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ABSTRACT

For over a century, American community colleges have delivered on their mission of open access and 
now educate about half of all undergraduate students in the United States. Recognized as primary 
providers of higher education and workforce training, especially to non-traditional and socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged students, community colleges serve as transformative engines of prosperity and 
democratization of education. Contemporary community colleges face many challenges. Mainly, while 
community colleges are persistently underfunded, their leaders are under ever-increasing demand to 
improve student completion.

INTRODUCTION

Rationale

As the community’s college and a significant engine of upward mobility, American community col-
leges have proven their remarkable value for over a century, but face serious challenges. Socioeconomic 
challenges facing a community or the nation are challenges facing community colleges. With an ever-
increasing focus on accountability and expectations of improved student graduation rates, contemporary 
community college leaders are faced with historic challenges. These challenges include staying true to 
their original mission of providing open access while meeting the country’s ever-increasing expecta-
tions and demands for improved student completion rates. If social justice remains a national priority, 
community colleges can fight poverty, serve the socioeconomically disadvantaged, and build America’s 
middle class. However, their fundamental challenges, such as significant and chronic budget cuts must 
be understood and addressed. This chapter provides a review of the more prominent challenges facing 
the contemporary American community colleges.
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Introduction and Significance

In September 2017, the United States Census Bureau reported that in 2016, over 40.6 million or 12.7% 
of total population and nearly 13.3 million or 18.0% of American children under 18 lived in poverty 
(Income and Poverty in the United States, 2017). Without getting into different categories of poverty such 
as deep poverty, generational, and situational poverty, experts agree that the best way to fight or prevent 
poverty is through education. However, a nationwide study of 3,000 public high schools conducted by 
the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center revealed poverty is the best predictor of college 
attendance and completion, not national origin, ethnicity, race, or the high school attended (Sparks & 
Adams, 2013). According to Stroud (2013), by addressing poverty as a barrier to student success, com-
munity colleges offer an essential opportunity to upward mobility. Therefore, as the primary provider 
of education to the majority of socioeconomically and otherwise disadvantaged students in the United 
States, it is critically important that American community colleges increase their student graduation 
rates significantly.

Community colleges were created to serve as a beacon of hope to end socioeconomic inequalities by 
allowing everyone an opportunity to reach the American dream. However, despite its glorious past, in 
just a few decades, the United States has dramatically and continuously lost its distinction as the nation 
with the highest percentage of an educated population. “Unless America’s higher education institutions 
can improve the skill level of the labor force, the nation risks failing to produce the talent required to 
maintain its economic competitiveness” (Auguste et al., 2010). As a primary provider of higher education, 
American community colleges, can and should play a significant role in the prosperity of Americans 
and America by dramatically increasing their low graduation rates.

The Evolving Community College Challenge

Higher education leaders and scholars have recognized the uniqueness of American community colleges. 
“American community colleges are much like the nation that invented them. They offer an open door 
to opportunity to all who would come, are innovative and agile in meeting economic and workplace 
needs, and provide value and service to individuals and communities” (Boggs, 2010). Striving to address 
an essential part of the nation’s most complex socioeconomic challenges such as equity and poverty, 
the community colleges and their mission continue to evolve. The public’s relatively new attention to 
accountability has also resulted in urging educational leaders to consider transformative changes that 
would increase student graduation rates. Enrolling about half of all incoming higher education students in 
America, community colleges have participated in major reform strategies and initiatives like Achieving 
the Dream (ATD) and Completion by Design (CBD) to improve their student graduation rates. Unfor-
tunately, the national trends in student success have not improved at scale.

Considering critical national economic dependency and the strong reliance of global workforce com-
petitiveness on community colleges’ effectiveness, their leaders must either improve student graduation 
rates or could be accountable for the possible demise of American community colleges as we know it. 
“We need to completely reimagine community colleges for today and the future” (American Association 
of Community Colleges (AACC), 2012, p. VI).
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