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ABSTRACT 

The innovation of Silicon Valley catalyzes the global economy, but its rewards accrue disproportionately and 
exacerbate inequality for those who are left behind. Inequality is a growing stranglehold that threatens future 
competitiveness and civic participation. Inequality impacts economic stability; student scores in math, 
reading and science; property crime and violent crime; and health, trust and social well-being. While many 
Americans seriously underestimate the extent of inequality, the data on household income inequality and 
household wealth inequality demonstrate that the work ahead is urgent. Community colleges are integral to 
the solution. The definition of who is served in the community college is typically operationalized and 
regulated to be a student who is enrolled in the college. Growing inequality means that better serving only 
those who typically enroll is necessary; but, this improvement will not be sufficient to meet the challenges 
ahead. Community colleges will need to increasingly function less as silos and more as integrated 
components strategically aligned within a larger cross-sector economic mobility ecosystem. A more potent 
ecosystem, sufficient to mitigate inequality, is needed where populations not currently served by community 
colleges can earn credentials and exercise their talent and vitality needed for future competitiveness and civic 
participation. An example of building capacity within an opportunity ecosystem, the Community College 
Center for Economic Mobility works to fulfill the leadership vision of the San José | Evergreen Community 
College District for opportunity, equity, and social justice.  

 
State of Silicon Valley 
 
In Silicon Valleyi the rewards of innovation have outpaced 
the capacity for shared prosperity. San José, California, is 
the largest city in both Silicon Valley and the larger San 
Francisco Bay Area. Increasingly, people cannot afford to 
move to or stay in the region. More people are moving out 
of the Bay Area than are moving here. Some among those 
who are leaving the area have family who are able to 
remain here. Those families have students who feel like 
“Silicon Valley” is something negative that has happened 
to their families. The data validate their experience. The 
gap between the rich and the poor widened between 2012 - 
2017. This is true for the U.S. but is especially true in the 
Bay Area where San Francisco and San José compete for 
the top (worst) spot.ii Because of this distinction, San José 
is a “Tale of Two Cities.” So many struggle against a 
backdrop of unimaginable wealth. This is an unsustainable 
recipe for decreasing economic competitiveness and 
increasing social unrest.  
 
Community colleges can be critical opportunity engines; 
but, for the sake of California’s future, community colleges 
will need to boldly enter a new era where open access is 

necessary but no longer sufficient. Serving only those who 
traditionally enroll (and those in the probable pipeline) is 
not going to be enough to meet the needs of the future. 
Thousands of people in Silicon Valley do not have a high 
school diploma.iii  
 
Community colleges will need to continue an evolution 
toward functioning even more interdependently as a vital 
link within a larger economic mobility ecosystem 
functioning across networks (which include other 
education systems, community based organizations, 
businesses and industry, government including workforce 
investment systems, policy networks, venture philanthropy, 
and entrepreneurship.)iv   
    
The people living in Silicon Valley and the larger Bay Area 
are hardworking and productive people. They may 
presume that the region’s productivity and hard work are 
the norm but it is exceptional. Many already know that if 
California were a separate country, California would be 
considered the 5th largest economy in the world. With a 
GDP of $748 billion, if the San Francisco Bay Area were a 
separate country, the region would rank as the 19th largest 
economy in the world.v  
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Californians believe diversity is valuable. Over 70% of 
Californians believe that immigrants benefit everyone 
because of their hard work and job skills. Santa Clara 
county (home to Stanford, Apple, San José, and Google to 
name a few) has the highest percentage of foreign born 
people in California.vi Diversity is embraced and valued as 
a critical component of success. In Santa Clara county, 
immigrants are “us” not “them.” Since this is one of the 
most striking aspects of the population, it can also inform 
the opportunities of community colleges. A scan of that 
opportunity is revealing.  
 
The Bay Area has one of the most educated populations in 
the country. However, disaggregated data tell a more 
complex story that informs why community colleges are so 
vital to economic mobility. Disaggregated data show that 
Bachelor degree attainment varies significantly by race and 
ethnicity.vii Earners with Bachelor’s degrees are 
significantly more likely than those without a high school 
diploma to make ends meet in Silicon Valley.viii National 
data show income disparities by race and Hispanic origin 
(even when accounting for degree attainment).ix Those 
income disparities are so significant in the Bay Area that 
the earnings of the highest earning group (Asiansx) are 
almost double the lowest earning group (African 
Americans).xi  
 
Home ownership has historically been at the center of the 
American Dream. The cost of housing here is among the 
highest in the country. Home ownership is a means to 
wealth creation but, in the second quarter of 2019, the 
minimum qualifying household income to purchase a 
median sales priced home in Santa Clara county is 
$268,700.xii The monthly housing costs for a median priced 
home in Santa Clara County in the second quarter of 2019 
was $6720.xiii 
 
A single parent with one pre-school child needs to earn 
$89,017 annually to make ends meet in Santa Clara 
County.xiv Seventy-eight percent of adults with less than a 
High School diploma cannot make ends meet, compared to 
only 14% for those with a Bachelor’s degree or higher.xv 
In the aggregate, educational attainment improves the 
capacity of families to live in Silicon Valley. 
 
While Silicon Valley remains an economic powerhouse of 
innovation and global impact, it may be that the greatest 
challenge ahead is sustainability including economic, 
environmental, and democratic sustainability. The growing 
inequality in this region may prove to be the greatest 
destabilizer in the forecast. Part of that destabilization is 
essential because the status quo and the culture of white 
supremacyxvi and inequality it embeds is unacceptable. The 
community colleges have an important role in not only 

managing that destabilization but in establishing 
opportunity, equity and social justice for the future.  
 
Inequality Matters 
 
“Why does inequality matter? In a competitive society, 
aren’t the rewards of innovation and hard work supposed 
to accrue to bright and hardworking people?”  The answer 
could be Yes if those two criteria were all that mattered. (In 
fact, if that were true, merit would be the sole criterion in 
predicting rewards and the United States could be 
considered a meritocracy.) However, because the data 
show that race and ethnicity are such powerful predictors 
of rewards or the lack thereof, the U.S. economy (and 
democracy for that matter) does not operate solely on 
innovation, investment, hard work and equal 
representation.  
 
Carter and Reardon identify four interacting social 
domains of inequality including: 1. Socio-economic 
(financial and human capital), 2. Health (including 
physical and psychological), 3. Political (access to power 
and political representation), 4. Socio-cultural (identity, 
cultural freedoms, and human rights). They assert that 
economic inequality in the U.S. has grown steadily for 40 
years.

xviii

xvii Inequality has predictable consequences. 
Research shows that inequality impacts economic stability; 
student scores in math, reading and science; property crime 
and violent crime; and health, trust and social well-being. 

  
 
Inequality in the United States challenges a cherished 
narrative of American mythology. One of the most cited 
economists in the world, Joseph Stiglitz, counters the 
notion of the American Dream – saying “The American 
Dream is a myth.”xix In reality, a culture where merit alone 
is what matters to success is still an aspiration for us. 
Economists refer to sticky floors and sticky ceilings to 
describe how the economic conditions in which you were 
born strongly impact your ability to move up the economic 
ladder.xx The United States has one of the lowest rates of 
economic mobility (13th of 17) among industrialized 
economies.xxi Changing this will require quantitatively and 
qualitatively different approaches from the status quo. 
 
The possibility of achieving great success is part of the 
aspirational story of the United States. However, so few in 
the country have so much. In addition to whatever amount 
of merit generated their wealth, race and ethnicity are also 
strong predictors. It is in the context of this “stacked deck” 
that so many have so little. Now living in an era where the 
400 richest Americans own more wealth than the entire 
U.S. black population plus one-third of the Latinx 
population combined, the trajectory for greater wealth 
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equality between Whites, Latinx and Blacks is far into the 
future. A 2016 study showed that it would take Latinx 
households until 2097 A.D. and African American 
households until 2241 A.D. to achieve racial wealth equity 
with white households. As of this writing, it may be worse. 
The long term effects of policy activity and legislation 
since 2016 may prove to delay wealth equity even further. 
xxii 
 
Because this degree of inequality is widely underestimated, 
a false sense of progress can prevail. Concerns for thwarted 
economic mobility and declining civic participation are 
either appeased or avoided altogether. This means that 
meaningful data-informed remedies struggle to root, 
especially in a fact-challenged era where scientific inquiry 
is increasingly devalued.  
 
A study published in the Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Science shows that Americans greatly 
underestimate the wealth and income gaps between White 
and Black households. The degree of the disparity is jaw-
dropping. The degree of the misperceptions about it may 
tend to undermine the urgency that change demands. While 
the income gap is very large, the wealth gap is almost 
unbelievable ($5.08 in Black household wealth for every 
$100 of White household wealth.)xxiii While education 
positively impacts these disparities, intolerable gaps 
persists even when accounting for the impact of 
educational attainment. xxiv 
 
In addition to race and ethnicity wealth and income gaps, 
gender gaps exist for wealth and income. While people 
generally know that women earn less on the dollar than 
men, fewer may know the extent of the wealth gap between 
men and women. The gap is significantly wider when 
considering the gender wealth gap vs, the gender income 
gap. Women own $.32 for every $1.00 that men own. 
 
Economic Immobility 
 
Economic mobility may be understood simply as children 
growing up to become better off financially than their 
parents (moving up the economic ladder.) Community 
colleges play an important role in the larger eco-system of 
economic mobility. Especially when community colleges 
took a more prominent role during the Obama 
administration, other actors in economic mobility eco-
systems sought opportunity for more alignment with 
community colleges with mixed results. Alignment 
continues to be an intermittent and situation-dependent 
work in progress. Colleges that are increasingly considered 
to be innovative will often demonstrate an evolution 
toward becoming a more integrated operative within an 
opportunity network.  
 

Catalyzing this evolving network for improved economic 
mobility is one of the greatest challenges and opportunities 
for the future of community colleges. Not only will 
community colleges need to continuing improving 
outcomes for those who typically enroll, community 
colleges will have the greatest impact on inequality when 
their capacity includes partnering across external 
organizations to reach and serve those who typically have 
not accessed higher education opportunity.  
 
Understanding the legacies which impact inequality is 
important to inform how colleges design programs and 
allocate resources. Allocating equally and allocating 
equitably have different trajectories. Allocating equitably 
accounts for initial conditions. For example, economic 
mobility varies greatly for Black and White men in the U.S. 
Even when controlling for parental income, race is a strong 
predictor of opportunity in the U.S. To put a fine point on 
it, a boy born to parents making $25,000 is more likely to 
earn more than his parents if he was born white.xxv  
 
The New York Times Magazine 1619 Project provides an 
analysis that white supremacy’s attempt to thwart the 
progress of African Americans inadvertently fuels multiple 
entrenched disparities that compromise the entire society – 
not just African Americans.

xxvii

xxvi A recent study by 
McKinsey  estimates the impact with a projection of 
how closing the wealth gap between black and white 
Americans would benefit the entire economy for all 
Americans. It would add over $1 trillion to the economy. 
 
A key take-away here corrects misinformation perpetuated 
by the culture of white supremacy– namely that closing the 
racial wealth gap is somehow a compensatory handout to 
those disproportionately impacted - misses a very 
important point -  the entire United States would be a 
stronger economy and democracy if merit in a competitive 
capitalist environment were more likely than race and 
ethnicity to predict return on investment.  
 
It would be more just, but it would also be more powerful 
and beneficial to the entire society. Especially since the 
pervasive culture of white supremacy costs the entire 
country with its irrational ideology, it is vital that white 
people become not only literate but fluent regarding white 
supremacy. Neither ignoring it nor explaining away 
accountability since collusion may not be intended will be 
sufficient to change it. Conditions are now so stark that 
future vitality may rest on the ability of the United States 
to grapple with this threat to national security.  
 
This threat now triggers warnings from even those who 
greatly benefit from the status quo. The need for urgent 
change is reflected from within the business and billionaire 
class. Corporate social responsibility initiatives are 
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targeting the need to address worker shortages and 
workforce readiness.xxviii  Organizations historically 
advancing the idea that the only purpose of corporations is 
to maximize profit for shareholders now call for change, 
including the Business Roundtable. Formed in 1972, 
Business Roundtable is a group of CEOs of major 
corporations who promote pro-business public policy. A 
new statement from the Business Roundtable repudiates 
the long held “maximizing shareholder value is all that 
matters” ethos for a wider view of responsibility to 
suppliers, communities, customers, and employees and 
environmental sustainability. xxix  
 
From within ranks of the Billionaire class, warnings 
emerge about inequality. According to Bloomberg’s Index 
of Billionaires, Ray Dalio is one of the top 100 billionaires 
in the world ranked at number sixty-nine.xxx In a 2019 
interview with the CBS program, 60 Minutes, Dalio calls 
for significant change. He believes the status quo is an 
unsustainable recipe for instability that marginalizes 
significant swaths of the U.S. population, and forecasts a 
threat to the wealth of those who are disproportionately 
benefitting from the status quo.xxxi Ominously, Dalio 
concludes that the threat from sustained inequality in the 
United States is more likely than not to bring the country 
to violent protests to exact significant change.  
 
Education and Marginalization 
 
Legacies of institutionalized marginalization persist among 
those whose jobs are to catalyze economic mobility. For 
example, some educators and policy makers purvey the 
myth of meritocracy in America. While colleges work to 
eliminate race and class as predictors of educational 
attainment, students will still graduate into an economy 
where legacies and structures favor some more than others. 
The median wealth of college graduate families varies 
significantly for white, black and Latinx families. The gap 
is wider now than during the 90s. For every $1.00 in wealth 
of a median white college graduate family, the median 
black college graduate family had 17 cents and the median 
Hispanic college graduate family had 19 cents. xxxii This 
illustrates that while it is true and important that 
educational credentials positively impact economic 
mobility, those benefits do not accrue equally across race 
and ethnicity. Presenting education as the great equalizer 
misrepresents this stark reality.  
 
Presenting poor education systems as the cause of 
inequality is also problematic. However, the inferences of 
some theories of change are rooted in this ideology which 
can be found among policy organizations, philanthropy, 
and their related education partnerships. These 
organizations wield significant influence over higher 
education. Economic mobility ecosystems are significantly 

influenced by philanthropy agendas, which need to be held 
accountable for what Edgar Villanueva calls the core 
afflictions of philanthropy’s colonialism: white 
supremacy, savior mentality, and internalized 
oppression.xxxiii  
 
Writing in the Atlantic, Nick Hanauer has coined the term 
Educationism to describe the collusion between 
philanthropy and educational reformers, which asserts that 
poverty and rising inequality are largely consequences of 
America’s failing education system. Hanauer argues that 
educational inequality is a symptom of the disease of social 
immobility in the U.S., not the cause.  
 
There is a strong relationship between the socio-economic 
status of children and educational achievement.xxxiv

xxxvi

 
Bachelor degree attainment is predicted by household 
income.xxxv Critically conscious practitioners must resist 
colluding with Educationism since it affords cover for the 
ails created by the inequality grown so sharply over the last 
40 years. Disaggregated data for household income show 
huge income inequality between White households vs 
Black and Latinx households.  When educators are 
critically conscious of these legacies, they may become 
equipped to resist collusion with the misrepresentation that 
education is the sole antidote to marginalization.  
 
Community College Responsiveness & Change 
 
The return on investment in the community college system 
statewide to California taxpayers yields a net return of 
$4.50 for every $1.00 invested.xxxvii California Community 
Colleges (CCC) serve 20% of all the community college 
students in the U.S. (115 California colleges serve over 2 
million students). The California Community Colleges are 
possibly more impactful than is generally known. It is not 
uncommon for community college students who attain 
Bachelor’s degrees to omit their community college credits 
or Associates degree on their resume. This leads many in 
education and industry in California to be surprised to learn 
that 48% of all University of California Bachelor’s degrees 
in STEM are CCC transfer students.  
 
Industry oriented organizations are increasingly 
understanding the potential of the CCCs. The Silicon 
Valley Leadership Group (SVLG) is an example of this 
growing awareness. SVLG was founded in 1978 by David 
Packard of Hewlett-Packard and represents more than 360 
Silicon Valley employers, which includes a panoply of the 
tech icons known across the globe. SVLG policy areas 
include education, energy, environment, health, housing, 
tax policies, tech and innovation, and transportation. Since 
so much of Silicon Valley corporate talent is educated at 
the most competitive universities across the globe, that 
talent has generally either been unfamiliar with community 
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colleges or worse, some view community colleges with 
stigma that precludes seeing the solutions they present.  
 
In a bold and innovative strategy, SVLG countered and 
partnered with the San José Evergreen Community College 
District to launch the Community College to Career 
Initiative, which has become a Bay Area wide cradle to 
career partnership of 19 community colleges and regional 
employers to support workplace experiences for 
community college students, many of whom may have 
never been considered by employers but for the SVLG 
showcase of this untapped talent. xxxviii 
 
The innovation for which Silicon Valley is known, has 
created great wealth for some. Out of the 157 billionaires 
in California, 77 billionaires live in or between San 
Francisco and San José.xxxix Surrounded by unimaginable 
wealth, SJECCD serves a high proportion of low income 
students The Tale of Two Cities story is revealed in survey 
data which show that college students face food and 
housing insecurity at very high rates. At SJECCD’s 
Evergreen Valley College, 69% experienced at least one of 
these stressors within the last year. At SJECCD’s San José 
City College, 78% experienced at least one of these 
stressors within the last year. This compares (EVC) or 
exceeds (SJCC) national survey results from the National 
#RealCollege Survey.xl   
 
For many of these students, their Silicon Valley is 
something that is squeezing their families out, not 
something that is a point of pride as a hallmark of global 
innovation. While these are the experiences of some of 
those students already served, the conditions of others not 
enrolled are likely even worse; however, colleges are not 
generally designed well to measure the conditions of those 
who do not enroll. Traditional metrics of institutional 
effectiveness in community colleges measure performance 
serving those who enroll.  Open access is a proud hallmark 
in the identity of the California Community Colleges. 
However, growing inequality and projected worker 
shortages have made open access necessary but not 
sufficient. To mitigate inequality, CCCs must grow 
capacity to serve those for whom college has been out of 
reach.  
 
According to U.S. Census data, there are 114,568 people 
(16.5%) in San José who do not have a high school 
diploma. More have some college but no degree.xli With 
this number of local residents not benefitting from an open 
door policy, getting better at doing what has generally been 
done will not be sufficient to overcome workforce 
shortages projected for California. According to California 
Competes, “A looming deficit of more than two million 
workers with degrees or certificates by 2025 threatens 
California’s ability to meet its economic needs.”xlii 

Opportunity Equity and Social Justice – 
Values of the San José | Evergreen 
Community College District (SJECCD) 
 
The San José | Evergreen Community College District 
served 28,741 students in 2017-2018. The SJECCD 
intentionally addresses the issue of economic mobility to 
mitigate inequality. The SJECCD Board of Trustees 
identifies three overarching values that inform the strategic 
vision for the work of Evergreen Valley College, San José 
City College, The Community College Center for 
Economic Mobility and district wide operations – 
opportunity, equity and social justice. The Board’s Global 
Ends Statements says, “San José Evergreen Community 
College District exists to ensure all students, especially 
those with educational and or socioeconomic challenges, 
will have the skills and capabilities to be successful in the 
next state of their life, sufficient to justify the use of 
available resources. The Board’s Ends Policies focus on 
Student Success and Community Impact. xliii 
 
These Ends inform strategic planning. Strategic planning 
for SJECCD’s Workforce and Economic Development 
Strategic Priority historically focused first on the 
workforce needs of companies but the SJECCD is 
evolving. This strategic priority for 2018-2025 shifted from 
focusing first on the workforce needs of regional employers 
to support the economic mobility of students, to now 
focusing first on the economic mobility needs of 
communities to better support more diverse and 
competitive workforce development. While the difference 
may appear slight, it shifts who is first in the design of 
programs and services. For the competitive workforce of 
the future, increasingly marginalized communities must 
access and complete the kind of credential programs 
community colleges offer. The diverse and highly skilled 
workforce needed for competitiveness depends on it.  
 
True to this strategic vision, programs and services 
throughout the SJECCD have increasingly cultivated 
partnerships with external organizations to strengthen 
student access and success. An example of this vision for 
the future, the SJECCD Community College Center for 
Economic Mobility (CCCEM)xliv uses an equity lens 
(equity-mindednessxlv) to focus first on families from 
richly diverse communities who seek educational 
opportunity and economic mobility. This cradle-to-career 
community engagement envisions a talent pipeline that is 
more diverse, equitable and sustainable for the future 
competitiveness of the regional economy and for the future 
of civic participation.  
The Community College Center for Economic Mobility 
works to improve understanding of the structures and 
legacies which inform economic mobility. CCCEM seeks 
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to answer the following questions to better understand the 
role of the community colleges in the larger ecosystem of 
economic mobility:  How does economic mobility work? 
What doesn’t work? Does it work better for some than 
others? If so, for whom does it work better and why? How 
do legacies of marginalization impact the design and 
delivery of programs and services? Does educational 
attainment level the playing field? If not, how much impact 
do credentials have on racial wealth and income 
inequality?  
 
While the CCCEM advocates for the power of education to 
impact economic mobility, education alone is not sufficient 
to move the needle on structural elements so powerfully 
embedded within society. To be proficient in the field of 
economic mobility, practitioners must be proficient at 
countering wealth and income inequality. Practitioners 
must understand white supremacist culture and racist 
policies and legacies which sustain and exacerbate socio-
economic conditions that favor some more than others.  
 
The Community College Center for Economic Mobility 
works to mitigate both inequality and projected worker 
shortages with strategies that extend its reach into 
previously underserved and unserved communities.  
CCCEM programs and services embrace a cradle to career 
approach to economic mobility. Here are examples of 
programs, strategies and collaboratives fostered within 
CCCEM.  
 
• CCCEM works to build capacity to serve this 

population through the South Bay Consortium for 
Adult Education. SBCAE is a regional partnership 
with five area adult education schools and four 
community colleges to bridge opportunity in pathway 
programs that lead to college credentials. 

• CCCEM’s partnership with ALLIES (the Alliance for 
Language Learner Integration and Education Success) 
and the prototyping of the Immigrant Integration 
Framework

xlvii

xlvi demonstrates data informed vision and 
clarity for growing SJECCD capacity. Influencing 
immigrant policy state-wide, the Immigrant 
Integration Framework informed Assembly Bill 
2098  and added immigrant integration language to 
the legislation authorizing Adult Education in 
California.  

• CCCEM’s SparkPoint San José (a financial 
capability coaching partnership with United Way Bay 
Area) serves students and others not currently enrolled 
to promote financial stability making credential 
attainment more likely for previously underserved 
people, including credential seekers who are 
parents.xlviii  

• CCCEM’s Silicon Valley Career Pathways (SVCP) 
works not only with community college students, but 

middle school and high school students to help young 
students aspire early for college through the MAPin 
program. Referenced earlier, the Silicon Valley 
Leadership Group partnered with Silicon Valley 
Career Pathways to launch the Community College 2 
Career Initiative. Now an expansive partnership 
across the Bay Area, CC2C aligns industry and Bay 
Area colleges to support workplace experiences for 
community college students.  

• Developed from the Silicon Valley Career Pathways, 
CCCEM serves as one of four hubs across the nation 
(the Northern California – Pacific Northwest Hub) in 
a National Science Foundation funded partnership 
with the Stanford University Graduate School of 
Education and others to expand the STEM Core 
model. STEM Core has dramatically increased and 
diversified the STEM pipeline making it possible for 
students in pre-college math to progress to Calculus in 
one year. Since Math has been a powerful gatekeeper 
homogenizing the STEM workforce, this addresses a 
key equity issue in higher education. xlix 

 
These and many other SJECCD innovative and intentional 
strategies for expanding opportunity, equity and social 
justice, demonstrate increased capacity to impact our 
service area. 
 
Key Challenges and Directions 
 
To meet the challenges of inequality, community colleges 
will need to function less in silos and more strategically 
aligned in a cross-sector economic mobility ecosystem. A 
more potent ecosystem, sufficient to mitigate inequality, is 
needed where populations not currently served by 
community colleges can earn credentials and exercise their 
talent and vitality needed for future competitiveness and 
civic participation. An example of building capacity within 
an opportunity ecosystem, the Community College Center 
for Economic Mobility works to fulfill the leadership 
vision of the San José | Evergreen Community College 
District for opportunity, equity, and social justice. It relies 
on entrepreneurial strategies which reflect innovation for 
the future. This reliance has the context that community 
colleges continue to evolve from their history as junior 
colleges, which had a more narrowly defined purpose 
rooted in the needs of the past. 
 
The community college has evolved historically from a 
junior college intended to serve a high school graduate who 
enrolls with the intention to transfer to a baccalaureate 
granting institution. As these colleges have evolved to 
include community in the name and also provide 
credentials for career advancement in addition to the 
Associates degree, the definition of who is served 
continues to evolve. Innovation in community colleges is 
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often driven by creative partnerships that stretch the idea 
of who is served. These pockets of innovation face 
significant challenges since the definition of who is served 
in the community college is typically operationalized and 
regulated to be a student who is enrolled in the college.  
 
Designing programs and services to meet the needs of 
anyone outside this definition faces challenges including 
the following:  
 

• partnerships are tenuous and depend on visionary 
leadership to counter the status quo not only 
within colleges and college districts, but also 
across organizations unaccustomed to partnering 
with colleges; 

• systems are not designed to track accountability 
to populations that are not enrolled (the work 
literally does not count); 

• tools are needed for assessing and informing 
organizational capacity of colleges to bridge from 
silos to becoming eco-system catalysts; 

• funding for atypical programs and services is 
unpredictable, cobbled together from situation-
dependent factors and from sources that are often 
unsustainable; 

• recruiting staff to visionary work may be exciting 
but sustaining staff in visionary work that is not 
institutionalized impacts retention.  

 
Meeting these challenges holds promise that community 
colleges across the nation will strengthen economic 
mobility ecosystems sufficiently to move the needle on 
inequality. History may well tell us that inequality (and the 
culture of white supremacy that sustains it) was one of the 
defining characteristics of this era. Amid the greatest 
inequality in the United States, how well the SJECCD 
responded to the urgent call for change may be the defining 
theme in the story of how it met the challenge of our time. 
Urgently building this capacity now with clarity of purpose 
will not only strengthen educational outcomes, it will 
further credibility that we overcame our conditioning for 
the status quo and we countered marginalization at the 
epicenter of inequality in America.
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