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Abstract

Opportunity or Social Class Reproduction: Making Sense of Community
Colleges through a Study of the Business Programs of the Nova Scotia

Community College

This research enquiry presents a study of business students and business programs
at the Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) to test 'the arguments of the
advocates and the critics of community college education. The critics, represented
by Clark (1960), Brint and Karabel (1989), Rhoads and Valadez (1996) argue that
community colleges “cool out” the ambitions of students and track them into low-
end jobs, replicating the class structure. On the other side are the advocates, such
as Grubb (1999) and Shaw (1999) who contend that community colleges do meet
their mandate of providing opportunity for students who are “experimenting” or

“taking a second chance” on an education.

The open access and democratic values of the NSCC are called into question
through an exploration of the high attrition rates in business programs. Further
research on career ambitions and resulting employment is undertaken to test
Karabel’s contentidn that working class students are streamed into an education
that leads to working class jobs (1977).

The research methods used include both quantitative and qualitative data analysis
to examine the meaning of a community college business education. It is argued
that the multifaceted histories, lives, and career aspirations of business students of
the NSCC need to be critically analyzed to foster an understanding of whether a
community college education is an opportunity for educational and occupational

success or a system of class perpetuation.



It is found that the situation at the NSCC is more complex than that described by
the protagonists in the debate, as follows: (i) Students between the ages of 18 — 24
are most likely to be “experimenters” because they do not possess the cultural
capital, as described by Bourdieu (1997), necessary to draw the links between
postsecondary education and employment. (ii) High attrition rates represent a
“cooling out” of student ambitions. However, (iii) community colleges provide a
“second chance” for mature students. While one-year community college
programs channel working class students into low-end jobs, community college
two-year programs hold the hope of future opportunity through university

articulation agreements and better employment preparation.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This research enquiry employs quantitative and qualitative data analysis to
examine the meaning of a community college business education. This goal is
accomplished by using focus groups and’questionnaires to explore the diverse
business student population of the Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC). The
multifaceted histories, lives, and career aspirations of business students of the
NSCC need to be critically analyzed to foster an understanding of whether a
community college education is an opportunity for educational and occupational
success or part of a system of class perpetuation. A case study of the business
students will create the depth of understanding necessary to inform the practices
of community colleges. Shaw (1999) states that in order to understand the

community college culture one must start with an understanding of students.

It is only by first understanding the culture of the students
that the process of organizational and individual
transformation can yield significant outcomes for these
students or the community college as a whole (Shaw, et al,
1999 p. 106).

The Nova Scotia Community College views itself as an intentionally
comprehensive institution with a mandate of open access to serve diverse student
populations ranging from those in need of adult literacy to those searching for
advanced employment skills. Griffith and Connor (1994) in the following quote,
reflect the view that community colleges are devoted to serving the students who

have not found a place in university education.

‘They are dedicated to the discovery and development of
human potential, often the potential of people whose
abilities have been overlooked, people who have been
passed over or passed along (Griffith and Connor, 1994,
p-304).



The College claims to provide the opportunity for: (1) access to further education
through academic upgrading and remedial programming; (2) occupational
education for employment; (3) credits for transfer to university; (4) improvement
in general education and life skills; (5) re-education and re-entry to the workplace;
(7) acquiring practical skills for reverse transfer students from university to
community college. The College hopes to serve students by providing a second
chance at an education for those whose path has not been the direct high school to

university route.

The Advocates and the Critics of Community College Education

An overarching goal of this research will be the use of focus groups and surveys
to develop a case study of business students and business programs to examine
the arguments of the advocates and the critics of community college education.
This research on a microcosm of community college education is placed
alongside the research of the critics of community college education, Brint and
Karabel (1977 and 1986), Clark (1956 and 1960), Rhoads and Valadez (1996 and
1999), and the advocates, Dougherty (1996), Grubb (1999), and Shaw (2000). The
critics of the community college argue that colleges “cool out” the ambitions of
students as they track working class students into low paying jobs and replicate
the class structure. The advocates contend that community colleges provide
practical education and quality teaching that serves the needs of students who are
“experimenting” or “taking a second chance” on an education. Dougherty (1996)
believes that the diverse multifaceted nature of community colleges creates a need
to serve a variety of stakeholders that include employers, students, universities,
and other members of the community. The research on both sides of community
college education will be presented to ask several questions. Do the business
students of the NSCC fit the profile of the working class students described by the
critics and the advocates of community college education? Are the outcomes of a
community college education as described in the literature review evidenced in

the NSCC business program?



Chapter Two introduces the reader to the brief history of the NSCC, which was
first established in 1988. In addition to the presentation of the background of the
NSCC and its accompanying business programs, a demographic profile of the
business students is presented. The progression is from the larger body of
Canadian community colleges to the NSCC and its campuses and students.'

A literature review is presented that asks if community college students are
“experimenters” who are unsure of their goals and of the program of study in
which they are enrolled. This chapter also questions whether a large group of
students would best be described as “taking a second chance” on education
because of their first unsuccessful attempt at post secondary education. The
chapter also presents the hypotheses and research questions rooted in the two
competing views of the community college, as follows: The view of the critics
that community colleges channel students into low end employment. This position
is in contrast to the view of the advocates that community colleges create
opportunity for upward mobility. This task of testing the competing hypotheses is
accomplished by establishing the framework and environment of the NSCC,

followed by the research and analysis.

Social Class in the Canadian Context

A premise of this thesis is a definition of social class based on occupation and its

correlation with the educational credential that gives one access to a particular

! Research on Canadian community colleges is difficult to obtain. It is a relatively new system of
post secondary institutions in Canada in the past thirty years. The NSCC established in 1988 was
the first community college in Nova Scotia. The research for this thesis is drawn primarily from
research on the American system of colleges, with the two primary sources being Jerome Karabel,
who argues that community colleges perpetuate social stratification; on the other side is Norton
Grubb, who challenges that community colleges provide opportunity for upward mobility to
students who would otherwise not have had access to any post secondary education. The
differences between the Canadian and American community colleges will be presented. It should
be noted that the social, political, and economic climate of Canada and the United States are quite
distinct.



class of careers that range from service sector, blue-collar/white collar,?
management, and professional as one moves up the ladder. In the context of the
NSCC and the broader system of community colleges, the unskilled service sector
(e.g., waiter/waitress, fast-food server), with its accompanying minimal high
school or less requirement is situated at the lower end of the occupation spectrum.
This is particularly relevant to the students in the focus groups (eighty percent
between the ages of 22 and 28) for this research who were leaving service sector
jobs to complete a program at the NSCC with the hope of acquiring a white-collar

position.

Blue-collar and white-collar tertiary positions are located above the service
postion; however, they are found below white-collar management careers. The
hierarchy of educational credentials required to gain access to the classes of
occupations: service, blue-collar/white-collar, management, professional are high

school or less, community college, and university, respectively.

The above described social class ranking of occupations is explained by Sennett
and Cobb (1972) in terms of the status of a job being measured by the degree of
autonomy a person has and the perception by the individual and society of the
value of production that results from the labour in that job. Occupation, education
and income are in general correlated so that the better the education gained the
higher the salary. However, Sennet and Cobb in emphasizing autonomy and status
are drawing attention to the more subtle differences between unskilled and semi-
skilled jobs, whether they are blue or white collar. For the NSCC students in the
focus groups a service position with hours of work outside of the standard work-
day and poor working conditions (week-ends in smoke-filled pubs or late nights at
McDonald’s) place the job in a lower class status. One of the reasons that focus
group students viewed white-collar positions that offered similar salaries as more

desirable was the relative increase in autonomy and opportunity for improved

2 Sennett and Cobb argue that there is an intermixing of white- and blue-collar occupations based
on the degree of autonomy found in a particular position as opposed to the over-all class of
occupation.



quality of life.> Sennett and Cobb describe this need for autonomy in white- and
blue-collar positions in the following way:

The reason for the intermixing of white- and blue-collar
work is, we think, that people measure the status of the
ordinary occupations just as they measure status at the top.
Occupations in which the individual possesses some degree
of autonomy — that is, some degree of freedom from
authority and from having to define his own function in
terms of the shifting demands of others — are more
desirable than jobs where a person has to deal with others
and respond to them...This reasoning explains why at the
bottom of the scale are found not factory jobs but service
jobs where the individual has to perform personally for
someone else (236-237).

Chapters Three, Four, and Five are devoted to the collection and interpretation of
research data. Chapters Three and Four introduce the competing theses, research
questions and objectives, which encompass an identification of the demographics
of the business students, followed by an exploration of how and why they choose
to attend the NSCC. Chapter Four identifies the research methodology of the
focus groups and the survey instrument. Chapters Five and Six are devoted to an
analysis of the quantitative and qualitative research data through a series of |
questions and analysis. Chapter Six presents detailed transcriptions and analyses

of focus group responses.

Researching Attrition

Chapter Seven is a pivotal chapter that presents the research on the high attrition
rates for two-year colleges in North America, and it focuses on the 44 percent
attrition rate in the Business Administration program at the Nova Scotia
Community College (NSCC). The open access and democratic values of the
NSCC are called into question through an exploration of the high attrition rates in
business programs. The large group of community college “experimenters” is

discussed in order to question how the personal decision to leave the NSCC is

* Bowles and Gintis (1972) describe the authority structure in occupations from middle-class “self-
direction” to working-class “conformity” as sources of social class differention.
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viewed by the student as a positive or negative experience. When is leaving a
positive or negative personal experience? When is leaving an institutional failure?
Tinto (1987 and 1993) in his research on attrition contends that to understand
whether we are witnessing student or institutional failure we must understand the
education and career goals of the student and the institution, as presented in his
definition of “dropout,” as follows:

Institutions should not define dropout in ways which
contradict the students’ own understanding of their
learning. If the learner does not define his/her own behavior
as representing failure, neither should the institution (Tinto,
1987, p 133).

The above attrition issues that were identified by Tinto (1987 and 1993) are
examined in this chapter through a presentation of retention policies and strategies
designed to alleviate attrition, with particular emphasis on placement testing and
remedial education within the NSCC, and its implications for the larger system of

two-year colleges.

Research Enquiry Results

Chapter Eight, Research Enquiry Results, pulls together data and subsequent
research analysis to test the competing hypotheses of the contradictory nature of
the community college providing open access and serving an egalitarian function
in contrast to the perpetuation of tracking into social classes. The impact of
various stakeholders on the policy of community colleges; specifically, the

influence of students, employers, and universities is examined.

Chapter Nine, The Conclusion, places the Nova Scotia Community College and
the School of Business within the social, political and economic environment of
the twenty-first century to allow an extrapolation to the larger institution of
community colleges. A blueprint is presented for the future of business education
at the Nova Scotia Community College, which includes specific recommendations
for addressing further research dedicated to the needs of “experimenters” and

“second chancers.” The final chapter revisits the question of whether community

11



colleges serve to keep working class students in working class jobs, or whether it

provides meaningful employment through postsecondary education.
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Chapter Two

Background

The College’s Raison d’etre

The Nova Scotia Community College was established in 1988 to provide skills
training in support of the provincial economy. Since that time, the NSCC mandate
has grown to include providing open access to a diverse student population,
including those taking a second or third chance on education and those who are
experimenting with a college education for the first time. The NSCC will serve a
range of students from those who have a university degree to those who have not
completed high school through the regular school system, but may have earned a
General Educational Equivalency (GED). There is little doubt that the NSCC
shares in common with community colleges throughout North America, as
identified in Clark’s research (1960), the fact that the majority of students are

represented by the less academically well prepared.

Many junior colleges have an open-door admission policy,
which brings them a cross section of the community; this
means a heavy concentration from lower socioeconomic
groups compared with most other colleges. The distribution
of students’ scholastic-aptitude-test scores may also be
skewed toward the lower levels (Clark, 1960, p.27).

Grubb (1999) identifies two characteristics of community colleges as follows:
First, the need to be comprehensive in serving a wide variety of students. Second,
possessing an “entrepreneurial spirit-a willingness to accept new roles, an
eagerness to expand into new “markets” (p. 7). These characteristics accurately
describe the NSCC and explain the constant criticism of the College’s efforts to
serve too many diverse populations of learners resulting in an institution that is in
a constant state of flux. This commitment to accessibility is evidenced in a quote

from a recent article written by the President of the NSCC.

13



I am proud of our commitment to embracing both access
and quality through a hybrid of the American and Canadian
community college traditions...We are re-defining the
comprehensive community college in a way that makes
sense for a broad cross-section of Nova Scotia’s population
(Ray Ivany, president NSCC, June 2001).

Stakeholders, particularly faculty, are often frustrated by the broad expanse of the
mission statement designed to serve all students through open admission. This
mission requires an entrepreneurial spirit and acceptance of constant change.
Unfortunately, these characteristics that most often define a strong and
progressive college are viewed as indicators of poor leadership when not properly
understood. Grubb (1999) argues that these college traits of open access and

entrepreneurial spirit may create significant curriculum challenges.
This makes colleges more responsive to local communities
and to changing economic and demographic conditions
than many other educational institutions. But like the
commitment to diversity, this entrepreneurial spirit has its
cost. It creates colleges that are sometimes fragmented and
incoherent, and the commitment to expanding enrollments
and revenues undermines institutional support for teaching
in several ways...And so the very attributes that make
community colleges distinctive also create pedagogical

challenges that often go unrecognized and unresolved”
(Grubb, 1999, p. 7).

The mission statement of the NSCC is to provide employment skills and
enjoyment of life. “Building Nova Scotia’s economy and quality of life through
education and innovation” (NSCC, Mission Statement, 2001). The College works
toward meeting this goal through a strong commitment to teaching. A Faculty
Member teaches an average of 20 to 24 hours per week, with committee and
curriculum work, but no research requirements. The raison d’etre of the college is
to provide employment skills that enhance the quality of a student’s life. Critics of
community colleges, namely Clark (1960) and Karabel (1989) argue that students
from lower class groups are prepared for lower class jobs as their ambitions are

“cooled out.”
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The junior college in effect is asked to cool out the
incompetent...The latent terminal student is allowed into
transfer curricula but encounters counseling and testing that
invite him to consider alternatives, subtle pressure to hedge
his bet by taking courses that have a terminal destiny, tough
talk in orientation classes about realistic occupational
choice, probationary status perhaps, and finally grades that
will not allow transferring. He can be let down gradually, in
what can be interpreted as a process of gentle stalling
(Clark, 1960, p. 163).

In the business program the curriculum and teaching are focused primarily on
preparation for employment. Grubb (1999) challenges that the critics of the
community college, “Brint ahd Karabel (1989), Pincus (1980), Zwerling (1976
and 1989), and Clark (1960) make no mention of teaching in any of their
diatribes” (p. 11). Grubb argues that given the community college’s mandate is to
teach, there should be an effort in the research to understand and evaluate

teaching in the colleges, as illustrated in the following quotation:

There’s almost no information about what teaching looks
like in the “teaching college.” Teaching is invisible in
several senses then: Not only does it take place behind
closed doors, out of sight of other instructors, but it has
never been the subject of a sustained description, or any
analysis of what happens, or why it looks as it does. The
lack of evidence has been a central motive for our writing.
It’s difficult to think about improving the quality of these
institutions, enhancing their responses to the need for more
remedial and ESL, or understanding how “cooling out”
takes place without knowing more about what instructors
do and what shapes their teaching” (Grubb, 1999, p. 11).

History of Business Programming

Business programming has a long history that precedes the College’s founding in
1988. In the 1960s the Regional Vocational School offered a one-year Secretarial
program. In the 1970s a two-year Business Administration program was
introduced that included courses in Organizational Behaviour, Marketing,

Accounting, Business Math, Business Communications, Typing, Computers,

15



Economics, Law. In the late 1970s the two-year course became a one-year
Business Administration program. In the early 1990s the one-year Business
Administration program was revised and more computer courses were included in
the curriculum; the program became Business Information Technology. The one-
year Business Information Technology certificate program was replaced in
September 2001 by a new two year Business Administration diploma program.
The Business Steering Committee, comprised of faculty and department heads,
recommended the change from the certificate program to the diploma program as
a response to research conducted by the College, indicating employers perceived
BIT graduates as inadequately prepared to enter the job market. The next
significant change occurred in September 2001 when the new two-year Business

Administration program was implemented.

The current Business Information Technology program is offered at 12 campuses
with enrollment typically around 1000 students for the College. Demand for the
program has remained fairly constant across the College with the exception of
several rural campuses. The attrition rate has also been consistently high at
approximately 44 percent for the BIT program. The high attrition rate is often
attributed to the large number of “experimenters” and the “open admission”
policy. The premise is that many students select the program to explore the

College through the vehicle of a practical business program.

The employment rate for the program is high, with the highest rate being in the
Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM). A recent graduate follow-up survey
reported that over 80 percent of BIT graduates found employment, and 73 percent
found employment directly related to the business area (NSCC, Graduate Follow-
Up Survey, 2001). The same survey reported that the average salary is $18,019
for a student with a one-year BIT certificate. The employment rate increases to 92
percent for general employment and 81 percent for employment related to the area

of study for students who stay one more year after BIT to complete an additional

16



one-year business diploma (a total of two years of community college education).
The average salary increases to $23,961 for a graduate of a one-year diploma. A
student who remains for an additional year increases his or her chances for
general employment by 12 percent. The increased chance of employment in the
business area is 8 percent, with an average increase in salary of $5,942. Despite
these positive findings, over 50 percent of BIT graduates elect not to continue
their studies by entering a second level business option at the NSCC. In 2001, two
hundred and twenty-five students or 43 percent from the graduating BIT class of
five hundred and twenty-three choose to enroll in a second level business

diploma.

A Changing Social, Economic, and Political Context

The NSCC has followed the lead of most North American community colleges
and responded to the social, political, and economic climate of the new century by
creating new programs of study. These programs in areas such as digital imaging,
graphic design, applied arts, video animation, computer programming, and many
others no longer have the pejorative labels attached to them that were often
associated with the trade preparation for the modern economy. These postmodern
courses are less assembly line, Fordist economy courses. It may even be argued
that the traditional nature of stability that universities are known for makes them
less responsive to the changing social, political, and economic workplace. This
postmodern genre is less a part of the NSCC School of Business, which prefers to
follow, and envy or aspire to replicate, the business programs of universities,

which results in more traditional programming and delivery.

A Profile of the NSCC Business Students

Who are the students of the Business programs of the Nova Scotia Community
College? What are their needs? Why do they choose a business education? The
faculty who have worked with and taught the students for many years believe that
the typical community college student doesn’t fit the stereotype of a

college/university student. The stereotype of the student who directly, or one or
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two years, out of high school selects a program with the support of family is very
rare. The student who is five to six years out of high school represents most
NSCC business students. They are often uncertain of what the future holds for
them in the areas of education and employment. They select programs based on

limited information.

Students fall into three categories, as follows:* The student in his or her mid-
twenties, who is returning to education for a variety of reasons, represents the
largest category. These students have worked at low-paying jobs, attended
university, dropped out, become parents, required time for health or family issues.
They are serious about their education and often have a plan to succeed at this
“second chance.” Funding agencies sponsor many of these students. This group is
most likely to have learned of the College through word-of-mouth from friends
and relatives. They are often very committed to their studies and, as a result, they
experience success. They socialize with peers in the class and find it a fairly easy
transition to the college experience. They are looking for opportunities, so some
will still be “experimenting” with educational paths. Most still have time enough

to explore and commit to two years of study by taking a second level option.

The second group of students is much more difficult to describe because they
represent a multitude of life circumstances that have brought them to the College.
They are older, over 25, and often bring many challenging problems with them.
They are a large group who defy categorization. They may be recovering
alcoholics, disabled, displaced, or in a life or career transition. They are looking
for a new start, a second or perhaps a third chance at education. Their personal
life circumstances may present barriers that they must overcome to succeed at
their studies. This group is also initially apprehensive about their decision to
return to education, wondering if there will be other students their age. They

quickly see students who look like them, and they establish a degree of comfort

* These profiles and categories of students are based on college-wide NSCC demographic data
reported for students for the class of 2001/2002.
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through meeting others who share similar experiences, as expressed in this quote
from a mature student:

I'mean that I was out of school for 20 years. I was nervous

about going to school. I had grown kids and I'd been out of

school for 20 years. I walked in on the first day, shaking

like a leaf. I looked around and there are other old folks

like me. It felt terrific! (rural student).
For some students this is the first time that they have felt this degree of comfort in
an educational setting. High school and university may have been uncomfortable
experiences. The community that they find with students at college who share
similar life experiences, social and economic, forms a strong bond. The age of the
students and the level of maturity create a more inviting experience. Two students
that I spoke with in a focus group at a rural campus said that they were taking
their third program and would take a fourth program if they could. The reason
given was that they felt at home and accepted at their campus. It is not unusual to
have a student who takes a variety of programs at a campus as he or she explores
different areas of study in a safe and accepting environment. Often their
background education is weak or forgotten. Their personal support structure may
be dismal or nonexistent; it may be actively working against their success. This
may come in the form of children who are in a subsidized day-care or an abusive
husband who shows up demanding that his wife leave the class to come home. A
typical business class at the NSCC will be represented by many of the problems
associated with lower income groups. There will be students struggling against a
former life on the street, alcohol and drug addiction, medical and physical
challenges. These students will often be sponsored by outside agencies. They
usually require additional resources devoted to them in the form of student
services counseling and tutoring. The development of self-esteem and the more
rudimentary development of self-efficacy and self-respect are their most
immediate needs. Self-efficacy is best described as the feeling a person has that he
or she is deserving of the opportunity to succeed. Self-respect is the student’s
belief that he or she can achieve, and they deserve the success they eamn.

Unfortunately, students are all too familiar with suicide attempts, depression, and

19



other mental illnesses. Despite the many personal challenges faced by these
mature students, they tend to persist and graduate. They have a lower attrition rate

than the rate for younger students.

The third group of students consists of those directly out of high school, or one to
three years out of high school. They have the highest attrition rate at close to 50
percent. They are most “at risk” of not completing, and they may also be the most
likely to be “experimenting” with a college business education. They are often
uncertain of their choice or the choice that was made for them by their parents.
This confusion leads to the challenge to find purpose and direction in their
studies.

A subgroup of this group that I identified in the focus group sessions is the
student who attended one year of university and was not successful. The reason
most often given for selecting university was that family and friends expected it.
They explained that they realized that they were not ready to attend university.
They say that the large classes and the anonymity of university made it even more
difficult for them to make an adjustment to university. Some students have
decided on community college because they realize that there are only low paying
jobs available to them. Others are told by parents that they want them to return to
education. Several students said that their parents were not prepared to support
them unless they returned to education. Most often a business program is seen as
a low risk experiment, given that it provides useful skills that are highly
transferable. Business is therefore a low risk chance at an education. It appears
more practical than a university Bachelor of Arts, because it doesn’t require the
large commitment of time required to earn a business degree at a four-year

university.

The NSCC also offers advanced diplomas under the School of Business in the

Human Resource Management and Public Relations programs. A university
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degree is the prerequisite for entry to these programs, which are consistently over-

subscribed.

Serving Under-Prepared Students

Grubb (1999) presents the idea that it is important to examine teacher comments
to understand attitudes and conceptions about the role of the community college
in serving under-prepared students. He concludes that instructors tend to fall into
two categories. The first are those who argue that under-prepared students should
not be in college. “Some instructors — relatively few, we should emphasize —
simply believe that these students shouldn’t be in college” (Grubb, 1999, p 141).
The second, larger group of faculty is understanding of the struggles of students.
“These instructors best exemplify the premise that the community college should
be a place where good students are created rather than selected”” (Grubb, 1999, p.
142). Shaw (2000) agrees with Grubb and proposes that faculty deconstruct their
perceptions and assumptions about students in the following way:

When we create educational structures that prepare students

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds for

nonprofessional careers without stressing their potential to

assume leadership positions in a variety of social

institutions, a representation of class is made (Shaw, 2000,

p- 107).
Grubb (1999) draws a significant link between the approach to teaching and
student success. He contends that the college cannot continue with the style of
teaching that contributes to student failure and high attrition rates.

The success of instructors in this “last chance” role depends
on what they do in the classroom, on their doing something
other than replicating the mistakes of students’ past
schooling” (Grubb, 1999, p 143).

In the focus groups that I conducted students spoke of their dissatisfaction with
the lecture style of learning they had experienced in university. They have come
to the community college to receive practical, “hands on” education. “BIT is
about learning hands-on, job skills that’s why I came here, instead of university”’

(rural student). It was clear that students see the opportunity to participate in their
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learning, through activity rather than listening as the reason why they were not
successful at university and the advantage of a community college education.
Students point to the large university class sizes and the impersonal nature of the
university.

Yeah, I went to university, and I don’t want to go again. 1
was in large classes and no one knows when you come to
class. And I didn’t want to be uptight for two or three years
and say, “This isn’t for me, and I wasted my money.” One
year, I can definitely do that. I can waste one year, and it
won 't be that much of a financial drain. If I really like it,
then I'll come back for another year to get a diploma. The
big thing is that I know that I can get a good start on a
business career with the BIT certificate (urban student).

These are the students who first experimented with university and are now taking
a second chance on education. At university, they discovered an environment
where they find it difficult to achieve. They believe the community college will
provide a different learning experience. Grubb’s research shows that 82 percent of
community college occupational classes followed an “authoritative” approach to
teaching, where the instructor’s interpretation is key (1999). Three basic strategies

were used by instructors, as follows:

One was simply to lecture, let students take notes, assign
reading and writing, test or grade students on it, and let the
students’ grades fall where they may; these instructors
tended to grade on a curve. In such classes, students’
success depended heavily on the abilities that they brought
with them to the classroom, and these instructors were
often the ones who complained about under-prepared
students...A second strategy was to simplify the material to
a level where students were able to memorize it...a final
strategy was to enrich the classroom with a variety of
materials, but without ever letting go of the instructor’s
prerogative to determine their meaning (Grubb, 1999, p.
166).

The presentation of the NSCC's background and current mandate, along with
identification of the students and the learning environment established the

framework to test findings of the critics and advocates of community college
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education. The next chapter will present the two competing views of community

college education and identify the hypotheses to be tested.

Notes

1.Didactic Delivery: There is a strong emphasis on the “covering” of material in the
School of Business, with 12 campuses and approximately 1000 students there is a need
for consistency of delivery of curriculum. Most courses are at an introductory level and
easily segmented into small “bits” of information for transmission to students. This mode
of delivery does not match the most successful adult learning practices, and it does not
contribute to the education of learners in problem solving and critical thinking (See the
discussion in Chapter Nine on Attrition and Teaching Methodology).

2.Virtual Delivery: The School of Business hopes to have all of its courses on-line by
September 2002. Virtual delivery may contribute to greater isolation among faculty and
students. Also, the greater emphasis on individual course delivery as opposed to program
delivery may further increase the isolation. Virtual delivery markets itself as highly self-
directed and student-centered; however, the courses tend to be didactic in the presentation
of factual material. Rather than being innovative, they often take the form of computer
workbooks. On the positive side, virtual courses may provide the flexibility required by
students who are unable to attend classes because of family, financial, transportation and
other constraints. The importance of understanding these practical restrictions as
experienced by working class students will be discussed under Bourdieu’s concept of
“habitus.”

3.Experience of Instructors: Instructors with the NSCC are required to have a minimum
of five years of work experience. The result is students see the instructor as an expert.
Given this status, many students will not question positions and choose instead to be
passive. The result may be a more didactic style of teaching. Business teachers will often
illustrate points by drawing upon their personal experience. While there are many
benefits to having experienced faculty who are recognized by students as experts in their
areas, there are also disadvantages. One disadvantage is that students may be reluctant to
share their experiences. Students are often so enthralled by the instructor’s occupational
stories that they fail to challenge or place material into their own personal context. Grubb
reports that effective delivery incorporates a student’s work experience. Students often
have their own experiences to contribute, either from everyday life or from their work
lives. Since occupational students are often employed in jobs related to their occupational
subjects (albeit at lower levels than they hope to obtain), occupational instructors can
draw on a range of work experiences within their classroom discussions (Grubb, 1999, p.
105). The tendency is for students to become dependent on instructors to solve problems
for them. Their dependent behaviour creates more dependence, which leads to instructor-
centered learning. The instructor demonstrates a skill, which the students attempt to
replicate. This style of learning prepares students for entry-level positions; however, it is
detrimental for those who wish to advance to more senior positions in business where
creative thought and independent thinking is required. “Occupational instruction differs
from academic instruction in part because it serves two masters: the students and the
employer or workplace” (Grubb, 1999, p. 12).
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Chapter Three:
Competing Views of the Role of Community Colleges

There are two competing views, in the literature, concerning the role of
community colleges. On the one hand, there are those such as Karabel (1977),
Brint and Karabel (1989), Clark (1960), and Valadez and Rhoads (1996) who
situate the role of community colleges within an understanding of education as
closely linked to social class reproduction. On the other hand, Grubb (1999)
explicitly rejects the view that community colleges serve to reproduce the
personnel required for working class jobs. From these contrasting views,
hypotheses can be constructed to see whether the NSCC conforms either to the
views of those who see community colleges as part of the process of social class
reproduction or to those, such as Grubb, who see community colleges as part of a

democratic opportunity for a second chance education.

Before reviewing the arguments of critics and defenders of community colleges it
should be noted that while the literature, which has been used to identify the
competing hypotheses, discussed in this research enquiry, comes from the United
States, the nature and function of the NSCC is different in some respects, and this
may have an effect on how the results are interpreted. For example, the issue of
preparation of students for transfer to university or terminal preparation for

employment would be a major difference.

Transfer from the NSCC to university is relatively new; there is no system of
junior colleges similar to the American colleges that prepare students specifically
for transfer to university; however, articulation agreements between the NSCC
and universities are being negotiated and this research will show that it is
assuming greater significance. The area of similarity concerns the high rate of
attrition that exists for both American colleges and the NSCC. The attrition rate
for the NSCC business programs was 44 percent for 2001. When the NSCC

attrition rates are placed in the broader context of the rates for the American
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colleges, it is important to note that the attrition rate for the NSCC is not
associated with a student not transferring to a four-year university. The most
significant reason for a student not completing the business program may be tied
to the large number of students who are ‘experimenting’ with a business
education and deciding that they have chosen a program that they are not
interested in pursuing. Although the statistics on leavers are not based on a large
population (most students exit with minimal contact with faculty or support staff),
the reason most often given is: “The program was not what I wanted.” However,
rather than seeing attrition as just a matter of individual choice, Brint and Karabel
(1987) argue that attrition is a necessary process in the maintenance of social
order:

Furthermore, terminal vocational programs spoke — and
speak — to an obdurate truth in the history of the junior
college: that most of their students in fact never transfer to
a four-year institution. That this high rate of attrition,
however painful to individual students, may very well be
functional for the existing social order is a possibility that
those who wish to reform the community college must
squarely face (Brint and Karabel, 1989, p 232).

Brint and Karabel (1989) contend that community colleges do not live up to their
claim of democratizing higher education when one considers the employment
opportunities for graduates. The authors note that there is far more ambition than
there is jobs to meet the needs of graduates. They recognize that, in principle,
community colleges should be seen as open access democratizing institutions but
argue that they are caught in a range of contradictory demands, which render them
open to the overbearing demands of the capitalist economy:

Like the American high school, the community college
over the course of its history has attempted to perform a
number of conflicting tasks: to extend opportunity and to
serve as an agent of educational and social selection, to
promote social equality and to increase economic
efficiency, to provide students with a common cultural
heritage and to sort them into specialized curriculum, to
respond to the demands of subordinate groups for equal
education, and to answer the pressures of employers and
state planners for differentiated education, and to provide a
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general education for citizens in a democratic society and

technical training for workers in an advanced industrial

economy ( p. 10).
In order to make good their argument that community colleges are implicated in
the reproduction of social class they develop an account in which community
colleges are caught between the demands of students and employers. They argue
that working class students view education in terms of immediate needs while
employers apply pressure for CCs to provide courses thét answer to their short
term needs. The result in both cases is that while those that drop out serve the
demand for unskilled work, those that graduate fill the demand for semi-skilled

work.

The Links Between Community College Education and the Labour Market
Brint and Karabel (1989) present two models of colleges as vocational trainers.
The first model is the consumer-choice model where the student chooses college
programs based on potential job opportunities. The student weighs the costs and
benefits of fees and job opportunities from the college program. In one of the
focus groups conducted for this thesis, students indicated that they were unwilling
to commute a short distance of 15 kilometers because of the added cost of daycare

and two lost hours of part-time work while traveling.

In this view, students also seek to maximize the return on the fees they pay. Brint
and Karabel (1989) contend that it is the need to convert fees into jobs that has
lead to shorter programs:

According to this perspective, the enormous growth in
community college vocational programs reflects the shift in
the preference of hundreds of thousands of educational
consumers. The aggregate consequence of all these
individual shifts is the increasing predominance of
occupational training in the two-year college (p. 13).

The second, business-dominated model, sees the programs of colleges being
shaped by business interests. So, for example, through industry advisory

committees the NSCC provides an opportunity for business interests to influence
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the curriculum. The driving force behind the change to a two-year Business
Administration program is the claim by industry that a one-year business program
was not sufficient to prepare students for employment. The industry ‘research’
that lead to this decision was primarily informal discussions with members of the
business community. To put in perspective the power of business to influence the
community college curriculum, it is worth noting that while business owners were
claiming that students were poorly prepared, they hired. 73 percent from the
business area and 82 percent from the NSCC, overall. Despite these strong
employment statistics, the NSCC changed the program. It could be argued that, of
course, employers will say graduates require more education at the taxpayer’s
expense for their own benefit, as Brint and Karabel (1989) do:

Seeing in vocational education an opportunity to train at
public expense a labor force of narrowly educated but
technically competent middle-level specialists, to tailor the
community college to its particular needs...And especially
since the mid-1970s, business has influenced (occasionally
directly, but more often indirectly) the shape and content of
the curriculum from which community college students
select their programs (p. 14).

There are two points to note about these explanatory models. The first is that, as
we shall see, employers’ pressure for a two year program has actually resulted in
opportunities for greater income for the graduates of these programs, which it
could be argued runs counter to the Brint and Karabel view. However, the
significant theoretical points to arise from these models are that they take into
account context and the micro politics of employer pressure. They stand,
therefore, in contrast to human capital theory. According to this theory, human
beings invest in themselves through education, expecting as a consequence a
higher return through income for their investment. According to Woodhall
(1997):

The results of all these (rate of return) studies confirm that
expenditure on education does represent investment in
human capital, and that it is a profitable investment, both
for the individual and for society, although some critics
deny that the earnings of educated workers provide an
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adequate measure of the economic benefits of education (p.
220).

The assumptions underlying this theory include the idea that human beings are
rational egoists, that is they are primarily motivated to pursue their self-interest
through achieving greater income and that the links between education and the
labour market are transparent. What the Brint and Karabel model of consumer led
demand suggests is that both these assumptions are questionable. The consumers
in their model are grounded in local contexts in which they ‘trade-off
‘opportunities for greatér income against family responsibilities, friends and the
time they feel they can afford to be out of the labour market. In such a model
locality and the price of courses taken become relevant. In their case the links
between fees, programs and future job opportunities may be clear since the
courses are short and local knowledge will tell them that gaining a certain
certificate or diploma will enhance their job prospects; although, this is an
assumption that remains to be tested in this study. However, what may be less
clear to them is the link between the culturally valued knowledge gained in higher
education and its connection to high status, high income jobs. This poses a
fundamental problem for community colleges and is discussed after the following

section.

A further argument that explains the class based nature of community colleges
concerns the issue of ‘cooling out’. We have seen that Brint and Karabel assume
that high rates of attrition are functional for the capitalist system. In this they echo
Burton Clarke’s classic (1960) paper.

“Cooling Out” Community College Students

Burton Clark (1960) contends that community colleges serve to “cool out” student
ambitions. The high rate of attrition in the business program, 44 percent, could be
used as evidence of the “cooling out” process taking place at the NSCC. This

“cooling out” is further complicated by the new post admission testing process, at
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NSCC, which began in September 2001. The testing is designed to understand the
level of prior knowledge that students have on entry and then to provide them
with the appropriate level of program. (Testing and tracking are explored in
Chapter Seven.). This form of tracking will take place after the students are
admitted to the Business Administration program. Karabel’s (1977) research
revealed that selection takes place within colleges as students are tracked into
specific programs:

What has been less frequently noted is that tracking also

takes place within the community college. Two-year public

colleges are almost always open door institutions, but

admission to programs within them is often on a selective

basis (p. 240).
Karabel (1977) would argue that one would find a distinct social class difference
depending on the program of study at the community college. The point being that
if we see community colleges as having a broad educational mission then not all
students will be working class nor will they all necessarily be placed in low
skilled jobs. Social class differences between programs, campuses, and colleges
may be a reality of the diverse nature of community colleges. To attempt to
control, or account for all of the many variables that define community collegeé as
multifaceted, multilayered institutions would not be possible. The changing nature
of the community colleges as they respond to social, political, and economic
influences means that they must be studied within the context of the current
period. For example, when Karabel explored American colleges and universities
the division of responsibilities was much more sharply defined. Universities did
not view preparation for employment as their direct concern. As we begin the
twenty-first century in Canada this division is becoming blurred. Funding to
universities and colleges is more and more being tied directly to the success of
graduates in finding employment.s Moreover, at the NSCC, university graduates

now take diploma level courses in order to enhance their employability.

5 An article in the Toronto Sun, March 7%, 2001, stated that the Ontario government plans to tie funding to
post secondary institutions directly to the number of graduates who find employment. This article praised
community colleges for their focus on employment and challenged universities to meet the needs of the
marketplace.
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This research enquiry is focused on business, which may have a social class bias
that is unique to the program. Within a community college, including the NSCC,
it could be hypothesized that as one moves from trades to technologies, to applied
arts, to business programs, differences in social class will be noted. However,
overall, it might be expected that students at community colleges will be of lower
social class than those at university. Karabel (1977) argued that a community
college should have a large percentage of students from lower social groups, if
one accepts that community colleges are for the most part, still at the lower end of
the post secondary hierarchy. This would suggest that the blurring between
classes will be limited so long as vocational knowledge is seen as inferior to the

culturally valued knowledge of universities.

We should now look at a further explanation for the class based view of
community education, which is that primarily the type of knowledge that it seeks
to transmit, is not part of the culturally valued knowledge which represents the

‘mainstream’.

Border Knowledge

Rhoads and Valadez (1996) introduce a concept of knowledge that resides outside
of the cultural mainstream called border knowledge. “ Border knowledge is
essentially a form of cultural capital unworthy of exchange in mainstream
educational settings” (p. 7). The deficit of mainstream cultural capital represents
the border knowledge that students bring to the college; also, the sense that
colleges teach non professional vocational education (i.e., they don’t teach
medicine, architecture or law) the type of educational capital they acquire is

marginal.

Border knowledge can be contrasted with Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital.
Bourdieu (1997) argues that with the development of social democracy and the
redistribution of income through progressive taxes, including wealth taxes, the

middle class had to develop new strategies in order to pass on their
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intergenerational privilege. This he argues was achieved through the “hereditary
transmission of cultural capital” (p. 48) in which the culture of the professional
middle class home is consistent with the culture of the educational schools and
universities. Therefore, the sons and daughters of the middle class succeed
because they are immersed in a culture that is arbitrarily defined as valuable while
working class and ethnic minority students fail. It is for this reason that his notion
of cultural capital can be seen as the basis of a critique of human capital. Human
capital theory is an individualistic account of educational success and failure. If
individuals succeed in education it is because they have the genetic intelligence
and motivation to succeed. Those that aren’t motivated are seen as somehow
‘wrongly wired’ since they do not pursue what they know to be in their best
interests. In such an account social class has no role to play. In the following
quote Bourdieu accounts for the role that education plays in reproducing social
class through recognition that cultural capital is exchanged by the professional
middle social classes for academic success:

From the very beginning, a definition of human capital,
despite its humanistic connotations, does not move beyond
economism and ignores, inter alia, the fact that the
scholastic yield from educational action depends on the
cultural capital previously invested by the family
(Bourdieu,1997, p.48).

Echoing this view Rhodes and Valdez, (1996) comment:

Instead of money being traded for goods, cultural
knowledge is exchanged for academic success. Those with
the “wrong” cultural capital, those possessing border
knowledge, tend to do poorly (Rhoads, et al, 1996, p.14).

In contrast to the elite universities which attract those with cultural capital,
Rhodes and Valdez (1996) contend that community colleges as open-access
institutions attract culturally diverse students who understand that their
knowledge will more likely be accepted by the community college over the

university:
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Community colleges are supposedly open-access
institutions and, in an idealized sense, represent higher
education’s commitment to democracy. As such, they
attract a great diversity of the border knowledge culturally
diverse students bring with them, understanding the
shortcomings of the canonization of knowledge is
imperative to constricting democratic community colleges

®. 7).

The consequence is that in theory the cycle of reproduction is closed. Working
class and ethnic minority students with border knowledge are attracted to
community colleges because they appear more open to them, the knowledge they
gain though is low in the hierarchy of what is valued and that is what they acquire

and leave with.

As this research will make clear, students struggle with the idea that university
degrees are given greater weight even by the NSCC. So they are concerned to
defend the College’s legitimacy as a post secondary institution. Lisa, a BIT
student, recalled how when she was asked where she attended school by a
customer service persdn at a local gym, she replied, “Just community college.”™
Her mother, who was close by, challenged Lisa for her self-demeaning tone and
words. It further illustrates that there is a two-tiered system of post-secondary
education in Nova Scotia with universities occupying the top position and

community colleges on the bottom.°

Given this cycle Rhoads and Valadez (1996) set themselves the task of asking
how it can be broken, by changing community colleges to critical ‘multicultural’

organizations, where multicultural; is understood as an institution that crosses the

® The case of this particular student points up some of the ambiguities in terms of students’ views of the
college and of their own lives. This student felt that she was ‘just’ at the NSCC but she went on to say
when challenged that she felt that she would get a good job and earn as much money as a university
graduate. She didn’t feel marginalized or directed toward a lower paying job because her husband, a recent
NSCC technology graduate, had such a high paying job that she could afford to attend college on his salary.
The data presented in chapter 5 suggests she may be mistaken about this. Her views also suggest that she is
prepared just to go to college because she is relying on/ or has been encouraged by her husband to do so -a
patriarchal context for her decision making?
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