Four-year degrees a possibility at community colleges 

Assemblyman plans bill to relieve university system, lower student costs
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California community colleges would be allowed to offer four-year degrees for the first time under a proposal aimed at relieving enrollment pressure on state universities and making higher education more affordable. "You've got this increasing student demand that San Diego State and other universities can't meet," state Assemblyman Marty Block, D-San Diego, said last week in talking about a proposal he raised Dec. 7 at a legislative hearing on the future of the state's "Master Plan for Higher Education."

The 50-year-old plan outlines what degrees can be offered at community colleges and schools in the University of California and California State University systems. Under this set-up, community colleges can offer only associate degrees, which usually can be earned in two years, while four-year bachelor degrees can be earned only at UC and CSU schools.

With overcrowded state universities turning down tens of thousands of student applications for enrollment, Block said it's time to allow community colleges to offer four-year degrees. "It seems like an ideal situation to produce more graduates with less money," he said.

Fees at community colleges are $26 per unit, or $78 for a typical three-unit class. That's considerably less than what it costs in the UC system, where students pay about $10,000 in combined annual and campus fees. In the CSU system, which includes Cal State San Marcos and San Diego State University, students pay $4,026 in annual fees, a 9.3 percent hike over last year, plus about $1,000 in campus fees. Block said his proposal also would result in savings for the state, which annually pays $5,000 for each community college student, $10,000 for each CSU student and $15,000 for each UC student.

Community colleges in 17 states offer four-year degrees, and Michigan lawmakers are considering a proposal that would make their state the 18th. Block said his bill, which he plans to introduce this month or in early February, would create a pilot program that would affect only a fraction of the campuses in the 110-school community college systems. Most of the colleges would be in San Diego County, including Mira Costa, Palomar, Grossmont, Mesa and San Diego City, he said.

The assemblyman said he saw a need for the change after SDSU in 2009 reversed its long-held policy of favoring local applicants, which resulted in many San Diego County students being turned away as they competed with out-of-area applicants. In December, Cal State San Marcos stopped accepting student applications for the 2010 fall semester after receiving 17,300 applications during the previous two months, a 22 percent increase from 2008.

While Block's proposed change would create another avenue for students turned away from universities, some educators are cautious about tinkering with the system.

"I have mixed feelings about it," said Dick Robertson, vice president of student services at MiraCosta College, where he has been an administrator for 23 years. "I believe very strongly in the two-year college mission."

Robertson said the system is designed to prepare students for careers and to be a transfer institute for others seeking higher degrees. "There's a possibility that you'll blur the lines and move away from the California master plan for education," he said about the system that distinguishes different missions for colleges and universities.

If community colleges begin offering four-year degrees, Robertson said he fears fees at the schools will increase, defeating one of the core purposes of the state college system ---- to be a low-cost alternative to universities. "Another of my concerns is that California has by tradition made community colleges extremely affordable," he said. "If you turn them into baccalaureate colleges, does that mean higher fees?"

Before being elected to the Assembly in 2008, Block served eight years on the board of the San Diego Community College District. "I know what our colleges can offer," he said. "The instructors have the capability to offer a bachelor's degree." Block said he plans to discuss his proposal with representatives of all the county's community colleges before introducing his bill. He also said the bill would contain revenue sources to help community colleges expand programs.

Reiterating an issue from his 2008 campaign, Block said one revenue source could come from money saved by closing a loophole that allows corporations to avoid paying taxes on money kept in Cayman Island bank accounts. Block's bill to close the loophole, which he said could save the U.S. Treasury $100 billion in revenue annually, passed the Assembly in July. The limited pilot program could start as soon as January 2011 and could be expanded to other schools, but Block said community colleges would not be required to offer four-year degrees.

In Florida, for instance, only 14 of the state's 28 community colleges offer four-year degrees, he said. Florida has offered bachelor's degree at community colleges since 2001. Four-year degrees also are offered by community colleges in Arkansas, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Louisiana, Minnesota, Nevada, New Mexico, New York, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Texas, Utah, Vermont, Washington and West Virginia.
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