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dDuring his first aDDress to Congress 
last year, President Barack Obama outlined 
a robust goal for the nation and all who are 
involved in both higher and K-12 education. 
“By 2020,” the president said, “this nation will 
once again have the highest proportion of 
college graduates in the world.” (Currently, 
the United States ranks 12th in the world in 
the number of degrees.) 

As the largest sector of higher education, 
community colleges are integral to reaching 
this national goal. Furthermore, the goal is 
unattainable with just the students already 
within the educational pipeline, which 
increases the importance of community 
colleges as the gateway for higher education 
for the majority of adult learners. 

From a public policy perspective, 
higher education has never been such a 
national priority. President Obama recently 
stated that “education is the economic 
issue of our time.” In the past year, higher 
education, especially in relation to global 
competitiveness, has become a focal point. 

Public policy involving college completion 
has heightened attention to community 
colleges and their students. This attention 
brings about major opportunities and 
challenges for community colleges, which 
in turn requires trustees and community 
college leaders to communicate with elected 
officials about why federal, state, and local 
appropriations are so important. 

When college courses are cut due to 
decreased funding, meeting the challenge 
of helping more students to complete 
degrees and certificates becomes even 
more difficult, if not impossible. 

a Year of Unprecedented 
federal Support

The higher education attainment goal 
was a driving force behind the creation of 
the Administration’s American Graduation 

Meeting the Challenge: Striving for first Place
by Jee Hang lee

lE
o

n
 Z

ER
n

iT
Sk

Y

Initiative (AGI), the signature community 
college legislative proposal. The AGI 
legislation was focused on bringing $12 
billion in federal funds to community 
colleges for programs and modernization. 
While AGI was not enacted, community 
colleges did receive $2 billion for 
the Community College and Career 
Training Grant program. So, with some 
success — but much more ahead of us 
— the work of community colleges in 
leading the way for increasing college 
completion continues. 

Federal funding for higher education 
focused on access for students has also 
increased dramatically. The Department 
of Education expects that almost 9 million 
students will receive Pell Grants in the 

upcoming academic year, compared to 
roughly 5 million just a few years ago. 

‘Complete to Compete’: a nation 
United for Student Success

Just recently, the National Governors 
Association, chaired by West Virginia 
Gov. Joe Manchin III, announced the 
Complete to Compete initiative, which 
will focus on increasing the number of 
college degree and certificate holders. 
Complete to Compete closely follows 
the goals outlined by President Obama, 
and the involvement of the nation’s 
governors in this groundbreaking 
initiative — which directly affects 
all community colleges — increases 
not only the attention to completion, 
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(AACC), and the College Board joined 
forces to establish the VFA, an initiative 
focused on defining metrics to gauge the 
effectiveness of community colleges in 
meeting their stated missions. 

These metrics will be designed for 
community colleges by community 
colleges. With the support from The Bill 
& Melinda Gates Foundation and Lumina 
Foundation for Education, the VFA will 
outline key measures to enable college 
leaders to benchmark their institutional 
improvement. 

For too long, community colleges have 
been measured solely by graduation 
data from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES), but the 
strictly defined NCES metrics do not 
adequately account for the multiple 
missions of the community college. The 
VFA metrics will be timely, as the U.S. 
Department of Education is preparing 
to look more closely at student success 
measures at community colleges. This 
summer, Education Secretary Arne 
Duncan announced the members of 
the Committee on Measures of Student 
Success, a committee established by the 
most recent reauthorization of the Higher 
Education Act. ACCT hopes that the VFA 
will provide the committee with a solid 
core of measures that truly reflect the 
community college mission. 

Success and leadership
Trustees will play a critical role in 
ensuring that student success becomes 
a priority at their institutions. For 
that reason, ACCT, along with the 
Community College Leadership Program 
of the University of Texas at Austin, 
is undertaking a three-year initiative 
to design, develop, and implement 
the Governance Institute for Student 
Success (GISS) for boards of trustees and 
presidents. GISS will work with college 
boards to ensure that student success 
and attainment are addressed adequately. 
Supported by The Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation, GISS is currently 
being piloted at community colleges 
in Ohio. Expansion to other states is 

but also the standing of community 
colleges nationwide. 

Governor Manchin noted that “in the 
knowledge-based economy of today, 
approximately two-thirds of all jobs will 
require a higher education credential 
or degree. For nearly all Americans, 
the new path to the middle class runs 
through college.” “Unfortunately,” he 
added, “our public institutions are not 
producing enough college graduates 
to meet workforce needs. This is 
detrimental to individuals and states, as 
college-educated workers earn higher 
wages, have greater career mobility, 
and contribute substantially to state 
economic growth.” 

aCCT and ‘access for Success’
On behalf of community college 

boards across the nation, ACCT has 
been proactive in developing strategic 
priorities to move the association and its 
membership in support of the completion 
agenda. ACCT’s Board of Directors 
recently adopted a new plan called 
“Access for Success” as a strategic priority. 

“Public policy is shifting in America,” 
ACCT’s Access for Success states. “Today, 
a new paradigm is emerging for the 
nation’s community colleges. While 
access has been both a defining feature 
and policy imperative for community 
college leaders, increasing emphasis is 
being placed on moving from enrollment-
driven policy to student success and 
achievement. In short, community college 
leaders increasingly must focus on 
balancing access with success.”

The plan, which aligns with ACCT’s 
advocacy and education mission, will 
ensure that ACCT will continue to assist 
community college boards in preparing 
for this new dynamic by undertaking a 
number of key initiatives. 

Defining Success by our 
own Measures

Key among those initiatives is the 
Voluntary Framework for Accountability 
(VFA). Last year, ACCT, the American 
Association of Community Colleges 

expected in the second and third years 
of the initiative.

a Call to action 
ACCT recently joined AACC and four 
other community college organizations 
in signing the “Democracy’s Colleges Call 
to Action,” which commits the groups 
to increase degrees and certificates at 
community colleges by 50 percent by 
the year 2020. Signed in April, this public 
pledge calls for the organizations “to 
commit and promote the development 
and implementation of policies, practices, 
and institutional cultures” to achieve this 
national higher education goal. 

The Work ahead of Us
With the completion agenda as a major 
national policy item, ACCT continues 
to work with with the Administration, 
Congress, and a variety of organizations 
to identify innovative opportunities to 
help community colleges as they do the 
hard work of educating and training the 
populace of the 21st century. ACCT is also 
exploring additional avenues to augment 
or provide supplemental funding for 
community colleges as they gear up to 
meet this mission. One thing is clear: an 
unfunded community college system cannot 
lead the country to achieve its educational 
goals. Therefore, community college trustees 
and presidents must continue working 
to advocate for their colleges and push 
policy makers at the federal, state, and 
local levels for additional support. 

An abundance of resources are available 
at www.acct.org. Contributing your voice 
at this February’s Community College 
National Legislative Summit in Washington, 
D.C., will send a strong and clear message 
to federal representatives that community 
colleges do matter — and they matter now 
more than ever. 

ACCT Director of Public 
Policy Jee Hang Lee can be 
reached by e-mail at jhlee@
acct.org or by phone at 
202-775-4450.




