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Abstract
Education in community schools in the United States 
has flourished several years, its scale and influence are 
extremely significant for the American higher education.
The paper, by expounding the development history, 
investment and management form of community schools, 
found its characteristics, then revealed the development 
of connotation of community colleges and can be used 
for reference to the Perfect structure and development of 
higher education in China.
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INTRODUCTION
Nowadays, many countries are trying to increase their 
education distribution by multiple avenues. In China, 
since the implement of reform and open-up policy, there 
are tremendous improvements in education investment; 
however, serious problems still exist including the 
shortage of financial support and the unreasonable 
structure of higher education.

As we know, the American community college may 
appear as a somewhat peculiar, specific institution. 
Students study for only two years to earn an associate 
degree and for even shorter time periods if they are 

interested in a vocational certificate. With the exception 
of certain vocational programs, almost anyone with a high 
school diploma or a General Education Development 
(GED) credential can be admitted to a public community 
college. Community colleges tend to be popular among 
students who can attend college only part time, who have 
had poor grades in high school, or who are looking for 
a vocational qualification rather than an academic one. 
Because of the life-determining nature of college entrance 
examination in China, accessing to university which is 
prestigious is the pursuit of majority of Chinese high 
school graduates and their parents. This is one of reasons 
that vocational colleges in China are unpopular, and the 
structure of higher education in China grows unequally.

Today in China, we have to face a conflicting 
condition that there are serious lack of higher vocational 
education, the higher regular university tuition and the 
people pursuing more opportunities to receive higher 
education. Will we let this condition go on in China? How 
about change the structure of higher education in China? 
And how about learning from the U.S. in terms of higher 
vocational education like developing community college?

This paper helps readers understand the community 
college through its historical roots and the services it 
can provide effectively and successfully for today’s 
rapidly changing educational and economic demands. 
An examination of investment and management will 
explain why the community college developed, and why 
it is an important institution of higher education whose 
purpose is to support economic development, then finding 
out the suggestions to help Chinese higher education 
development.

1.  HISTORY AND BACKGROUND OF 
COMMUNITY SCHOOL IN THE UNITED STATES
American community college can be referred to as two 
years college, and also called primary college or technical 
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college. It is different from the university in China 
that American community college is for two years and 
equivalent to junior college or higher vocational college 
in China. Students in community college can choose a 
variety of practical and technical programs, then get an 
employment after graduated in two years, or can study the 
course of ordinary university and continue to research in 
the university.

American community colleges go back to the late 
nineteenth century. The first community college is Joliet 
Junior College in Illinois in 1901.It has a history of more 
than 110 years. American community college has changed, 
enriched and perfected the pattern of higher education 
in the United States, and achieved the goal of American 
education democracy, and became the key role of 
realizing the popularization in education area. Community 
college has different development in different periods, but 
no matter which stage of development, or which period 
community college always get the strong supporting 
from American people and government. Servicing the 
community is the tenet of running school, and is one 
of reasons for the existence of community college. The 
reason for their existence and their enduring popularity. 
First, communities wanted them. Larger universities 
had turned more and more toward research whereas 
communities needed colleges that were responsive to 
local needs and helped train workers who could advance 
the industrialization of the local economy. In addition, it 
was a point of pride that the community has a community 
college. Second, progressivism thoughts of social justice 
through education had begun to settle. This realization 
of social justice was to be achieved by promoting public 
rather than private education, making vocational education 
be equivalent to ordinary academic education (this is 
suggested that all students need to accept basic training in 
vocational education), and requiring all teachers to obtain 
higher education training (which means training in teacher 
training colleges or normal schools). These seemingly 
conflicting missions of supporting both industry and social 
change derive from the American thinking that educational 
institutions are best suited to respond to societal needs 
and should be charged with being the driving force behind 
preparing citizens and workers for change. 

Community college is divided into the public and 
the private in property: The public means the two-year 
college establishing by the state government, the private 
two-year college is dividing into profit organization and 
not-for-profit organization. In terms of function, whether 
public or private community college has following 
three functions: One is university transferring function 
which means students completed courses credits in two 
years, and awarded the associate degree, if he or she 
wants to continue to study, then will turn into normal 
four-year university for studying another two years 
to get the bachelor degree. The second is vocational 

and technical education function, means carrying out 
vocational training, students study and develop the ability 
of professional technology. The last one is re-education 
function, which means carrying out compensation 
education and continuing education, like on-the-job 
postgraduate students in China. In this way students can 
study in community college to improve and update their 
knowledge while work, then to obtain opportunities 
for a higher level job promotion. The top purpose of 
running American community college is serving the 
community, and meeting the demand of community 
education. Therefore, the educational goal of community 
college must be to meet the diversity needs of the local 
community, and the curriculum must be combined with 
the reality of community closely. Community college 
education is be oriented two-year comprehensive local 
higher education which is based on local community, 
facing local community, and serving local community. 
Development of college cannot leave the community, 
at the same time, college also pays close attention to 
the development and demands of local community, and 
focuses of concern in community. From the perspective 
of education to serve the community, making the personal 
quality and knowledge structure of local community staff 
appropriate to the construction of community by training 
the talents in local community will solve problems 
which need to be solved in community. The curriculums 
of community college are diverse, comprehensive, and 
updating timely. Subject setting includes the art, the 
science, the agriculture, the engineering, the business, 
the economics, the management and the medical science. 
Many courses adjust contents to satisfy the economical or 
cultural characteristics in the state or local community and 
the development of community industry.

The composition of students in American community 
college is very diverse. The student population at a 
community college mirrors the ethnic, cultural, gender, 
age, and socioeconomic diversity of the district more 
so than a university does. According to American 
Association of Community College (ACCA), the total 
enrollment of student in community colleges was 11.7 
million in 2009, of whom 6.7 million took courses for 
credit and 5 million took noncredit courses. All over 
the enrollment students, thirty percent of them are full-
time students. The remaining seventy percent of the 
students are part-time students, this part of students have 
been married of have a job, they just need a school that 
they can complete their course of learning according to 
their own life rhythm. And community college provides 
such a learning opportunity.44% of American college 
students are studying in community college, according 
to statistics of ACCA, the American community college 
student enrollment reached 50 to 80 percent in 17 states; 
The enrollment reached 42 to 49 percent in 11 states; and 
enrollment reached 35 to 40 percent in 13 states, from 
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this, the American community college plays a decisive 
role in higher education system of the United States of 
American. There needs to point out specially that in all 
the community college students, about 51% of students’ 
parents did not study in university or college, which 
means this part of students are the first generation of 
university students in their family. It can be imaged that if 
one local community absents a community college, there 
will be no entrance channel for the public. And a lot of 
people will never have a chance of entering the university 
under these circumstances.

2.  THE INVESTMENT AND MANAGEMENT 
OF AMERICAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE

2.1  The Management of American Community 
College
The United States is a federal state. It is government 
management system is divided into three parts, the federal 
government, state, and the local government. So, the 
management system of higher education is similar with the 
government system, which is decentralization. This means 
the state government makes corresponding education 
laws and regulations according to actual situation of 
education and characteristics of local situation. Because 
of this management system, American community 
colleges in each states are in different ways, but the 
schools have a greater level of autonomy which makes 
community college serve local community, the public in 
the community, and the development of community better.

The board of directors of school management is 
the main management mode of American college. 
Community colleges more so than other institutions of 
higher education tend to have top-down organizational 
structures with strong leaders, limited faculty governance, 
and little if any student involvement. As a result of 
faculty teaching loads, the short tenure of students in 
their programs, and the need to react quickly to changing 
economic and political realities, decisions are sometimes 
made with minimal input from stakeholders. Each state, 
according to the different situation in community, has set 
up a corresponding district. The district has a different 
size which depends on the local population. Only one 
community college can form a district, or one district 
maybe has several community colleges. Regardless of 
district scale, the entire management mode is a board of 
trustees. A board of trustees or regents provides regulatory 
oversight. Boards usually have a membership made up 
of business or civic leaders from the college’s district. 
American community college school board members 
were elected by the community voters which are the local 
community representatives of all walks of life or ordinary 
peoples. According to the needs and expectations of local 
people, members of board of school elected the trustees in 

board of school who has overlapping six-year terms. These 
boards hire and fire the college president, make sure that 
the college is managed in compliance with all applicable 
laws and regulations, oversee facilities management and 
construction, set staff and faculty salaries, confirm new 
faculty contracts, and approve or terminate programs.

Unlike the President Responsibility system in China, 
the headmaster of American community college is elected 
by the board of directors of school and need to report 
work to them. The president is the one who sets the tone 
for the institutional culture, and he has multiple functions 
and sometimes has to try to be everything to everybody 
in school. Presidents help develop institutional missions 
and goals, make administrative decisions, chair campus 
committees, meet with the board, raise money, lobby the 
state legislature, coordinate programs with other colleges, 
work with community leaders, and provide leadership 
for all on-campus functions. vice presidents oversee the 
day-to-day administration of the college in areas such as 
business and finance, academics and instructional services, 
student, affairs, administrative services, continuing 
education, or technology. Division or department chairs 
report to the respective dean or vice president. Depending 
on each college, academic programs may be divided 
into divisions of program clusters or related fields or 
departments of specific academic disciplines. The exact 
configuration depends on the size of the institution and the 
number of faculty and students in each program.

Table 1 
The Relationship in School Management
Community 

public
(elect)

→
The

board
(appoint)

→ president (manage)
→

Business in 
school

2.2  The Investment of American Community 
College
Community colleges usually have six sources of revenue: 
tuition and fees paid by students, federal monies, state 
appropriations, local funds, income from sales and 
services provided, and other sources often referred to 
as soft money because of their limited and uncertain 
availability. All of these, the main sources are tuition and 
fees paid by students, state appropriations and local funds, 
and the other sources.

State funding, according to the different funding 
mechanism in each s tate ,  is  usual ly negotiated 
with members of state legislature or the education 
administrative department of state. It can be divide into 
six kinds of capital form: (a) planned economy with 
centralized control, where the legislature appropriates a 
certain amount of money annually; (b) planned economy 
with some decentralization, where the legislature 
appropriates most of the money, but local sources or 
additional funding based on need are considered; (c)
percentage matching, where the state pays a percentage 
of the college budget while the rest comes from other 
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sources; (d) flat grant, where community colleges receive 
the fix number of grant which matched the full-time 
enrolled students; (e) basic cost plan, where state and local 
matching funds share costs of community colleges, in 
order to improve the limited community support in those 
districts; (f) cost-based funding, where the state finance 
provide the necessary funds based on function, purpose, 
and some specific project courses. Property tax is the 
main source of local funds. In general, a percentage of the 
tax property owners in the district pay is set aside for the 
local community college. This money can be used for any 
expense in community college. If more funds are needed, 
colleges may ask for a special purpose tax, which can fund 
only the one program it is intended for, or a capital outlay 
tax, which may fund buildings and equipment. But the 
last two tax needs voters approved that school community 
funding may imposed by this way.

The tuition and fees paid by students, as the important 
part of community college sources, account thirty percent 
of the school investment amount, and are a persistent 
point of contention for every college student and 
administrator. Students want to be able to afford college, 
and administrators want to keep their colleges affordable. 
State legislators, on the other hand, want colleges to 
collect more tuition money so that state appropriations 
may be reduced. As a result which is obvious, the cost of 
attending a two-year college has seen some steep increases 
over the years. According to data from the National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES), the cost of attending a 
two-year community college increases nearly a double in 
the recent forty years (Table 2). Tuition is closely related 
to federal aid. Without aid, many students would not be 
able to afford a college education. Of all 2007–2008 full-
time community college students, 65.7% received some 
sort of financial aid; 55.7%received an average of $3700 
in grants, and 22.5% received an average of $4,900 in 
loans.

Table 2
Tuition Fee of Community College During 1976-2007

Year Annual cost Percentage increase (%)

1976/77 $283 0

1986/87 $660 133

1996/97 $1267 107

2006/07 $2017 62

Note. Source: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2009.

Soft money means the other sources of funding in 
community college. To bring in extra revenue, colleges 
often lease facilities to outside businesses or agencies 
for event hosting. Another source of funding has been to 
provide paid services for hire to industry clients, usually 
in areas such as technology training or organizational 
development. Finally, support may come from industry 
partners (in the form of money or equipment), donations 

and gifts, one-time government grants, and income from 
investments.

3.  THINKING AND ENLIGHTENMENT
What is the final outcome of this paper about the role 
in higher education of community college? What are 
the answers to the questions asked at the starting of this 
paper? We believe that the answers are unqualified “YES”. 
How about learning from the U.S. in terms of higher 
vocational education like developing community college? 
Yes, we should learn from the U.S. in terms of higher 
vocational education like developing community college. 
How about change the structure of higher education in 
China? Yes, the structure of higher education in China 
have to been changed, community college will optimize 
higher education structure in China.

In the current global economic environment, access 
becomes more considerable than ever. Large numbers 
of people must be retrained; others who never needed 
higher education and never had to worry about global 
issues must be encouraged to consider college study; and 
previously severed of worked in a low position groups 
must be empowered to seize opportunities. For many 
people, community colleges will be the convenient and 
affordable choice in their pursuit to remain competitive 
in their workforce. Community college will solve the 
conflicting condition in Chinese higher education because 
it will offer more opportunities to access higher education 
and the tuition and fee will be less than university. 
Community colleges are uniquely positioned to respond to 
the increasing need for further education and training and 
they remain a ray of hope and opportunity for those who 
had always thought that higher education was beyond their 
reach. These two parts will make community colleges 
have a well-developed in Chinese higher education.

In conclusion, American community college has a long 
history and advantages, it is worth learning and using for 
reference.

According to the experience of development and 
practice of American community college, as well as 
the status of higher education in the United States, they 
show that community college would use to popularize 
higher education, develop professional and continuing 
education, and it has the effect and ability to promote 
local community economy, culture, and technique. The 
establishment of community college is helpful to build 
a reasonable structure of higher education development. 
There are mostly full-time ordinary universities in 
Chinese higher education structure, the higher vocational 
school decreased obviously. Under the condition that 
the Chinese higher education center of gravity deviated 
seriously, many school do not pay their attention on 
the characteristics of school culture and academic 
pursuits, but they pursue owning more master stations 
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and doctor stations. It is no use to a reasonable higher 
education structure for a country. Today, we have to face 
a conflicting and actual condition that there facing the 
serious lack of higher vocational education, the higher 
regular university tuition and the people pursuing more 
opportunities to receive higher education. It could be 
regarded as a kind of feasible to introduce American 
community college form to establish local and community 
higher education, to optimize the structure of higher 
education.

Perfecting forms of cooperation between college and 
local community. In the source of American community 
college funding, there are a large part of source coming 
from the cooperation between school and community 
industry. Establishing cooperation between college and 
enterprise, negotiating the school training curriculum plan, 
facing community demands, adjusting arrangements, these 
methods can maximize the realization of the function of 
school education in the transformation of social economic 
life. However, the current situation of higher education in 
China tends to be a part of school curriculum has not kept 
but another small part advanced the society and enterprise 
needs. It makes that students, after graduated, still need to 
accept further orientation in society and enterprises, and 
what worse is that learning knowledge at school does not 
apply to the job. That is the reason many college students 
in China are is unfit for a higher post but unwilling to 
take a lower one after graduated. At the same time that is 
virtually a waste of education resource.

Figuring out specific objects and goals of higher 
education services. The American community is still 
strong after one hundred years development, it could 
have its own objective factors, but the many various 
requirements, like its commitment to lifelong learning, 
satisfying the community residents improving their career 
competence and the quality of spiritual and cultural 
life, and purposes which is enriching public life and 
servicing to the community are the key to success. Facing 
the demands of regional development, Chinese higher 
education is often ignored such requirements, and cannot 
be combined with local characteristics to running school. 
Under the influence of homogeneity, school development 
cannot make a difference seriously, So, drawing lessons 
from development of American community college 
and distinguishing service object of higher education 
are particularly significant. The rapid developments of 
economy and society put forward higher requirements to 
providing the level of talent in higher education of China. 
The local community and industry cannot be satisfied 
with the existing talent cultivation level, and ask for 
training more professional talents. It is not hard to find 
that students always can match the requirement of market 
development and the needs of community construction 
in training students in American community college. For 
Chinese higher education, it should be combined with 
market demands, set up corresponding and matching job 

needs courses, figured out training objects, then avoided 
homogeneity and inefficiencies of curriculum.

Drawing lessons from the investment form of 
American community college, giving college true 
management power, letting school get the true school-
running autonomy, and making sure school have necessary 
funding, our government should encourage college use 
various forms of school self-raised funds to develop 
school. For the investment forms of Chinese private 
higher education, it should be like investment form in 
American community college, this not only can stimulate 
the vitality of private education, promote the development 
of education, optimize the structure of higher education, 
but also can reduce the pressure of government education 
investment in some extent, and give the public more 
choices of education form.

REFERENCES
Scott, J. L., & Sarkees-Wircenski, M. (2004). Overview of career 

and technical education (4th ed.). Homewood, IL: American 
Technical Publishers.

American Association of Community Colleges. (2009). 
About community colleges. Retrieved July 6, from http://
webadmin.aacc.nche.edu/AboutCC/Pages/default.aspx

Cohen, A. M., & Brawer, F. B. (2008). The American community 
college (5th ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Wei, C. C., Berkner, L., He, S., & Lew, S. (2009, May). Web 
tables: Undergraduate financial aid estimates by type of 
institution in 2007–2008 (NCES Report No. 2009-201). 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Institute 
of Educational Sciences, National Center for Education 
Statistics.

U. S. Department of Education, Institute of Educational Sciences, 
National Center for Education Statistics. (2009). Welcome to 
NCES. Retrieved July 6, from http://nces.ed.gov

Schwarz, & L. H. Ebbers (Eds.), Community colleges (pp.165–
182). Needham Heights, MA: Simon & Schuster Custom 
Publishing.

Breneman, D. W., & Nelson, S. C. (1981). Financing community 
colleges: An economic perspective. Washington, DC: The 
Brookings Institution.

Bryant, D. W. (1994). New leadership considerations for old 
realities. In J. L. Ratcliff, S. Schwarz, & L. H. Ebbers (Eds.), 
Community colleges (pp. 411–416). Needham Heights, 
MA:Simon & Schuster Custom Publishing.

Zhang, H. B. (2009) A study and research report on comm 
unity college in American— A case study of McLennan 
Community College. Journal of Ningbo Polytechnic.

Yan, Q. M. (1996) The community college study report. Journal 
of Jiangnan University.

Gong, H. K. (2006). Community college in American. Vocational 
and Technical Education.

Chen, G. (2008, January 24). What is a community college? 
Community College Review. Retrieved September 13, 2009 
from http://www.communitycollegereview.com/articles/1


