficiency and productivity, if not quality (J. Levin, 

2001a, 2000; Dougherty, 2000, 1999; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). Thus, community 

colleges incorporate rather than define trends in the social, economic, and educational 

systems. From the perspective of longstanding “scholar-practitioners,” the colleges are 
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organizational “mirrors” or “reflections” of American society and history in ways that 

sometimes elude the understandings of scholars who have not experienced directly the 

dilemmas of local community college professional practice. American society asks much, 

yet expects, paradoxically, too little of the colleges (B. Levin, 1998; Frye, 1994; 

Vaughan, 1984b, 1988). Asking institutional leaders and faculty to take more 

responsibility in finding resources to support student goal attainment should not be seen 

as an onerous responsibility for “democracy’s college.” 

 For most community colleges, contingency and resource dependency theory come 

closer to the mark in explaining the enacted mission than strategic choice models by 

emphasizing cultural realities and environmental pressures. But critical theorists argue 

that open systems models embed a host of unquestioned assumptions that flow from 

human resources and human capital theory. Contingency theorists underestimate the 

degree to which the organizations they study may reflect the “structures of domination” 

described by Marx and Weber (Marx, 1973; Weber 1946; Zeitlin, 1990). Organizational 

adaptation reflects the social relations of a capitalist system over which managers and 

workers may have only limited influence. If the rationalization process is ineffective at 

maintaining order and authority, then more subtle systems of social control are in order. 

 The community college mythology of “innovation” and related mission ambiguity 

(Cohen, 1969a; Cohen & Brawer, 1972; see also Johnson, 1964, 1969; Lombardi, 1987; 

O’Banion, 1989) are ideological schemas and organizational strategies for cultivating 

legitimacy and facilitating acquisition of resources necessary for growth and survival. 

Practitioners are loath to confront Cohen’s iconoclastic question: “Is Innovation 
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Relevant?” (1969a). Organizational myths of innovation, cutting-edge technology, 

learning colleges, and student-centeredness are not only central to the cultural ethos of 

the colleges, but they also play a vital role in enacting environmental transactions that 

help to buffer the colleges from external threats. The rhetoric of innovation strengthens 

institutional legitimacy. It is postulated that the ideology and interests, both professional 

and democratic, of national and local leaders inform and reflect environmental 

transactions as posited by resource dependency theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). 

Leaders may possess only a limited degree of discretion and influence over 

organizational direction because community colleges tend to reflect and follow social 

change rather than initiating it (see B. Levin, 1998; Vaughan, 1984a).  

 If the ultimate organizational purpose is survival, then some presumed destination 

(or abstract mission) may be less important than maintenance and monitoring of adaptive 

processes that assure the nourishment of the college “organism.” The colleges represent 

an “...illuminating situation in which the character of an organization is formed by 

interaction with its environment” (Clark, 1960, p. 3). Even at the cost of undermining the 

integrity of existing programs, it is an atypical college that ignores the clarion call of a 

new need, problem, opportunity, or resource in the local community or beyond (Cohen, 

1977; Griffith & Connor, 1994; Bergquist, 1998).  

 Thus, following Clark in respect to the problem of organizational adaptation, the 

present study arrives at a position closer to the “population ecology” model (Morgan, 

1997, pp. 60-66; Hannan & Freeman, 1977) than to the “strategic choice” model 

(Cameron, 1984; Miles & Snow, 1978) embraced by most community college advocates 
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of “transformational leadership” (Roueche et al., 1989). Population ecology affords 

additional insights into the paradigmatic differences between community colleges and 

universities.  

 Compared to research universities that have embraced, at least until recently, 

more specialized conceptions of mission and professionalism, community colleges have 

been historically omnivorous, broad-spectrum opportunists in their relentless scanning for 

new resources. This survival strategy is echoed in the oft criticized community college 

slogan which passes for tradition with some practitioners—“All Things to All People” 

(Gollattscheck 1983). Hannan and Freeman (1977) argue that a “generalist strategy” as 

opposed to a “specialist strategy” for exploiting the environment positions an 

organization to be less well adapted to its immediate environment but more adaptable: 

“Faced with unstable environments, organizations ought to develop a generalist structure 

that is not optimally adapted to any single environmental configuration but is optimal 

over an entire set of configurations” (p. 946).  

 The ultimate conclusion of this study is that mission drift, frequent organizational 

shifts, and regular prospecting for new opportunities, markets and resources are inherent 

in community college organizational design. Calls for greater mission focus or devolution 

are futile, if they are not tied to significant increases in stable revenue streams. What 

appears inefficient and wasteful is quite the opposite in assuring organizational survival. 

Mission expansion is the supreme adaptation strategy. But, for the most part, the colleges 

are not making intentional, strategic choices. The choices are often thrust on them by the 

crude calculus of economic survival.  
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Community College as Social and Educational Process 

 Considering the likely outcomes of education in the context of postindustrial 

chaos, this study concludes by returning to Edmund Gleazer’s conception of the mission 

as an educational process with community as both social process and product. The 

present study has been critical of Edmund Gleazer for his emphasis on marketing, image 

management, opportunism, and alleged “color-blindness.” However, Gleazer is also the 

closest thing to an original educational philosopher/practitioner spawned by the 

movement. Gleazer strove to create for the colleges not only a philosophy of educational 

praxis, but also an epistemology, an ontology, and even a telos and a metaphysics 

(“Behold, I have set before thee an open door,” St. John of Patmos).  

 Gleazer’s image of the community college as a series of parallel processes rather 

than a conventional institution comprised of relatively rigid structures and functions is a 

difficult concept to grasp. Yet, it is quite in tune with postindustrial, postconventional 

conceptions of organizational life. Gleazer conceived of the community college as an 

inherently unstable, continually transforming educational movement. Its vitality rested on 

its ability to adapt and respond to changing needs in the community and labor markets. 

Counter-intuitively, a strength (and challenge) of the community college is that it is being 

continually pulled in opposite directions on the vertical (higher and public education) and 

horizontal (community and economic development) axes of its mission. This leads to 

organizational stress, but it can also lead to greater organizational creativity and 

attenuated hardening of institutional categories. Gleazer reflected his origins in an 
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evangelical consensus social movement, assuming a unifying ideology that works against 

schismatic forces within the organizational culture and environment.  

 Gareth Morgan reminds us that all social systems are subject potentially to 

processes of “schismogenensis” in which “functional unity” can give rise “to powerful 

disintegrative tendencies” in any social system or organization as a consequence of 

positive feedback mechanisms that undercut, reciprocity, cooperation, and solidarity 

(1981, pp. 29-30). From this perspective, it is the integrity and integration of the 

organization’s core processes tied to a master ideological mission such as a primary focus 

on student learning and success or “putting community service first” that militates against 

schismogenesis in the community college. Postindustrial social liquidity, leadership 

deficits, and/or economic emergency are growing threats to functional unity and 

collective pursuit of the mission. 

 Understanding both the downside of institutionalization and the need for a 

unifying ideology for community colleges, Gleazer attempted to shift analysis from 

structures and functions to process, products, and outcomes. A theory of the community 

college mission should consider this perspective not only from the point of view of the 

educational processes that cut across the enacted mission—teaching, learning, enrollment 

management, matriculation, transfer, job placement, outcomes assessment—but also 

master processes and outcomes associated with the social mission and social impact of 

the community college.  

 Along these lines then, a suggested avenue of research is to aggregate these core 

social and educational processes rather than looking at each one in isolation. Thus, the 
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community college is in fact a system of related processes. The mission is comprised of a 

democratizing process, a diversion process, a human-capital formation process, a 

community service process, an economic development process, a social welfare process, 

a cultural and information capital process, a class formation process, and a racialization 

or de-racialization process. This is an alternative method of examining an assessing the 

mission compared to studies that study the relationships between only one or two 

variables. This approach to analyzing the competing and cooperating missions of the 

community college would provide a more penetrating yet provisional assessment of this 

important sector of postsecondary education that will soon become the dominant sector of 

the mass American higher education.      
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APPENDIX A: RESEARCH METHODS FOR “THE COMMUNITY  

COLLEGE MISSION: HISTORY AND THEORY” 

 The structure and presentation of this study differs from conventional dissertation 

formats. At the advice of Dr. Larry Leslie, research design professor in the University of 

Arizona Center for the Study of Higher Education, and Dr. John S. Levin, dissertation 

committee co-chair, the present exploration in the historical development of the junior-

community college mission and movement is presented in “book format.” The 

“background to the study,” “statement of the problem,” and “purpose and significance of 

the study” are integrated into the first chapter. This study is intended to be a reassessment 

of “theory” surrounding the national community college mission debate over the last 

seventy years. Much of the first chapter is devoted to explaining the complexities 

surrounding historical and organizational analysis of community college organizational 

behavior. It addresses changing definitions of the mission and the degrees to which the 

mission has been defined or influenced by communities and consumers, leadership 

interests, public policy, labor markets, changes in the political economy, and 

environmental pressure, including resource dependency. Some assumptions about the 

community college were stated or implied in the first chapter, but the following critical 

assumptions should be emphasized as part of the discussion of research methods. 

 
Assumptions 

 
 This study has been guided by three primary assumptions. The first assumption 

addresses the problem of generalizing about the organizational and institutional behavior 

of a complex, dynamic public postsecondary educational system encompassing more than 
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a thousand colleges and accounting for approximately 45% of all higher education 

enrollments in the United States. The second assumption is rooted in theoretical 

perspectives such as contingency theory and resource dependency theory that explain 

organizational behavior in terms of transactions with the environment. A third 

assumption underlies my perception that there are both continuities and discontinuities 

between the unique community-based mission of each community college and a generic 

mission that establishes the ideological and educational context of the community college 

as a national institution of higher education. 

Assumption 1 

 It is a challenge to generalize about the complex organizational field and mission 

behavior of junior colleges-community colleges over seventy-five years of history and 

development. Because there is a paucity of analytical local histories and an inadequate 

number of contemporary case studies of individual community colleges, the present study 

attempts to fill empirical voids through a complex, integrated theoretical framework that 

applies insights from organizational and institutional theory, social movement theory, 

racialization theory, and even historical discourses of evangelical religion. A combination 

of deductive and inductive analytical procedures helps to answer old questions and pose 

new problems regarding the community college mission. 

Assumption 2 

 The American system of higher education is distinguished by complexity, 

differentiation, stratification, relative decentralization, and competition. The junior-

community college has been structured historically by social forces of modernization, 
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rapid demographic change, and economic and technological innovation. As either the 

primary portal or the lowest rung of the ladder of ascent in United States higher 

education, community college missions are influenced to a remarkable degree by 

transactions with the environment; these include economic and political change, the 

structure of the overall education system, community contexts, consumer choice, labor 

markets, and competitive forces across the public and private sectors. Historical analysis, 

contingency theory, resource dependency theory, population ecology theory, and 

institutional theory offer metaphors and theoretical insights for explaining continuities 

and discontinuities in the community college mission.  

Assumption 3 

 Each college fills a unique community education and service niche. State system 

educational policies, community dynamics, demographics, and local labor markets 

interact to structure and channel local community college missions. Local missions are 

also enacted in the context of a national generic mission, which establishes organizational 

boundaries while facilitating boundary-spanning behaviors across the community college 

organizational field. Thus, national policy statements, scholarly studies, leader polemics, 

and publications such as the Junior College Journal can be analyzed as primary 

documents and successfully triangulated with local data and strong theory to tease out 

defensible conclusions about changing educational and social missions.  

 
Scope and Limitations of the Study 

 This study is ambitious, even an act of intellectual hubris. No active community 

college practitioner has attempted to write an historical sociology and intellectual history 
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of the national mission debate covering the span of the twentieth century. The initial 

research proposal anticipated analyzing the mission problem from 1945 to the present. As 

I delved deeper into the subject, I became aware of gaps and omissions in junior-

community college history regarding the origins of the movement to 1945.  

 Two landmark practitioner histories, one by John Frye (1992) and the other by 

Gregory Goodwin (1971) provided invaluable foundations for the current study. Frye’s 

study focused on the vision of the public junior college and leadership interests to 1940. 

Goodwin’s pioneering study examined the development of community college ideology 

to the 1960s. Both studies analyzed the attempts of early leaders to develop a theoretical 

and social justification for the junior college movement. In the process of my research, it 

became clear that the existing practitioner literature was underdeveloped in respect to the 

sociological and organizational dimensions of the mission problem. I would not be able 

to take up where Frye and Goodwin left off in their examinations of leadership visions 

and ideologies. It would be necessary to rethink the history of the movement in light of 

organizational and social movement theory in order to explain post-war continuities and 

discontinuities in the mission.  

 A limitation of the study is rooted in relative dearth of data on local junior-

community college history. This study is best informed on the local histories of Santa 

Rosa, Bakersfield, and Miami-Dade Colleges. This limitation was partly resolved for the 

period before 1940 with the late discovery of Robert Pederson’s (2000) study of local 

junior college history to 1940, and Merton Hill’s (1938) longitudinal analysis of the 

curricula of California’s junior colleges to 1938. I am indebted to them for these 
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contributions. The present study’s revisions of the academic critic’s historical analyses 

are largely a result of their work. Any history spanning the national movement for a 

century must be at best provisional in its conclusions.  

 
Historical and Qualitative Research Methods 

The present study is deductive in logic and method in that it integrates several 

different, but related, theoretical positions to explain the organizational structure and 

mission behavior of community colleges within a temporal framework. The study seeks 

to integrate these “middle-range theories” (Merton, 1968) as a conceptual heuristic for 

guiding the purposive sampling, coding, and analysis of primary historical and 

contemporary documents concerning the history and development of the junior college as 

both an idea and an institution. This multi-level, multi-disciplinary study focuses on the 

community college mission debate as an avenue for deeper understanding of community 

college organizational behavior and the social significance of this educational sector.  

The historical, sociological, and intellectual analysis and synthesis of the 

documents are mechanisms for producing defensible and informative explanations of 

what Jennifer Mason (1996) terms the “intellectual puzzles” at the center of research 

design. In the case of this study, one intellectual puzzle turns on the question: Why do the 

community colleges “reform,” “renew,” “revitalize,” “reassess,” and “revisit” their 

missions so frequently? A second related puzzle is: Why do practitioners have so much 

trouble articulating the mission and explaining institutional commitments to open-access 

and comprehensiveness? Through application and integration of several conceptual 

frameworks with historical and sociological data on the community college mission, 
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organizational behavior, and institutional dynamics, the study develops a logically 

consistent, theoretically defensible explanation of the community college mission 

problem.  

The historical approach of the study requires an inductive frame of mind as well. 

“Grounded Theory” (Strauss & Corbin 1994; Glaser & Strauss 1967) is employed as a 

theoretical check to prevent social movement, institutional, and open-systems theories 

from overwhelming the integrity of the document analysis. Grounded theory is the closest 

of qualitative methodologies in higher education research to historical methods of content 

analysis and criticism (see Barzun & Graff, 1985 on historical method). Traditional 

historical methods tended toward varieties of empiricism and positivism for much of the 

twentieth century. Only in recent decades have younger historians developed a 

preoccupation with “theory.” Still most historians eschew “grand theories.”   

Grounded theory, which posits a relative theoretical agnosticism, is useful for a 

qualitative educational researcher who desires to acquire new, unexpected insights from 

documentary analysis, interviews, and observations. All ethical historians and qualitative 

researchers should take satisfaction in being surprised by their documents. This certainly 

happened to be me as I began to note a faint but persistent subtext of Evangelical 

Protestantism scattered throughout the documents before 1960. I was also struck by the 

notable lack of any extended discussion of race or ethnicity in the documents before the 

1960s. This led to a fascinating diversion into racialization theory. It eventually occurred 

to me that by coding and analyzing images in the Journal representing ethnicity, I would 

be able to uncover an unspoken history of segregation and discrimination embedded 
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within deep structures of the movement. Thus, grounded theory may be viewed as both a 

provisional theoretical perspective and a research methodology. Grounded theory is 

appropriate for historical inquiry because it carefully and systematically categorizes and 

codes the data, employs “theoretical memos” to develop new insights, and applies the 

“constant comparative method” as the primary tool of intellectual analysis (Tesch, 1990).  

A potential shortcoming of grounded theory turns on an important question: 

“What grounds grounded theory?” (Pidgeon, 1996, p. 82). The answer in this study, 

following the line of reasoning and research practice of Strauss and Corbin (1994), is that 

it is possible to develop grounded theory in a way that allows for explicit hypothesis 

testing: “Theory may be generated initially from the data, or, if existing theories seem 

appropriate to the area of investigation, then these may be elaborated and modified as 

incoming data are meticulously played against them” (p. 273, emphasis in original). 

While this may amount to heresy in some quarters of the grounded theory and 

“constructivist” movements (Glaser, 1978, 1992), this approach allows for a middle 

ground between theoretical empiricism, on the one hand, and a dubious subjectivism, on 

the other. The goal is to generate fresh theoretical insights that will confirm, disconfirm, 

or move beyond tentative hypotheses and conceptual frameworks and establish new 

directions for research. 

 
Data Collection and Coding 

 A thorough review of the community college mission literature is at the heart of 

the present study. Nearly fifty pages of references are an indication of the extensiveness 

of this literature. The study is informed by the few published works of secondary 
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community college historical synthesis. At the inception of the project, the strongest 

intellectual influences on my thinking about the community college mission were 

Goodwin (1971, 1973), Brint and Karabel (1989), and Dougherty (1994). Significantly, 

the deeper I analyzed the primary documents and the more sophisticated and complex my 

theory became, the more I drifted away from the positions of the latter two works. Most 

of the contemporary scholarship and criticism of the community college has been 

analyzed and synthesized in this study.  

 The community college “advocates” and “leaders” literature and programs were 

coded and analyzed to identify the major themes and ideological assumptions 

surrounding mission discourses. Each leader and advocate was located in reference to the 

collegiate and vocational missions, consensus social movement theory, and, where 

possible, to theories of racialization and evangelical religion. I also reviewed more than 

two-thousand entries in the ERIC community college database. This process afforded 

additional insights into the “fugitive” literature and practitioners’ writings on the mission. 

Through this process, scores of additional articles were copied, read, analyzed, and 

coded. 

This project relies on primary and secondary document analysis leavened by 

theory and thirty years of participant-observation in the community college movement on 

the national, state, and local levels. The primary historical data source is The Community 

College Journal (formerly the Junior College Journal). I read cover-to-cover every issue 

of the Journal from issue number one in 1930 to 2000. Initially, I attempted to make 

extensive notations on index cards for each relevant article and editorial of the Journal 
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and for various other publications associated with the movement. Soon I found this too be 

too cumbersome. Instead, I created my own database on my laptop with a note and code 

for each reference.  

The research questions and conceptual framework were the basis for the initial 

system of descriptive codes. I intended to move the data analysis to a more integrated and 

comprehensive system of “pattern coding” as the interpretive framework and the data 

gathering and analysis become more focused (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). Initial categorization of data sets was accomplished through an “open 

coding” system that became more specific as the connections among data sets and to 

existing or emerging theory become clearer (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, pp. 45-47). A 

preliminary code name was given to each category of documents, and codes proliferated 

quickly until the patterns imposed by theory generation and critical analysis began to 

force them back into a more integrated system as described by Tesch (1990).  

Each note, summary, and quotation was given a preliminary code as it was placed 

in the database, e.g., educational mission [mis], organizational purpose [pur], institutional 

identity [id], ideology [ideo], social movement [socm], social change [socc], 

technological change [techc], innovation [inno], economic change [econc], political 

change [pc], public policy [pp], paraprofessional training [parat], vocational education 

[voced], transfer education [transed], general education [ge], remedial education [remed], 

community service [coms], economic development [ecdev], faculty professionalism 

[facp], students [stu], leaders [lead]. As predicted by grounded theory, the codes 

proliferated quickly. To control and focus the study and to facilitate data analysis, for 
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each decade I cross-referenced and integrated categories, while searching for new 

connections and codes. New codes included philosophical mission [philm], functional 

mission [funcm], expressed mission [expm], enacted mission [enacm], social mission 

[socm], outcomes [out], labor market [lmark], learning paradigm [lpara], learning college 

[lc], evangelical [evan], image management [image], marketing [mark], racialization 

[race], minorities [minor], institutionalization [inst], and academic criticism [accrit].  

More than five hundred critical Journal articles were photocopied, heavily 

annotated, coded, and cross-referenced in a large, legal size file cabinet to support this 

project and future research. For instance, significant post-dissertation studies may be 

developed for topics such as “Community Colleges and the Origins of the Welfare-

Warfare State,” “Community Colleges, the Cold War, and McCarthyism,” and “From 

Racism to Multiculturalism in the Community College.” As I moved through the study 

chronologically, I pulled the files for each decade of the Journal. I would “churn” 

frequently through, scan, and sometimes reanalyze and recode the articles in each year’s 

file. I marked up, tagged, and added new codes to the articles as appropriate in view of 

my theory generation. As I moved more deeply into the literature and polemics, the 

mission debates became a permanent part of my consciousness. I sometimes felt like I 

was communing with Koos, Eells, Bird, Bouge, and Gleazer. In the process of writing 

each chapter, I experienced empathic breakthroughs with my documents and 

“informants” reminiscent of Max Weber’s methodological concept of Verstehende 

(1949).  
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Additional sources of primary materials are the books and policy statements of 

national community college leaders since World War II. Works by leaders such as Eells 

(1931a, 1941), Bogue (1950a), Gleazer (1968, 1973, 1980), Parnell (1985, 1990), and 

scholar-practitioners such as Medsker (1960) Blocker, Plummer, and Richardson (1965), 

were significant fulcrums of debate and influence on college practice since World War II. 

Policy statements by local presidents, such as a recent document issued by the 

Community College League of California (2000) in the name of eighty-seven presidents 

supporting a significant shift in mission to workforce and community economic 

development, helped to frame the analysis of postindustrial economic forces and public 

policy questions. Finally, there are fifty years of federal and state policy statements and 

initiatives, accompanied by fifty years of responses by the American Association of 

Community Colleges (AACC), beginning with the Truman Commission in 1947 and 

ending with AACC’s public commitment to “developing the world’s best workforce” 

(Zeiss, 1997). 

A potential shortfall of the documentary approach to historical and qualitative 

research is the danger of losing perspective to elite and established opinion. This is a 

particular problem when studying the community college because of the persistent 

tendency for promotion and image management within the community college movement 

that is noted throughout the study. How does one avoid being taken in by ideologically 

motivated rhetorical strategies?   

One answer is to develop a theoretically sensitive understanding and critique of 

the strengths, weaknesses, and motivations of community college leaders and their 
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ideologies. Another theoretical check on bias is to remain firmly rooted in the critical, 

scholarly literature of the community college. This was so effective that I found myself 

being pulled back into my historian’s training in European Intellectual History. In some 

respects, this study is as much intellectual history as organizational and institutional 

history. The application of the “constant comparative method” allowed for a 

“triangulation strategy” through my continuous consideration of the relationships and 

contradictions among practitioners, critics, apologists, contemporary researchers and their 

document production regarding the community college mission and outcomes.  

Similar to any social scientist, the historian or historical sociologist requires an 

interpretive and classificatory framework for determining both the relative importance 

and connectedness of the data. This is the key to solving the “intellectual puzzle,” which 

should be “ontologically meaningful, and epistemologically explainable or workable” 

(Mason, 1996, p. 15). Without standards of comparison and a temporal framework for 

ordering the data, it is difficult to determine the “facticity” and relevance of the 

information generated by research. It is the nature and coherence of the framework that 

enables historians and sociologists to interrogate their own assumptions and to agree, or 

disagree, about the relevance of a particular fact or interpretation (Carr, 1987). From this 

perspective, methodology is “understood not as a set of neutral techniques, but as the 

inter-relations of substantive problems, sources of evidence, and larger assumptions about 

society, history, and the purposes of scholarship” (Skocpol, 1984, p. x). 

History is a matter of social and intellectual reconstruction that is open to 

alternative methods and variant approaches and interpretations. To make history sensible 
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and meaningful, the historical researcher looks for themes and analytical constructs to 

order the raw material of research (Barzun & Graff, 1985). This is an artificial, but 

necessary, process for making sense of the past. Reliance on a conceptual heuristic and 

the submission of tentative hypotheses are strategies to facilitative “purposive sampling” 

among a myriad of potential documents (Miles & Huberman, 1994). By coordinating the 

research questions with the analytical framework, I was guided in determining which 

documents and classes of documents will have the most robust explanatory and 

theoretical significance.  

Grounded theory methodology incorporates theory generation and research as two 

parts of the same process (Strauss & Corbin, 1994; Glaser, 1978). Unlike more traditional 

approaches to content analysis grounded theory views data collection and analysis as 

reciprocal rather than separate linear processes. Grounded theory moves beyond 

traditional content analysis by positing an iterative process of “constant comparison” 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967, p. 45). Constant comparison is the process of progressive 

category clarification and definition. “Theoretical sampling” refers to decision strategies 

for determining “what data to collect next and where to find them” (Glaser & Struass 

1967, p. 45). This approach is similar to the historian’s application of tentative theories 

and hypotheses to generate new insights and leads. These leads support decision 

strategies as to what documents should next be examined and through what analytical 

framework. Thus, the processes of data gathering and coding run parallel to analysis and 

theorizing. Analysis begins with the process of data gathering and continues and 

 



397 

intensifies throughout the research effort (Tesch, 1990). The study emulates this 

approach. 

 
Data Analysis 

 For the purposes of the present study, the writing of “theoretical memos” (Glaser 

& Straus 1967, p. 110) is the most important element of the grounded theory method and 

the primary vehicle for data analysis. The memos ran concurrently with the entire 

research project. They included flashes of insight, new categorization schemes, hunches 

and guesses, shortcomings of theory, links between data and theory, problems and 

mistakes, even dreams. A disciplined, consistent effort at maintaining these memos 

provides the “paper trail” for documenting and justifying the method and outcomes of the 

study. The memos were also essential for generating the “core categories” (“or 

interpretive perspectives”) that constitute the elements of theory and presentation as 

advised by Tesch (1990, p. 84).  

The current study represents the fourth major iteration of the process of focusing 

the research questions and theory. A series of three increasingly complex research 

designs ran parallel to an intensive literature review on the history of the junior-

community college. These research designs posed critical questions about the nature of 

the community college mission and how one might theorize it. They constituted the most 

important “theoretical memos” for the entire project. The unusual length and complexity 

of the final proposal indicated that it was a growing work in progress. It was developed 

and supported through more than five years of analysis of the mission literature and 

myriad primary documents.  
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Another set of parallel theoretical memos were embedded in three versions of a 

thirty-five page theoretical examination of “Organizational Theory and the Enacted 

Community College Mission,” which was expanded significantly as the study developed, 

and was finally integrated into Chapters 1, 4, and 5. One memo examines theories of 

postindustrial organization analysis and how these constructs might be operationalized in 

terms of contemporary community college debates regarding the efficacy of the so called 

“learning paradigm” (Barr & Tagg 1995; O’Banion 1997; McClenney 1998). This memo 

also connects the idea of the “learning college” to both information technology initiatives 

and a mission shift to a “new community economic development model” that emerged in 

the community college organizational field in the 1990s (Dougherty 1999; J. Levin 

1999).  

An earlier sixty-page examination of the “Managerial Roles, Decision-Processes, 

and Professional Ideologies of Community College Chief Academic Officers” supplied 

theoretical grounding for exploring community college leadership ideology, and degrees 

of latitude and discretion possessed by managers for addressing organizational challenges 

and problems. Another basis for the study is an unpublished case study of an institutional 

meltdown—“Schismogenesis in a Rural Community College.” These papers sensitized 

me to the role of organizational culture in buffering the colleges and enacting the 

environment in creative or idiosyncratic ways. A separate study of minority women 

administrators and spirituality and leadership cultivated in me a theoretical sensitivity to 

Protestant Evangelical sensibilities and the problem of the racialized mission. The current 

study has generated scores of briefer memos, notes, and the elements in the research 
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database. As the writing progressed, these were analyzed carefully. Eventually, ideas and 

data from these preliminary analyzes were incorporated into the study, placed in reserve 

for later consideration, or discarded as worthless. Eventually, a great deal of the material 

described above was revised and cut-and-pasted into the chapters as they were produced. 

For the case study of educational reform at Miami-Dade College, I followed the direction 

of Robert K. Yin (1994) on effective applied social research methods and good practice 

in case study research.  

 
Secondary Coding of the Community College Journal, 1980-2000 

 A guiding research assumption of this study is that the Junior/Community College 

Journal is a credible source of historical data if coded and analyzed in a critical fashion. 

The Journal is the most important expression of the worldview and ideology of the 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC). The AACC board of directors 

and editorial board are dominated by community college presidents. Collectively, this 

group articulates the possibilities and limits of the national institutional mission. Local 

missions are refracted through presidential activities and interests and reflected ultimately 

in the national generic mission. Thus, one can make some very careful and tentative 

generalizations about local missions by analyzing the Journal and presidential interests. 

 In the process of coding the Journal, I was stopped in my tracks when I came on 

an article by Darrel Clowes and David Towles (1985), “Community and Junior College 

Journal: Lessons from Fifty Years.” Analytical discussions of the Journal have been rare 

throughout community college history. I found this article fascinating because it had 

already coded and analyzed half a century of the publication. It occurred to me that I 

 



400 

might gain additional insight into the trajectory of the mission and the efficacy of certain 

contemporary analyses if I were to extend their project from where it left off in 1980 to 

2000. My findings might also be of interest to other community college scholars.  

 I sought and received permission from the AACC to replicate Clowes and Towles 

data. I then applied their coding system, as well as my own, to the decades of the 1980s 

and 1990s. Following their content analysis methods as advised by Krippendorf (1980), I 

coded and measured the column inches of each lead editorial and article beginning with 

volume number 50. Their categories of analysis and results are indicated in the attached 

five pages of trend lines. Clowes and Towles coded the Journal into four broad 

categories as reflected in Figure 1. These data represent the percentage of overall column 

inches devoted to the four categories over fifty years of the Journal. (Of course, many 

articles and editorials in the first 49 volumes of the journal were unclassifiable in terms of 

these broad categories.) They broke the four categories into discrete elements, measured 

the column inches devoted to each element, and then calculated the percentage of space 

devoted to each sub-element over fifty years. I followed their lead. I also added two more 

codes and recoded the articles to reflect the new codes of technology and economic 

development, which were not a part of their original content analysis. Clowes and Towles 

performed their coding independently of each other as a check on bias. Working alone, 

my coding is undoubtedly less precise than theirs is. Nevertheless, taking into account a 

certain amount of variance resulting from my projection of their data into the 1980s and 

1990s, some interesting trends emerge across the history of the publication. Figure 3, 

“Components of the Curriculum,” supports Rosenbaum et al.’s contention that 
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community colleges have not abandoned interest in the collegiate/transfer function. The 

data in Figure 3 of this appendix call into question Brint and Karabel’s (1989) and 

Dougherty’s (1994) assertions that community college leaders are inordinately committed 

to career/vocational education. Indeed, the amount of space devoted to vocational 

education in the Journal remained flat but steady during the 1970s and 1980s. It is true 

that interest in transfer/collegiate education declined precipitously in the late 1960s and 

through the 1980s as community education appeared to be the next best thing. Gleazer 

(1980) discussed this tendency in detail. As community education nearly collapsed in the 

face of economic exigencies in the 1980s, there was a remarkable renewal of interest in 

collegiate education and very high interest in information technology. Dougherty and 

Bakia (1999) and J. Levin (2001) are correct about the growing interest in economic 

development by the 1980s. It also possible that the “new economic development model” 

as defined by Parnell (1986, 2000) may be a partial proxy for career and technical 

education. Nevertheless, leadership interest in career and technical programs was in 

relative decline by 2000 compared to leadership interest in collegiate education.  

 Renewed interest in collegiate education reflects sensitivity to much greater 

academic scrutiny of college transfer outcomes. This trend may be driven in part by the 

accountability movement. The general education reforms at Miami-Dade College (MDC) 

certainly had some influence on this trend, since there were frequent articles on MDC, 

Robert McCabe and his staff. There were also a number of articles, by Cohen and Brawer 

and others, on strengthening collegiate education. Renewed emphasis on the 

collegiate/transfer function also reflects pressure on presidents from increasingly well-
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organized community college academic faculty. The relatively flat trend-line for “Career 

Education” can also be interpreted in the light of institutional hesitation to expand high 

cost, capital intensive programs as finances deteriorated. “Chalk and talk” general 

education/transfer courses are certainly less expensive than welding, automobile, and 

nursing programs. The rise and precipitous decline of “Community Education” is almost 

an inverse mirror of the “Collegiate Education” trend-line. It is also significant how low 

the interest seems to be in “Remediation.”    

 It is interesting to note that the “Technology Trendline” accelerates upward from 

1980 to 2000. There is clearly high, consistent interest in economic development from 

1980 to 2000. But interest in technology, computers, and management information 

systems is even higher. I was surprised that the overall leadership concern regarding 

funding (Figure 4) was rather low throughout the first forty years of the journal. It is not 

surprising, however, that finances have been an accelerating concern since the first fiscal 

crises of the 1970s. The rise of interest in “Multiculturalism/Minorities” and “Student 

Follow-up/Accountability” (Figure 5) indicates that increasing minority enrollment, 

concerns about their outcomes, and accountability mandates are now shaping the strategic 

thinking of the AACC and community college presidents, while helping to reshape the 

mission and organizational behavior.  
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Figure 1. Four categories of journal articles.  
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Figure 2. Components of community/junior college movement. 
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Figure 5. Components of access and students. 
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APPENDIX B: PERMISSIONS 

From: DEANNA DERRICO [DDERRICO@aacc.nche.edu] 
Sent: Tuesday, July 08, 2008 7:36 AM 
To: Meier, Kenneth 
Subject: RE: Data Request 
 
Kenneth, 
 
Norma asked me to respond on her behalf. Sorry for the delay. 
 
Yes, you may reproduce the data in your appendix and extend on it. 
 
Please be sure to send us a copy of the dissertation when it's complete. 
 
Deanna D'Errico 
Editor, Community College Press 
American Association of Community Colleges One Dupont Circle, NW Suite 410 
Washington, DC  20036 [T] 202/728-0200, ext. 212 [F] 202/223-9390 
 
>>> "Meier, Kenneth" <MeierKe@butte.edu> 6/30/2008 6:40 PM >>> 
Dear Norma: 
 
Thank you for your cooperation.  I'm assuming the word "quotation" incorporates my 
request to reproduce their data in an appendix and tie it to my coding of subsequent years. 
 
Your, 
Ken. 
 
-----Original Message----- 
From: NORMA KENT [mailto:NKENT@aacc.nche.edu] 
Sent: Monday, June 30, 2008 2:09 PM 
To: Meier, Kenneth 
Subject: Re: Data Request 
 
Ken -- 
Your request was forwarded to me, since the Journal is produced in my area. 
 
We have no problem with your quoting from our publication, as long as the document 
you are producing gives the appropriate cite recognizing the Journal and is not for 
commercial purposes. 
 
Norma G. Kent 
Vice President for Communications 
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American Association of Community Colleges One Dupont Circle, NW, Ste. 410 
Washington, DC 20036 
e: nkent@aacc.nche.edu 
ph: 202/728-0200, ext. 209 
fx: 202/223-9390 
 
>>> "Meier, Kenneth" <MeierKe@butte.edu> 6/30/2008 3:07 PM >>> 
Dear Kent: 
 
My name is Ken Meier.  I am Vice President of Butte-Glenn Community College District 
and also a doctoral student completing a dissertation on the history of the community 
college mission debate from 1930 to 2000.  My mentors on the project are the eminent 
higher education professors Gary Rhoades, U of A, John Levin, UCR, and Art Cohen, 
UCLA Emeritus. 
 
As part of my methodological appendix, I would like permission to quote from and 
reproduce the data from an article by Darrel Clowes and David Towles that was printed 
in the Community and Junior College Journal, August/September 1985 (Vol. 51 #1), pp. 
28-32.  The title of the article is "Community and Junior College Journal: Lessons from 
Fifty Years." 
 
I was fascinated reading this article which is the most thorough overview of Journal 
content from 1930 to 1980.  The authors inspired me to complete the job and take the 
content analysis from 1980 to 2000. 
 
I would very much appreciate the cooperation of the Association in this matter.  George 
Boggs was previously a dean at Butte College.  Please give him my regards and tell him I 
will send him a copy of the book when it is published. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Ken Meier 
 
Vice President for Learning 
Butte College 
3536 Campus Drive 
Oroville, California 95965 
530.895.2547 
Fax: 530.895.2345 
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