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Speakers very often start out by saying  how delighted they are to be here.  The honorarium might prompt  delight, or the accommodations, or the weather, or the sociability.   These are all attractive factors.  None of these compare though, with your great gift to me, one that the planners may have not have anticipated.   This assignment, coming almost one year ago, has  created numerous new engrams in my brain, a brain, somewhat similar to yours, which loses 15,000 cortical brain cells each day.  By my calculations I have lost 5.5 million per year or about 330 million since age 21.  The good news is that I had about ten billion cells to start with.  The bad news is that the trend line is down  All is not lost, however. Something can be done about it, said my good friend, a professor of neurosurgery at Johns Hopkins.  As I lamented my condition in reaction to this unpleasant news, he declared that the continuous exposure of my  brain to new challenges and new learning would  create new engrams and store these engrams for a long period of time.  “You can learn new things even in old age; with new learnings, you are creating newly established pathways.”  So thanks for the challenge!
The topic you have given me to tussle with  - reflections and perspectives on what is most important to  leaders of community colleges has been my constant companion since I received your invitation.  It was with me recently on a trip to New Zealand.  It was on my mind as I entered  Christchurch Cathedral and saw a tribute in the Maori language to a former beloved minister of the church.   The English translation read:  “The most important thing in life –  here I caught my breath because I was reminded of the statement in our reference book  – “The most important thing in life is to decide what is the most important thing in life.”  Was this to say the same thing? No, it took the next step!  “The most important thing in life is people, people, people.”  Well, there it was! I found it in far away New Zealand and in the language of people of Polynesian origin. There in simple words was what I have come to believe is the highest value commitment for those who lead community colleges.

People

“The most important thing in life is people, people, people.” This is the starting point and the continuing point of reference.  Everything else derives from who we the people are in the community – not who they are but who we all are.  The goals of our institution, the organized programs of learning, the nature and location of facilities,  administrative structures,  the characteristics of the faculty,  all aspects of what we do and how we do it, derive from who we are that make up the community.  

This is not an easy stance to maintain.  There is a force to be reckoned with,  a kind of gravity,  which makes the structures and behavior of educational institutions, often called “academe”, the major referent in  decisions by and for community colleges.  Early in the metamorphosis of junior college to community college there was a powerful aspiration to demonstrate that these  institutions were no longer extensions of the high school but collegiate institutions in their own right, with their own boards of trustees, campuses and  buildings, accreditation, professorial ranks, and other academic forms.  

To a great extent that aspiration was fulfilled in the heady environment of the sixties and the establishment of five hundred new community colleges.  But many of these institutions, after the move into new facilities, found  that all was not well.  It was  apparent, sometimes forcefully so, that the conventional academic expectations and ways of doing things on campus did not work.  These open door, close to home, low cost, colleges were attracting new kinds of college people, unprecedented in diversity,  many  of them part of communities who in the words of President Lyndon Baines Johnson experienced “conditions that breed despair and violence…ignorance, discrimination, slums, poverty, disease, not enough jobs.”  (1967 Address to the Nation).  To deliver on the promise of  the open door some things had to change.  And they did .  The changes began with the perception of  thoughtful and conscientious faculty and administrators that essential to  student success was  knowledge of the student in his or her community environment and adaptation of college ways to the needs and characteristics of learners in their neighborhoods.  So the college began its move to the people of the community . 

The field of vision of many college leaders  broadened to encompass all people of the community.  A good example was action by  the state of  Florida to project community college enrollments as a percentage, no longer of  high school graduates, but the total population of an area.  An appropriate step.   But it is not enough to be  aware of demographic trends. If we place high value on the people, all the people, in the community it follows that we must know these people. In  sensing this deeply some years ago I urged:

“…let us more frequently leave our offices and classrooms and laboratories and the warm and secure fellowship of those who we know and understand, to experience the reality that surrounds those whom we would teach – to know their concerns, their anxieties, their environmental pressures.  We may need to learn to listen more even if this means speaking less.  We may need to place more reliance upon firsthand experience in community life rather than upon the abstractions of reports, memoranda, and critiques of society.  We need to reduce the level of abstraction to primary involvement with the sights, the sounds, the smells, the touch of the environment as it bears upon the lives of the people with whom we would work.  From this experience come the insights and clues to educational needs.”

The most important thing is people.  But you might say, that is a pretty broad cut, we could be accused of  (to coin a phrase) “trying to be all things to all people.”  If we stopped there the charge would be justified, but there are other values that sharpen the focus of our work.

Learning
One of these is “Learning”.  Learning is another beacon to help  set our course.  Perfectly obvious you might say.  We are all committed to learning in our institutions.  Are you sure about that?  If that were the case why would Terry O’Banion have  felt impelled to write his recent book,  A Learning College. And why would the book  be so praised as something that needed  to be said?   Terry refers to a wave of reform that places learning as the central value and central activity of the educational enterprise. He describes the “emerging focus on learning.”  He calls for the community college to be a learning college.   In effect, to pick up our theme,  learning is of great importance.  It is a central value.  I  agree.  Terry knows that I agree. He indicated so in the inscription he wrote in the book he sent me.  We need a learning college, no doubt about it.  And for those who believe that people are the most important thing in life there is this further step – that learning college will be part of a learning community.   I suppose that the quickest way to tell you why that next step is not only timely but urgent is to quote a commercial of a few years ago.  “This is not your  father’s Oldsmobile.”  The world of 1998 is decidedly not my father’s world., nor for that matter my world as I graduated from college and was congratulated by relatives upon the completion of my education.  I was reminded of that vividly a few days ago when in cleaning out the attic I came across a diary of  my first year of employment after graduating from UCLA. (after having transferred from a junior college with full credit for my two years)  On a November day I wrote that I  listened to the football game between SC and Notre Dame and that SC had won.  I had listened .  Why didn’t I watch the game?  You know the answer, but for those of you who are younger I will explain.   There was no television.  I thought about that as I went back to my keyboard to send an Email to my son in San Francisco.

 In his State of the Union  address a few weeks ago, the President reminded us that the entire store of human knowledge now doubles every five years.  Can you imagine what that has done to the storehouse of knowledge since my first year out of  UCLA?  There have been more than twelve of those five year periods since my graduation.  I’ll let you do the math .   And I am not sure how you do it but you need to factor in somehow that the pace of change is accelerating.  The President took well over an hour to make the points  in his message.  I can make mine by simply suggesting some acronyms that stand for a vast and fast changing panorama. HMO, DNA, WWW., ATM, GPS, NASA, AIDS, NAFTA, EURO, INTERNET,  EMAIL, etc.  Each of these has its technical aspects, social and economic repercussions, and implications for learning. 

I have an invitation to attend the second international Harvard Conference on Internet and Society in May.  The announcement reminds us that by the year 2000, the Internet will become a part of virtually every segment of society.  It is estimated that business conducted online will total in the tens of billions of dollars and will fuel economic growth well into the twenty-first century.  Potentially every classroom in America will be linked to the Internet, giving students access to a vast universe of knowledge.  In 1991, fewer than 1 million people accessed the Internet.  Today over 100 million people are online conducting business, educating, “surfing,” and communicating.  “Help create the future, not just anticipate it,” challenges the invitation and it asks,  “Are you prepared for what lies ahead in cyberspace?”

How farseeing were the words of Paul Lengrand in his 1970 book, An Introduction to Lifelong Education, when he described in simple language how education needed to change.  “The notion that a man can accomplish his lifespan with a given set of intellectual and technical luggage is fast disappearing.”  Or the words of Edgar Faure in 1972, “For the first time in history, he wrote, “education in now engaged in preparing men for a type of society which does not yet exist.”  Until this time, he points out, “the function of education down the ages has usually been to reproduce the contemporary society and existing social relationships…”  Now the mission of education is to train “unknown children for an unknown world.”

Faure adds:

“While dispensing fundamental knowledge, such education aims at learning how to perceive and comprehend the world.  It must endeavor to instill, especially in children, a taste for self-learning that will last a lifetime; to arouse their desire to know, to ask questions and to question themselves, while developing the faculties of observation and judgment and the critical spirit.  Finally, it should try to awaken the feeling in an individual that he belongs to a community; and that each person has a creative responsibility towards himself and others.”(Edgar Faure et al.  Learning to Be: The World of Education Today and Tomorrow.  Paris:UNESCO, 1972) P. 184

Learning is the process of preparing to deal with new situations.  Asserts that brilliant 

report of a few years ago, No Limits to Learning, 

“Practically every individual in the world, whether schooled or not, experiences the process of learning – and probably none of us at present are learning at the levels, intensities, and speeds needed to cope with the complexities of modern life.” 

What does the report say about the high value of learning ?

“The failure of learning means that human preparedness remains underdeveloped on a worldwide scale.  Learning is in this sense far more than just another global problem: its failure represents, in a fundamental way, the issue of issues in that it limits our capacity to deal with every other issue…”

The failure of learning limits our capacity to deal with every other issue.  Consider the implications of that statement.  For academicians and futurists it’s fun to talk about how the world is changing and the increased speed and reduced price of our new modems.  But out there in the real world something critical is happening.  Declared an international organization of businessmen and industrialists: “learning has become a life-and-death matter, and not only for people at the edge of subsistence.  Even for those more secure in material provisions, the dictum “learn or perish now directly confronts all societies – wealthy or poor even though many of  their individual members may still feel insulated from this harshness.”(Club of Rome in No Limits to Learning).

“Learn or perish.”  Is this an exaggeration?  An overstatement?  Take a look at just one  development in our country before answering that question. According to economists and the President the U. S. economy by many measures has performed well in recent years.  There is one glaring exception: the distribution of the nation’s output. During these years of  American economic success the United States has managed to achieve the most unequal distribution of income among advanced countries – and the degree of inequality has increased more here than in any comparable country.  While earning  of workers in high paying occupations have risen rapidly, the earnings of the majority of the work force have barely kept pace with inflation and the earnings of less educated and lower paid workers, adjusted for inflation, have fallen….Less-educated young men for whom the economy seems to have little need, are increasingly ending up in prison or jail…Despite our boom, we have not solved the fundamental problem of finding jobs that pay less-skilled workers decent wages. (Harvard Magazine January-February 1998)  The failure of learning limits our capacity to deal with every other issue.  This is one such issue and the question is how can young persons from families at the bottom of the income-distribution scale attain the training they need to secure jobs with the pay that will give them a decent economic life? 

Here is powerful support for Terry O’Banion’s call for reform that places learning as the central value and central activity of the educational enterprise.  What ought to be  (speaking of values) is  perception of  educational enterprise that extends beyond the schools and colleges to all the people in the community during the span of their lives.  Those who have this concept of learning will perceive the community college as the lead organization in the community to encourage and facilitate lifelong learning. 

Connections
But the community college, obviously, does not do it alone. A very short story. I visited a college in India a few years ago.  It was on a dusty road a few miles away from the city.  Across the road from the college was an old village in which living circumstances had not changed for perhaps a century or more.  In talking with the faculty of the college, I noted that they were concerned about lack of materials in the library, particularly reference material in the social sciences – anthropology was mentioned.  I could not resist a question.  What connections do you have with the village across the road, I asked.  The response was, none. And I thought, what a loss.  How is it that you cannot see that there is no better resource for your study of anthropology than that old village just across the road.  And there may  be other benefits, mutual benefits.  Shouldn’t you be connected?  There was proximity, but no connections.  But you don’t have to travel to India to find that kind of thinking – education in a compartment – not connected with what goes on in the real community.  That is the next value – connections.  

In developing countries in which I  have  participated in national education planning, the approach has been to see education as an integral part of other factors that bear upon the lives of people,  for example, water supply, agriculture, economic development, health, citizenship, and housing.   This is called “sector” planning.  All of these elements are involved in moving the people of the country toward a better life.  Education is perceived as integral to community development, not as a separate enclave.  “Education is not a self-contained system.  It has multiple intersections with almost every facet of national (community) development.” (Harbison)
Call it what you will, intersections, linkages, partnerships, connections,  there are two ways in which we need to connect, first with the conditions in the community that bear upon the lives of the people there, housing, jobs, health, security, environment, recreation, civic participation and secondly in relating to the other community organizations active in these areas.  I have not found this kind of value orientation better expressed anywhere than by Waubonsee Community College in Illinois.  The board encourages “efforts, usually undertaken  in cooperation with other community groups or agencies, which are  directed toward identifying and analyzing community social, economic, cultural and civic problems and providing the educational component of their solution.” 

Many community colleges now provide community and national leadership in breaking down the walls between education , and its neighbors, those other major factors in the community that bear upon the lives of the citizens.  We have developed a terminology that moves from the notion of the community college “serving” the community to one of “partnership.”  Perhaps you will remember the word  “nexus” which we began using almost thirty years ago ( before it became of commercial value) .  “…these institutions  which we represent may hold the potential for becoming a new kind of nexus ( a connection, or tie, or link) toward solutions to community problems.”  And then we resorted to biology  to further describe how we viewed the function of our institutions in the community.  We called it “symbiosis.”  “The intimate living together of two kinds of organisms, esp. where such association of mutual advantage…A similar relationship of mutual interdependence between persons or groups.”  That is the way we came to perceive the community college in the community – living together with other organizations of the community – association of mutual advantage – relationship of mutual interdependence.   

That is the way we perceive our institutions, but the dilemma is that few people in policy making positions in either state or federal government seem to understand the potential of that kind of relationship – a relationship which enables the community college to be a major instrument as the  community deals with pressing societal needs.  The  perception of policy makers needs to be brought up to date. 

Opportunity
Nothing can be more powerful to change those perceptions than for those who have experienced community colleges to speak up and to speak out.  When they do, many of them say something like this:

“If the college had not been there, very likely my life would have been greatly diminished.  I would not be where I am today.  It has been a college of

hope; without it, where would I be?  The college was the door to my future.”

These words I gleaned from  more  than 250 essays I read a few years ago.  Essays written by people nominated by college leaders as among their outstanding graduates. Later published in Profiles in Success. Bahruth and Venditti, Editors. The essays discussed what the community college experience meant to their development.  Without question there is a common refrain which is epitomized by the words of one of the essayists known to most of you – James L. Wattenbarger, a graduate of Palm Beach Community College, who wrote “Palm Beach Junior College, now Palm Beach Community College, provided me with opportunity beyond high school that I could not have had otherwise.”  And Jim mentions the financial barrier, the geographical barrier, and the educational program barrier.  Incidentally, his doctoral dissertation served as the blueprint for the Florida System of Community Colleges – without question a pacemaker for the nation.

“Opportunity I could not have had otherwise.”  That has been the enduring and consistent theme of community colleges and is a central value. When I first came to Washington to work  with the American Association of Junior Colleges in 1957 my assignment was to develop a program to attract more favorable  views nationally toward junior colleges.  Those of us in the field felt that the worth of our institutions was not well understood and therefore we might not be a significant part of the vast expansion of post secondary education. I contracted with a nationally known public relations firm in Philadelphia and our first publication distributed to all high school principals and superintendents of school in the country had on its cover in red, white and blue a statement from the President’s Commission on Post Secondary Education.  “Every individual shall have opportunity for appropriate education up to…the maximum of  his potential.”  As most of the states developed plans for community colleges a common goal was to put post secondary education within reach geographically, financially, and academically, and the primary instrument was the community college.  

And through subsequent years in my conversations with thousands of community and college leaders I have heard  repeatedly the theme of putting college opportunity within reach.  

Community colleges should reach out.  Go to unserved people.  Give priority to those who need education they did not get at an earlier age.  Serve the student with roots in the community.  Give those who need it a second chance.  Bring people into the main stream.  Serve people hindered by problems of cost and transportation.  And especially be accessible to those whose educational options are limited by a variety of circumstances. 

And as the 250 essays indicate “the college was the door to my future.”  But these testimonies are also sobering words, for they raise questions in our minds of what potential would remain untapped, what possibilities stunted both of individuals and the community, if the college had not been there with its receptive and encouraging stance. 

And that leads us to wonder about other people who could be like those whose stories we have read, but who have not been reached.  What about these other people? Who are they? How many are there?  Why haven’t they been reached?  What will be the consequences (as we noted earlier) if  “human preparedness remains underdeveloped and the “failure of learning limits our capacity to deal with every other issue.” And what of the future”  “The door to my future.” Surely the times in which we live require more than ever colleges that will offer learning experiences described by these essayists as essential to what they have become. 

Better Lives

What they have become.  That phrase opens an avenue of  thought that helps me deal with what I consider the fifth of  five guiding values.  People,  learning, connections, opportunity and “what they have become.”  Said the essayists I referred to earlier, “My life would have been greatly diminished, if the college had not been there.” Good, but how is that  expressed it in positive terms.  Does this mean that your life has been enhanced?  What should we call this fifth value?    Some have said that the ultimate goal of lifelong education is to maintain and improve the quality of life. Others have spoken of learning that promotes dignity and worth of human kind.  Learning that helps shape a better society.  Learning that improves the human condition.  What is it that in a word or two best describes “what they have become?”  And therefore what we believe is most important in what we seek for others through learning? You have asked me for my reflections and perspectives.  Here is a reflection that might help. As I think of this fifth value I remember a round table discussion in Dallas in December 1966.  Educators, administrators, planners, and architects from community college districts in thirteen major cities had come together to identify and discuss some of the facilities problems unique to the inner-city community college.  

Who was around the table?  Dallas, only El Centro existed at that time, Cuyahoga, Philadelphia, Miami, St. Louis, Tarrant County.  Miami was the oldest institution, it was six years old.  The meeting dealt with facilities but, as you well know, to plan facilities you must start with functions.  Harold Gores, President of the Educational Facilities Laboratories, an arm of the Ford Foundation challenged the participants with a position which all accepted.

Education, and particularly the community college may be the best hope of the inner city.  The battle ground is in the city – stay and fight where you are.  Don’t turn your back and run to the suburbs.  The community college may be the only acceptable agency for saving the central city.  Maybe  you have to be put into the neighborhood business.  The people trust you.  They depend on you.”

And the report of  that meeting helps to illuminate the fifth value. Declared the participants: 

“For decades higher education has skirted the fringes of social ills as they began to grow and fester in the nation’s big cities.

To be sure there were scholars who dissected, codified, even viewed with alarm.  But rarely did the institution itself play an active role in alleviating the ills.

This, for the most part, was left to the social agency, to the government welfare programs, and indeed to the socially deprived themselves.

But as we move into the final third of the twentieth  century it is clear that higher education itself must be an instrument of social change.  It must become part of the environment of the city, and somehow make it better.  To this end the two-year community college, ‘unencrusted with tradition, not hidebound by a rigid history, and in many cases new and eager for adventure’ becomes an agent of social change.  How best can we serve that end?

“It must become part of the environment of the city, and somehow make it better.”  When we talk about the city, we are talking about people.  As the community college is part of the environment of the city and works to make it better aren’t we talking about making people better?  And isn’t that  what the essayists meant when their remarks are translated into positive terms from lives that “would have been greatly diminished” to lives that have been made better? 

I have reflected long and hard on this fifth value.  Much of what I say to you today comes from my own conversations with literally thousands of students and leaders in the developing community college movement and this is what I believe.  This is what it is all about.  For the people we work with, “better lives” is what they are seeking and the way to what they want is through learning –learning opportunities that we provide in our communities.  Better lives is the fifth value.  

I was thinking about my meeting with you and what we would be talking about when , some weeks ago, I wrote a tribute to Roger Yarrington in the “Community College Times.” Some of you remember my good friend and long-term colleague in Washington.   Roger worked with me  for sixteen years.  He made major contributions to the development of our association and community colleges nationally.  He died a few months ago  at what some  consider the conventional age of retirement and at what his friends consider an age too young to die. Roger, who wrote and spoke of the values of our movement was described  in a lead editorial in the  Kansas City Star in this way  – “Some outstanding citizens radiate good character, high intellect and intense commitment to their community.  Roger Yarrington  was such a man.” 

A few years ago Roger wrote a very useful book, Community Relations Handbook.  The dedication was not to family or professors who had inspired him or even to his helpful colleagues.  It just  said simply, 

“To all persons who work to make their communities good places to live.”

Roger had a knack of saying a good deal in a few words. I can’t think of a better way to epitomize the value of “better lives’ or the importance of what you do  

I wrote that Roger personified the values that we hope guide our vocation. And as  I thought deeply about our relationship I thought of many others with whom I have been associated in what  I have no hesitancy to describe as the community college cause and what I say about Roger I can say about them and  you . “That such a man would be so drawn to our field of education says something important about the worth of what we do.”

You have called for my reflections – among those I have described  none is more important that that one – “the worth of  what we do.”  You want my perspectives.  Steer a course guided by values of  people, learning, connections, opportunity, and better lives. You will be in the company of those who have gone on before you.  It’s good company.
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