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Introduction
On Thursday, February 28, 2008, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing on “Examining the Challenges and Demands on Local Community Colleges.”  The Committee has invited representatives of the City University of New York (CUNY) and other interested parties to testify.

Background

How Community Colleges Serve Students

Community colleges educate and train a significant number of students seeking post secondary education.  In general, such institutions usually offer comprehensive services by providing academic instruction, vocational preparation and workforce development through adult training programs, and serving as a transition or “gateway” to a bachelor’s degree.
   Nationwide, such colleges enroll over 10 million students annually, and nearly half of all credit-earning undergraduates.
 Community colleges offer one of the few routes toward greater social and economic well-being for students, their families and communities. It is well documented that the potential economic benefit from attaining an associate’s degree is significant.  Individuals who complete an associate’s degree are likely to earn 20 to 30 percent more than those with only a high school diploma.3   With such earning potential, access to higher education is fundamental to upward mobility in our society. 
Moreover, educating a competitive workforce is vital not only to stimulate local economies but also the global economy.  New jobs are in demand and the demographics of the workforce are changing.  It has been projected that 63 percent of the 18.9 million new jobs that will be created by 2014 will require some postsecondary education.4  As a result, our need for an educated workforce is increasing in order for the nation to have a competitive economic edge.
The Growth of the Role Community Colleges

Historically, the role of a community college has been to provide educational opportunities to those who otherwise may have been denied access to higher education.  Community colleges began providing career training through vocationally oriented courses that lead to certification in a particular field to better serve the needs of local businesses and communities. This service increased the importance of community colleges, especially in rural areas where career training may be difficult to obtain.5  Such programs typically take about two years of full-time study to complete. In addition, community colleges also have traditionally served as a low-cost platform for students whose academic goal is to earn a baccalaureate degree.6 

Over time, the role of community colleges has expanded. Now, most community colleges have multiple missions directed at addressing the needs and interests of a wide variety of constituencies.  Some of the missions include: general education towards an associate’s degree; transfer to a baccalaureate program; occupational certificate programs; developmental education; adult basic education; English language instruction; education and training for welfare recipients and others facing serious barriers to employment; customized training for specific companies; preparation for industry certification exams; non-credit instruction; small business development; and even economic forecasting.7 
Community College Student Profile
Community college students are more likely to come from lower-income households, to be first-generation college students, to attend part-time or part year, to have dependent children, to be older, to have lower academic skills, and to enroll in developmental or remedial education.8  Through open admissions, low tuition, convenient campus locations, and a wide-range of courses, community colleges provide access to individuals who would not otherwise have been able to attain a postsecondary education.  Additionally, because of the large increase of immigrants entering the U.S., community colleges appeal to those immigrants who are interested in improving language skills and learning new skills in order to be a viable part of the workforce.9
City University of New York and its Community Colleges

The City University of New York is the nation’s largest urban public university, serving more than 226,000 degree-credit students and 230,000 adult, continuing and professional education students.10  There are six community colleges within the CUNY system: Borough of Manhattan, Bronx, Hostos, Kingsborough, LaGuardia, and Queensborough.  In 2006, the total undergraduate enrollment at these community colleges was 73,893, of which 12,745 were first-time freshmen.11  The student body reflects the diversity of New York City and is comprised of 32 percent African-American, 32 percent Hispanic, 21 percent White, 15 percent Asian and less than 1 percent Native American.  According to CUNY, 44 percent of first-time freshmen were born outside of the U.S. mainland and almost half (49 percent) did not speak English as a first language.12   Further, 44 percent of all students work more than 20 hours per week, 61 percent are female, 62 percent have a household income of less than $30,000 and one-third are 25 years of age or older.13
Challenges Faced by Community Colleges

Community colleges nationwide are currently facing huge challenges. Some of the challenges include weak academic preparation of students, low retention and graduation rates, and meeting the demands of multiple missions. Central to these challenges is the huge deficit in operational and capital budgets due to the continual decline in state and city funding, which has not only caused an increase in tuition rates for students, but has also made it difficult for community colleges to maintain the teaching and services necessary for their growing and increasingly diverse student body.14
Weak Academic Preparation of Students

More than half of the students who enter a community college are unprepared for college-level courses.15 Many such students are traditional-age students who enroll in college immediately after high school graduation.16  Other students who may need remediation include those preparing for transfer to a four-year college, upgrading job skills or preparing to change careers.17  One of the challenges that a large number of underprepared students poses is that their need for remediation may overwhelm limited college resources.18  In addition, large numbers of poorly prepared students complicate college efforts to improve transfer and graduation rates.19
Low Retention and Graduation Rates
Fewer than half of community college students meet their educational goals.  It has been reported that 45 percent earn an associate or a bachelor’s degree or transfer to a four-year institution within six years.20  In addition, 17 percent of newly enrolled community college students complete fewer than ten credits within eight years of high school graduation.21  Another 33 percent complete ten credits or more but never earn a certificate or degree or transfer to a four-year college.22  Within those eight years, 18 percent of those who started college in a community college go on earn a bachelor’s degree, 15 percent earn an associate’s degree, and 6 percent certification, and an additional 11 percent transfer to a four-year college but do not earn a degree.23  The outcomes are even lower for African-American, Hispanic, and low-income students.  It has been reported that such students are less likely to complete degrees or transfer to four-year colleges compared to their upper-income and White community college counterparts.24 After eight years, 29 percent of low-income and 20 percent of African-American community college students complete a degree or certificate.25
Difficulties Meeting the Growing Demands of Multiple Missions 

Driven by the baby boom echo, immigration, a soft job market and unemployment, community college enrollment nationwide has increased by 20 percent, from 3.1 million in 2000 to 3.7 million in 2003.26  States such as California, Florida and Virginia, expect enrollment at their community colleges to grow by more than 50 percent between 2004 and 2014.27  All of these factors place a heavy burden on community colleges as they may not have the physical space, adequate staffing or additional resources necessary to prepare individuals in conformity with their various missions, including to prepare workers with the skills needed for the current and changing needs of the workforce.

Challenges Facing New York City Community Colleges
The challenges faced by CUNY’s community colleges are similar to that of other community colleges across the nation with respect to unprepared students, low retention and graduation rates, student body needs (including immigrant students) 28 and economic forces. One report noted that only 21 percent of students who enroll in a community college in New York City earn an associate’s degree.29  However, according to the Preliminary Report by the New York State Commission on Higher Education (CHE), the three-year graduation rate for CUNY community colleges is 13.4 percent.30  Some CUNY community colleges may have limited resources in terms of staffing and finances to address college preparedness, low retention and graduation rates, and meeting multiple missions successfully.  With respect to the ability of such institutions to meet the demands placed on them, it is well documented that such institutions experience chronic underfunding.31  In reviewing the status of State’s public post-secondary institutions including community colleges, CHE’s recently released report proposes the following recommendations to address the unique needs of two-year institutions:32 

· Greater collaboration between high school and college faculty to provide supplementary remedial instruction to underprepared students with no cost to the student.

· The creation of a single entity that would have principle responsibility for statewide investment in workforce planning, training and education capacity at public colleges and universities, particularly community colleges. 

· State funding of 66.7% of each community college’s budget and thereafter seeking reimbursement from counties with regard to their mandated share.

The impact of these proposed recommendations on the structure and programs provided by CUNY community colleges is not clear.

Conclusion
Globalization is driving our nation’s economy and appears to be also fueling local need for an educated workforce.  The link between higher education and economic prosperity may arguably reaffirm the important role of community colleges in preparing a skilled workforce.  As open-access institutions, community colleges serve a diverse body of students, many of whom may have suffered from socioeconomic disadvantage and/or poor high school preparation. Community colleges face unique demands from various constituents and without appropriate resources they may not be able to operate at optimum capacity.  Recognizing the importance that such institutions play in educating a competitive workforce, improving the lives of individuals and families, and strengthening national and local economies, it is imperative that resources are fairly allocated to these institutions.  

Today’s hearing will examine the challenges confronting community colleges, including the factors that may contribute to such challenges, and what, if any, supports can be provided to assure better outcomes for students, faculty, and the community at-large.
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