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Where Today's Community Colleges Should Focus

Glenn R. Cerny, EdD
President

Schoolcraft College

Livonia, Michigan

After World War Il, community colleges were at the
forefront of providing the United States with a robust and
highly skilled workforce, helping to create the world's
greatest economy. The formula was clear: provide hands-
on education focused on relevant skills for industry

and foster foundational learning to transfer students
successfully to a four-year institution. Accessibility was

a key driver, enabled through significant Pell Funding,
ensuring that all populations could take advantage of
community colleges, which served as an innovative,
economic engine that benefited students, business,
industry, and surrounding communities.

Currently, the United States is faced
with a dramatic workforce development
problem that has been a growing

issue over the past twenty years.

Over the past two decades, states have drastically
flatlined or cut funding to community colleges. Instead
of directly funding the economic engine that was
responsible for the creation of a highly successful middle
class prior to the start of the 21st century, community
colleges are now relying on piecemeal funding through
grants, government workforce departments, and other
mechanisms that were intended to replace cuts that
were occurring at the state level. At the same time, there
has been a push to channel more high school students
directly to four-year institutions, bypassing community
colleges, decreasing the availability of business and
industry-ready talent, and contributing to student

loan debt approaching $1.7 trillion dollars, the highest
consumer debt category outside of home mortgages
recorded in the history of the United States.

Currently, the United States is faced with a dramatic
workforce development problem that has been a
growing issue over the past twenty years. Global
competition, the 2009 Great Recession, technological
advancements, and now the COVID-19 global pandemic
have contributed to a degradation of the workforce. At
Schoolcraft College, we have learned to think outside
the box to combat these challenges. One of the major
solutions to the workforce problem would be to correct
the funding model for community colleges, but | believe

there are a great number of alternative opportunities
that community college leaders can leverage as we come
out of the pandemic to help prepare our students to
transition into the workforce.

Over the past ten years, | have learned that community
colleges must look at developing long-term relationships
that translate into sustainable solutions. Investing time
and effort into these long-term or “home-run” initiatives
enables the college community as a whole to have a
greater impact. Shorter-term initiatives, or the “single
hits”, while important, often provide a limited, one-time
boost, whether that is in terms of enrollment, credit
hours, or the bottom line of college financial statements.
When it comes to workforce preparation for students and
an increased talent pipeline for business and industry
partners, it is the home-run solutions that move us
toward sustainability.

Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and Access (IDEA). Higher
education needs a renewed emphasis on the concepts

of Inclusion, Diversity, Equity and Access (IDEA), starting
with training and education for employees to foster safe
and welcoming environments. This may begin as vital
single-hit initiatives, but community colleges, due to their
partnerships within the surrounding communities and
local businesses, are poised to create more enduring
home-run initiatives through a longer-term focus on IDEA
training and education.

When it comes to workforce preparation
for students and an increased talent
pipeline for business and industry
partners, it is the home-run solutions
that move us toward sustainability.

Just as community colleges have acted as an economic
engine in our communities, we can become a driving
force for equity and cultural change, which is in
alignment with the Missions and Values we have stood
behind for years. It is time to take the steps necessary
to become even more influential in our communities,
bridging gaps as they emerge. We need to extend the
education and training we provide beyond campus
borders, and we need to invest in staff that can lead the
way, effecting change within our institutions and forging
partnerships within our surrounding communities.

Outreach and Awareness. Community colleges
must focus on outreach and awareness to counteract
stereotypes that have been perpetuated over that

past several decades. With an eye towards the future,
(continued on page 4)
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These are exciting times for community colleges as the country is inching closer to the long-awaited reopening of the economy. Our
sector is beginning to redefine itself in the wake of the pandemic and nowhere is this effort more impactful than in the economic
recovery and workforce preparation arena, where we see community colleges helping to facilitate innovative community college/
industry partnerships designed to support workforce development and bolster the local economy. We posed the following question to

emerging and national leaders. Their answers appear below.

Keambra Pierson, MA

Associate Dean of Business, Entrepreneurship,
and Professional Development
Henry Ford College, Dearborn, Michigan

Historically, community colleges have transitioned
to meet the needs of the community. They started
as an extension to postsecondary education,
providing vocational education, and later evolved
to offer a curriculum compatible with the first two years of undergraduate
university education as a pathway for students seeking a four-year
degree. Finally, pre-pandemic community colleges continued to meet
the community’s needs by providing affordable education with a host

of programs to produce students prepared to enter the workforce. As

a result, community colleges are an integral factor in the community's
economic development.

Present-day, there’s an influx of help-wanted signs in the windows of
local businesses. Job posting sites display an increase in postings, and
many companies are open at reduced hours because they don't have
staff. The health care industry is understaffed and overworked due to the
post-pandemic labor shortage. Long before COVID-19 wreaked havoc
on the economy, experts warned of two demographic storms on the
horizon that would present significant challenges for employers—the first
being an influx of retiring baby boomers, some earlier than planned due
to COVID-19. Second, declining birth rates led to a decreased number

of eligible workers. Pandemic health risks, child and elder care, and
unemployment benefits also keep people from returning to the workforce.

Community college is a viable answer to a declining economy. Although
the future status of returning to normal is unknown, community colleges
must prepare to play a crucial role in building the workforce within

their communities. The pandemic has brought about challenges as

well as opportunities for community colleges to reemerge. Community
college leaders and local business owners are facing unfamiliar territory.
College leaders should build close connections with local businesses to
understand their employment priorities and needs. These connections will
foster professional relationships leading to job placement programs and
internship initiatives to provide students with the skills needed to launch
successful careers in their local communities immediately after graduation.

The future is bright for community colleges. According to Bastecki-Perez,
V. L. (2021), in the last six months of 2019, employed Americans with an
associate degree rose by 578,000 people, compared to just 314,000
Americans with a four-year degree. The trend will likely continue as many
expect to fill STEM, technology support, and health and wellness positions,
many of which require an associate degree. In addition, the need for

an enhanced digital infrastructure will lead to increased demand for a
variety of cutting-edge fields. Finally, with the business and employment
landscape everchanging, community colleges must remain nimble and
provide students with opportunities to learn new skills fit for a post-COVID
economy (Bastecki-Perez, 2021).

QUESTION OF THE MONTH:

What might the community
college role in economic
development and workforce

preparation look like,
post-pandemic?

Stephanie Stuart, MS
Vice President for Communications
and External Affairs
Parkland College, Champaign, lllinois

If you're reading this, you play a critical role in
one of the most important strategic assets of the
American economy, the community college. Our
present economy consists of complex, sometimes
competing, variables, including record unemployment, workforce
shortages, and wage compression, to name a few.

As institutional leaders, we find ourselves at the nexus of crisis and
opportunity. Our ability to capitalize on this moment for our students
and communities will define the community college’s role in economic
and workforce development for decades to come. In this new era, we
must revisit and reinvent best practices to spur economic recovery and
accelerate workforce preparation efforts.

A Reconnect with students. Throw away your assumptions from pre-
pandemic life regarding what students are looking for. As we envision
new programs, formats, and scheduling, ask your students what works
for their lives now. Identify emerging barriers to student success and
leverage recovery funds such as the Higher Education Emergency Relief
Fund (HEERF) Ill funds to help students overcome them.

A Reinvent the message. Our communities and prospective students
have completely reframed their thinking about life, work, and family. As
a result, the community college’s market position has shifted. It's time
to ensure your campus messaging matches the needs of today rather
than harkens to pre-pandemic times. Strategies such as focus groups,
surveys, and face-to-face engagement wherever possible will help your
team gain valuable insights for ensuring you're speaking the language of
those who will benefit most from their local community college during
this time.

A Lean into employer and community partnerships. In the COVID era,
you likely forged deeper relationships with your regional Economic
Development Organizations, Chambers of Commerce, and industry
partners. Strategize with these partners on joint recovery initiatives and
identify gap areas where new or reformatted programs can meet short-
and medium-term needs.

Each of our institutions must undergo these transformations, emerge
stronger, and welcome back students faster. The most successful
institutions will galvanize these efforts into visionary grant proposals in
this era of massive Federal investment in economic recovery. New grant
programs such as the American Recovery Plan’s Build Back Better and
Good Jobs Challenge will fund the most promising regional economic
and workforce collaborations. Now is the time for leaders like us to rise
to the occasion and reaffirm America’s community colleges as vehicles
for economic recovery, upward mobility, and hope. The future of our
communities—and, most importantly, our students—depends on it.



http://www.ferris.edu/alliance

Perspectives: Community College Leadership for the 21st Century

NATIONAL LEADER PERSPECTIVE

www.ferris.edu/alliance o 3

These are exciting times for community colleges as the country is inching closer to the long-awaited reopening of the economy. Our
sector is beginning to redefine itself in the wake of the pandemic and nowhere is this effort more impactful than in the economic
recovery and workforce preparation arena, where we see community colleges helping to facilitate innovative community college/
industry partnerships designed to support workforce development and bolster the local economy. We posed the following question to

emerging and national leaders. Their answers appear below.

Strengthen Work-ready
Programs in Today'’s

Community College
Rebecca Lake, EdD

President
Rebecca Lake Consulting, Illinois

Community colleges are now situated in an unimaginable fast-paced
changing environment, under many pressures, with Presidents and
Boards of Trustees not sure what decisions make the best sense.
Colleges are rethinking how to reshape every aspect of their work to
strengthen links between degrees, certificates, and national portable
credentials leading to life-sustaining employment for students and
graduates. This reshaping can lead to an overhaul of organizational
processes, procedures and systems, propelling colleges to become
more situationally adaptive. The goal of college personnel should be
to adapt organizational functions to the needs of students, implement
a variety of support services so students can complete what they start,
be hired into their field of study, and begin on their career path.

Since their inception, community colleges have provided affordable
and accessible higher education and a career pathway for low-income
students, students of color, under-prepared students, women, and
those who can attend classes part-time. Today, the goal of these
students enrolled in community colleges is to get a life-sustaining
job. Community colleges can assist students reach their goals by
providing accelerated short-term training and/or career and technical
education (CTE) programs with stackable credentials. As more diverse
students enroll to take advantage of these accelerated programs,
colleges will be confronted with unique student support, equity,

and diversity issues. Interestingly, as colleges prepare to offer more
short-term workforce training programs and address diversity issues,
in a March 5, 2021, article by Colvin T. Georges, Jr. about Strategic
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Initiatives, Dr. Marcus Brown,
senior director for academic affairs and student services at lllinois
Community College Board, discussed the same topic. His comments
seem pertinent at this time:

We (colleges) need to be intentional about how we build DEI
efforts in those strategic plans. Community college stakeholders
need to consider equity at all times by specifically identifying
which student populations have access to specific CTE programs
of study. They also need to actively work to close existing racial
equity gaps and institutional barriers to success.

With logical, careful, and innovative stewardship by colleges, this
shift to provide more accelerated workforce-ready (credit and non-
credit) educational opportunities can be successfully implemented.
This article presents a few ideas that can assist college as they are
contemplating their next steps.

Organizational Realignment: Not to be left behind, the college

needs a top-level administrative organizational structure to position
itself advantageously in a rapidly evolving educational landscape.
Because there is a need and a push for accelerated short career
educational programs, as well as seeking new employers and partners
to work with and hire students, adding a vice-president of Economic
Development, Partnerships, and Innovation could truly benefit the
college. Under this VP would be situated most of the outward-facing

preparation look like,
post-pandemic?

QUESTION OF THE MONTH:

What might the community
college role in economic
development and workforce

college departments such as customized
training, continuing education, children summer
programs, office of registered apprenticeships,
grants office, and small business development,
just to name a few. Think of the out-reach
activities performed by these departments as
additional college marketing employees.

Enrollment/Admissions/Advising Adjustment:
The new focus on short-term workforce training and CTE programs
and its successful growth in enrollment is dependent on those in
Enrollment/Admissions/Advising. In any college, the predominate
task of all employed in enrollment/admission services is to increase
student inquiries (leads) and convert them to enrollments. Enroliment
specialists will need to broaden their outreach activities to a variety
of venues such as churches, cultural centers, and predominately
African American high schools. These students may arrive unprepared,
underprepared, or just scared and unsure about everything related to
college. It is logical to believe a more diverse student body will begin
to enroll at colleges requiring different types of support. A variety of
student support services to increase retention and completion must
be quickly implemented. If this is done well, it can make a difference
to mitigate college enrollment decline.

Institutional Cultural Readjustment: Because offering more
accelerated education programs will actually change the college

to some degree, itis a perfect time to "look under the hood” of the
organizational culture. The new focus requires college personnel to
readjust their perceptions and recognize their unconscious biases
towards short-term workforce education and students in these
programs. We all view life in our own certain way and through our
own unique lens. A critical examination to discover organizational and
systemic barriers that negatively affect diverse students is crucial and
must be satisfactorily addressed. The growth of short-term workforce
training and CTE programs at the college offers new educational
opportunities for all students, improves the community racial and
socioeconomic equity, fosters a better life for these students and their
families, and sets them on a career pathway.

Colleges must not be stuck in the past. How community colleges did
business before the horrendous COVID-19 pandemic is done and
gone, never to return. Colossal change is apparent throughout the
country’s social, educational, political, and work environments. For
community colleges to stay viable, healthy, and responsive to the
needs of all their stakeholders is essential.
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Workforce Preparation... (continued from page 1)

we need to focus on middle schools and develop
partnerships with K-12. Community colleges can serve
as an early provider for career and technical programs
that are required by states. Not only does this educate
students at a younger age about high-paying careers
they may not know about, it allows us to shift the
perspective of what community college is all about, not
only for the student but also for their parents. Schoolcraft
has only just begun to work with its local districts to
bring middle school students to our campus, giving
them hands-on opportunities in areas such as welding,
manufacturing, healthcare, and information technology.

Additionally, the adult learner who has experience in the
workforce but needs additional skills is an overlooked
opportunity. Community colleges need to assess and
evaluate adult learners’ work experience to provide
credits based on competencies that don’t require
additional classroom hours. This approach, paired with
the expedited courses needed by adult learners to
pursue new pathways, will facilitate a faster turnaround
for degree and certification attainment. This helps move
students forward in their careers, and it also helps close
the workforce gap.

Community colleges need to assess
and evaluate adult learners’ work
experience to provide credits based
on competencies that don’t require
additional classroom hours.

Institutional Effectiveness. Advisory committees

have been an important aspect of community college
programs, but | would classify them as a single hit.

By developing a more relationship model with local
businesses and industry, colleges and their community
and industry partners end up having skin in the game.
Both parties, if they are committed to the success of the
relationship, become more aware of the needs of the
other partner. This is a home-run solution for the college
because it increases funding, enhances relevant skills-
based education, allows for internships and practicums,
and develops new hiring paths for students. For business
and industry, the home-run solution opens up access

to assets that would not have been available to them
without the college partnership. Business and industry
have greater access to an increased pipeline of qualified
talent, and they can translate their skill requirements and
needs into a curriculum and program of ongoing training.
As the relationship with a college develops, a myriad of
additional opportunities begin to grow organically.

Student Success and Engagement. The reason we as
college and leaders and administrators are all here is to
ensure that our students are successful. One of the many
ways we can do this is to engage students on campus,
as well as in the community. Colleges need to create
services and systems that inform, educate, and support
the student’s pathway, whether that leads to further
education or directly into the workforce. This approach
should include providing students with a well-rounded
experience that features a variety of coursework options,
as well as experience exercising softer skills that can

be obtained through involvement in student activities,
music, arts, or sports. It is our job to train students to be
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well rounded, highly skilled individuals who can enter
university or the workforce and then excel.

It is also vital to our students and our community that
we expand college career centers. Not only should we
be preparing students for participation in the workforce,
but we should also be facilitating their exposure to in-
demand jobs and then helping to place them.

Conclusion. The states will ultimately need to step up
and invest in community colleges as they did in the
decades leading up to the 21st century. State funding will
be a catalyst for solving long-term workforce shortage
problems and will support the continuous improvement
initiatives that | have outlined. Investment at sufficient
levels is necessary to improve this long-term problem,
and community colleges should be held accountable
for directing that investment to the most effective
initiatives. | believe that the areas | have addressed, if
appropriately funded, will be the basis upon which
extensive improvement and expansion of the workforce
talent market will be built.

We need to ensure that community colleges focus on
Institutional Effectiveness; Outreach and Awareness;
Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and Access; and Student
Success and Engagement. Each of these areas requires
initiatives that are continually developed, deployed, and
then measured with reliable data. This data should be
continuously analyzed and should drive how community
colleges invest in the initiatives, ensuring that what it
does is utilizing resources effectively.

Best practices in workforce development will require
that community colleges ensure the effective movement
of students through programs and processes that yield
generations of highly skilled workers and leaders. Over
the past ten years, Achieve the Dream has invested
millions of dollars to identify the “super elixir” of
solutions, and the bottom line is: there is no golden
solution. Progress will necessitate an array of continuous
improvement initiatives, many that tie back to the four
areas that | have described. Expanding and diversifying
the pathways that our students may pursue to enter

the workforce is the best way for us to increase the
talent pipeline for our business and industry partners.
The problem of scarce industry-ready talent has been
brewing for years. If we don't start to address the issue
creatively, it will only get worse.
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