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The California community college system describes itself as the 
largest postsecondary education system in the world (CCCCO, 
2006a), with more than 2.5 million mostly part-time students 
enrolled in more than 100 colleges around the state. These institu-
tions offer a broad variety of courses for their students, including 

academic coursework for an associate’s degree or transfer to four-year colleges and universities, 
vocational training, basic skills, English as a second language (ESL), and enrichment courses. 

In this issue of California Counts, we examine the community college population in Cali-
fornia. Why do students attend, and how do their goals differ in relation to their demograph-
ics? Which students achieve their objectives for attending community college? Who returns 
for a second year, who transfers to a four-year institution, and who obtains a degree or certifi-
cate? Answers to these questions provide a basic yet essential backdrop for understanding how 
community colleges serve California’s diverse population.

Given such a large student body, it should be no surprise that community college students 
are an extremely diverse set of people. In 2003, half of all students were aged 17 to 20, but 
almost two out of five students were over age 25. The share of younger students has grown in 
recent years, while the share of older students has dropped. Females outnumbered males, and 
this difference increased with age. About 40 percent of entering community college students 
were white, about 30 percent were Latino, and almost 15 percent were Asian/Pacific Islander 
(API). Most had high school diplomas, but substantial numbers of students without diplomas 
or with postsecondary degrees also attended.

We identified students’ reasons for attending community college according to the classes 
they took in their first year. Students took a majority of their classes in one of five areas: 
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classes that are transferable to a four-year institution, vocational education, 
basic skills or ESL courses, noncredit classes, and miscellaneous courses 
(which often include associate’s degree courses). Nearly half of community 
college students took primarily transfer classes, about 15 percent took pri-
marily vocational classes, and fewer than 10 percent took noncredit classes. 
Almost 15 percent of students took a majority of basic skills and/or ESL 
classes, and another 15 percent took miscellaneous classes or classes that 
are only associate’s degree eligible.

However, there was much diversity in course-taking patterns across dif-
ferent categories of students. Younger students usually enrolled in transfer 
courses, while older students focused on vocational education and noncredit 
courses. As one might expect, students without a high school diploma and 
students with a foreign diploma were much more likely to take basic skills 
classes than were students with higher educational levels. 

Students of every racial/ethnic group were more likely to take transfer-
eligible courses than other types of courses. However, a greater percentage 
of Latinos took basic skills classes (which are often ESL classes) than did 
students of other racial/ethnic groups. A much greater percentage of the 
community college student population was Latino than in the University 
of California (UC) or California State University (CSU) systems. Yet, Lati-
nos were still underrepresented in community college, compared with their 
share of the state population.

Community colleges have very high turnover. Half of the students did 
not attend after their first year. However, transfer-focused students were 
more likely to return for a second year than were vocational, basic skills, or 
noncredit students. Most of those who stayed for a second year maintained 
the academic focus they had begun in their first year. Aside from the large 
number who left in their first year, students showed no other clear patterns 
of attendance duration. 

Most students did not earn a degree or transfer to a four-year institu-
tion. Providing associate’s degrees is a major function of community col-
leges, yet less than one-tenth of students earned an associate’s degree. In 
addition, only about a quarter of students who were focused on transfer 
courses in their first year eventually transferred to a four-year institution. 
Associate degree and transfer rates were highest for younger students and 
those with either a traditional U.S. or foreign high school diploma. 

Transfer rates differed enormously by race/ethnicity, even when looking 
at the group most likely to transfer to a four-year institution—U.S. high 
school graduates between 17 and 20 years of age. The transfer rate for APIs 

. . . only about a 
quarter of students 
who were focused on 
transfer courses in their 
first year eventually 
transferred to a 
four-year institution.  
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Introduction

Community college is the most 
common form of postsec-

ondary education in California, 
comprising over 70 percent of all 
public higher education enrollment 
in the state.1 California’s 110 com-
munity colleges serve 2.5 million 
students a year (California Com-
munity College Chancellor’s Office 
[CCCCO], 2006a). Although 
most students attend community 
college part time, this number still 
translates to more than a million 
full-time-equivalent students. In 
contrast, the California State Uni-
versity (CSU) system enrolls about 
400,000 students, and the Uni-
versity of California (UC) system 
enrolls about 200,000 students 
(California Postsecondary Educa-
tion Commission [CPEC], 2006).2  

The California community 
college (CCC) system differs from 
other higher education systems 
because of its numerous educa-
tional functions. California’s Mas-
ter Plan for Higher Education, 
adopted in 1960, designates sev-
eral community college missions. 
The primary one is to provide 
“academic and vocational instruc-
tion at the lower division level to 
both younger and older students, 
including those persons return-
ing to school” (California Educa-
tion Code, 2005). Other missions 
include workforce training, reme-
dial education, English as a sec-
ond language (ESL) instruction, 
adult noncredit instruction, and 

was double the rate for black, Latino, and American Indian students, even 
though they were all of comparable age and previous educational level. 

State policymakers acknowledge the range of community college func-
tions by requiring multiple measures of accountability. Our findings sug-
gest that policymakers should continue to consider multiple outcomes. We 
also identify three ongoing challenges in the California community college 
system. The first is the declining age of students, which raises the question 
of whether older students are losing access to community college. The 
second challenge is the pervasive attrition of the student population, which 
results in students leaving the system without a degree or transfer comple-
tion. Lastly, older students, Latinos and blacks, and students without a 
high school diploma have substantially lower transfer rates and degree 
completion than other students. If community college continues to be the 
dominant form of higher education for these students, achievement rates 
for these students must improve.

Ria Sengupta is a research associate at the Public Policy Institute of California and Christopher 
Jepsen is the associate director of the Center for Business and Economic Research at the Uni-
versity of Kentucky. Views expressed here do not necessarily reflect those of PPIC. The authors 
thank Tom Nobert and Patrick Perry of the California Community College Chancellor’s Office 
(CCCCO) for providing access to and assistance with using the data. The authors acknowledge 
the helpful comments of Amanda Bailey, Pamela Burdman, Anne Driscoll, Robert Gabriner, 
Richard Greene, Willard Hom, Hans Johnson, Tom Nobert, Heather Rose, and Leslie Smith.
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such as liberal arts and account-
ing, as well as certificates and 
licensing courses in professions 
such as nursing and real estate. 

An increasingly common goal 
of community college students is 
to improve basic skills, including 
command of English. Many stu-
dents also enroll to finish course-
work for a General Educational 
Development (GED) test or to 

community service courses and 
programs (University of California 
Office of the President, 2006). In 
contrast, the CSU and UC sys-
tems have fewer and more focused 
missions. CSU’s mission is to pro-
vide undergraduate, graduate, and 
professional education, while the 
UC system provides undergradu-
ate, graduate, and professional 
education and conducts academic 
research.

Community colleges are 
located throughout California and 
range from large urban institu-
tions to small rural ones. Figure 1 
maps California’s 110 community 
colleges, along with the adult (17 
years and older) population den-
sity in each county. Anyone who 
is a high school graduate, is over 
the age of 18, or can benefit from 
instruction is eligible to attend 
community college (CCCCO, 

2006c). Providing both precolle-
giate and transfer-level courses, the 
system offers affordable options 
for students preparing to transfer 
to a four-year institution. About 
one-third of UC and two-thirds of 
CSU graduates began their higher 
education at a community college 
(EdSource, 2005a). The CCC sys-
tem also offers two-year associate’s 
degrees in a variety of subjects 

Anyone who is a high 
school graduate, is 
over the age of 18, 
or can benefit from 
instruction is eligible 
to attend community 
college. 

Figure 1. Distribution of California’s Community Colleges

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CPEC data (see text box).
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prepare for a citizenship exam. 
Others enroll in nonacademic 
enrichment courses in topics such 
as gardening, knitting, and self-
defense. In addition, the system’s 
flexibility often allows students 
to remain in the workforce while 
taking classes. In fact, almost 80 
percent of community college stu-
dents also work (CCCCO, 2006c).

Although some colleges focus 
on a particular mission, such 
as Santa Barbara City College’s 
transfer focus and Los Angeles 
Trade-Tech College’s vocational 
focus, the majority of community 
colleges have no such well-defined 
or articulated objective. Instead, 
they try to serve many types of 
students—focusing on breadth 
rather than depth. The missions 
emphasized at each college vary 
according to their physical proxim-
ity to UC and CSU campuses and 
the needs of the surrounding com-
munity (Gill and Leigh, 2004). 

The multiple missions of com-
munity colleges provide several 
avenues for them to improve 
labor-market outcomes. Kane and 
Rouse (1995) show that many 
forms of postsecondary educa-
tion lead to higher earnings. The 
highest increases are for four-year 
degrees, but substantial returns 
also exist for two-year degrees. 
In fact, the authors find an 8- to 
10-percent increase in annual 
earnings for students who attend 
a community college but do not 
complete a degree. Jacobson, 
LaLonde, and Sullivan (2005) 

also find substantial returns for 
community college credits in their 
study of displaced workers in the 
state of Washington. Thus, simply 
attending community college is 
associated with higher earnings.

The CCC system’s wide-ranging 
functions also make it difficult to 
establish optimal per-pupil fund-
ing levels. California’s community 
college student fees and state fund-
ing have changed considerably in 
recent years. From the spring of 
1993 to the spring of 2003, stu-
dent fees ranged from $10 to $13 
per unit (Perry, 2005a). Califor-
nia’s recent budget crisis resulted 
in a fee increase to $18 per unit 
for the 2003–04 school year, and 
another increase to $26 per unit 
for the following year. However, 
California lawmakers recently 
approved a state budget that 
reduces student fees to $20 per 
unit starting in the spring of 2007 
($600 a year for a full-time stu-
dent). Although the fee hike from 
$11 in the 2002–03 school year to 
$20 in 2007 translates into an 82 
percent increase, California’s com-
munity college tuition is still sig-
nificantly lower than the national 
community college average of 
$2,155 for the 2003–04 school 
year (EdSource, 2005b).

The CCC system’s state fund-
ing has also recently changed. 
Student enrollment fees make up a 
small share of community college 
funding, typically less than 5 per-
cent. Most of the system’s revenue 
comes from the state general fund 

and from local property taxes 
(Murphy, 2004). For the first time 
in nearly a decade, funding per 
full-time-equivalent student (FTE) 
fell from $4,634 in 2001–02 to 
$4,443 in 2002–03.3 Course 
availability and student services 
dropped as well (Perry, 2005a). 
State funding and course offer-
ings have fluctuated in the years 
since. The estimated FTE fund-
ing level for the recently approved 
2006–07 state budget is $5,346, 
although the exact amount varies 
by college. Still, community col-
leges receive much lower funding 
per FTE than do the UC, CSU, 
or K–12 education systems. 

Opinions differ about whether 
current funding for California’s 
community colleges is sufficient. 
The California Legislative Ana-
lyst’s Office (LAO) asserts that 
because actual enrollment has 

. . . the system’s 
flexibility often allows 
students to remain in 
the workforce while 
taking classes. In fact, 
almost 80 percent of 
community college 
students also work. 
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understand who attends com-
munity college in California and 
why. How do these goals change 
according to student demograph-
ics? Which students achieve their 
objectives for attending com-
munity college and which do 
not? Answers to these questions 
provide a basic yet essential back-
drop for understanding how com-
munity colleges serve California’s 
diverse population.

Why Do Students 
Enroll in Community 
College? 

Upon entering the California 
community college system, 

many students identify their 
principal educational reasons for 
attending (see Table 1). Of the 
students who began college in 
2003–04 and answered adminis-
trative questions regarding their 
education goals, one in five indi-
cated indecision on a goal when 
entering the system.4 One-third 
of students identified transferring 
to a four-year institution (with or 
without an associate’s degree) as 
their educational goal. One-fifth 
of students indicated their goals 
were discovering or formulating 
career interests, preparing for a 
new career, or engaging in edu-
cational development. For these 
students, community college is 
an avenue to explore new career 
options. Almost one in ten students 

and Technical Education Act 
mandates colleges to report voca-
tional education students’ comple-
tion, transfer, and employment 
rates (Gill and Leigh, 2004). 

As a product of California 
State Assembly Bill 1417 (Pacheco, 
R-Walnut), in 2005 the state estab-
lished its own set of community 
college accountability standards. 
Specifically, these standards require 
the CCCCO to compile and sub-
mit college- or district-level perfor-
mance indicators such as degrees 
and certificates earned, credits 
earned, transfer rates, retention 
rates, vocational and workforce 
development course completion, 
and basic skills and ESL course 
completion and improvements 
(CCCCO, 2006e). The report 
must also include annual improve-
ments and comparisons to similar 
colleges and districts. The first 
annual report is due to the legis-
lature and the governor in March 
2007. Because colleges can face 
delayed or reduced state funding 
for missing deadlines for data sub-
mission, this mandate significantly 
affects the entire CCC system. 
The legislature has not determined 
how the accountability reports 
will be used at the state level to 
improve the system. Nevertheless, 
the report will give communities 
and college boards detailed infor-
mation about the effectiveness of 
individual colleges. 

Given the arrival of the first 
state accountability report in 
2007, now is a crucial time to 

declined since 2002, current fund-
ing outpaces enrollment growth 
(LAO, 2005). Furthermore, 
because CCC student fees are the 
lowest in the country and finan-
cially needy students qualify for 
fee waivers, LAO has questioned 
the idea that fee hikes negatively 
influence enrollment (LAO, 
2006). However, the CCCCO 
and many individual colleges 
consider enrollment decline as 
a reflection of increased student 
fees, the 2002 budget crunch, 
and subsequent decreased course 
availability. While the system’s 
missions and student composition 
have expanded and diversified 
considerably, college officials con-
tend that funding has not corre-
spondingly increased. 

All community colleges must 
comply with a variety of federal 
and state accountability regula-
tions. For instance, the federal 
Student Right-to-Know (SRTK) 
policy requires colleges to col-
lect and report annual transfer, 
associate’s degree, and certifi-
cate completion rates for full-
time, degree-seeking freshmen 
(CCCCO, 2006d). These SRTK 
rates are intended to give students 
a measure by which to compare 
prospective colleges. In addition, 
the Workforce Investment Act 
requires community colleges to 
meet performance levels for labor 
market indicators such as employ-
ment placement and retention 
rates and wages (Gill and Leigh, 
2004). The Perkins Vocational 
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In this issue of California Counts, we analyze the course-taking characteristics, transfer rates, and degree 
outcomes of students who entered the California community college system for the first time during the 
2003–04 school year. We use administrative data from the California Community College Chancellor’s 
Office, which contain students’ demographic, course-taking, and academic-standing records for each term. 
To identify student demographic changes over time, we compare the 2003–04 students to those who 
entered the system during the 1997–98 school year.5 The 1997–98 cohort is also used to analyze long-term 
outcomes such as transfer rates and degree completion.

We omit several schools and student groups from our analysis. First, we exclude seven institutions that 
are part of a community college district, but are actually adult schools that focus only on adult education. 
Adult school is offered in some areas through the community college district and in others through the 
K–12 school district, so we exclude all adult schools to be consistent across regions. Second, we omit 
Copper Mountain College, Folsom Lake College, and West Hills College–Lemoore because they did not 
exist during the two years of our analysis (1997–98 and 2003–04).6 Finally, we exclude students who are 
currently enrolled in high school because they are primarily served through the K–12 system. Provid-
ing high school students with classes that are unavailable in the K–12 system is an important function of 
community colleges, but our report focuses on the educational objectives and outcomes of postsecondary 
students. For the same reason, we also omit students under the age of 17. Our final sample includes 107 
community colleges, resulting in 539,241 students from the 1997–98 cohort, and 561,078 from the 2003–
04 cohort.

The records for each student and term are linked by a student identifier. For more than 90 percent of 
students, the identifier is the student’s Social Security number. However, the Social Security number is 
self-reported. Identifiers that are not Social Security numbers are college specific and cannot be matched to 
transfer data.

We use data from several other sources to compare community college students to other populations. 
We use CPEC college address information to map community colleges, and we use CPEC enrollment data 
to contrast community college student enrollment figures with UC and CSU enrollment. To compare the 
community college age distribution to that of California’s adult population, we employ California Depart-
ment of Finance demographic data. Lastly, to analyze racial/ethnic composition, we use both CPEC data 
(to assess representation in each higher education system) and American Community Survey data (to assess 
representation in the state population).

Description of California Community College Data
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wanted to update job skills or 
maintain a certificate or license 
(such as in nursing or real estate) 
as a primary goal. These students 
view community college education 
as a way to maintain or advance 
an existing career. Few students 
chose the sole goal of obtaining 
an associate’s degree; earning a 
vocational education degree or 
certificate; improving English, 
reading, and other basic skills; 
or completing credits for a high 
school diploma or GED. This does 
not necessarily mean that few stu-
dents attend community college 
for these discrete goals. Rather, 
these results show that not many 
students acknowledge these goals 
as their sole purpose for enrolling.  

Students’ initial stated goals 
are closely related to future course-
taking patterns and outcomes 
(Bers and Smith, 1991; Driscoll, 
2006). However, more than one 

in ten students did not state an 
initial goal; many more are unde-
cided about their goal, and others 
change their goal during their 
first year after discovering course 
requirements. A more reliable 
measure of students’ intentions is 
the pattern of courses they take in 
their first year. For example, if a 
student took a majority of transfer-
eligible classes in her first year, it is 
likely that her objective is to trans-
fer to a four-year institution, even 
if she does not designate a transfer 
goal upon entering the system.

To identify students’ objec-
tives in community college, we 
grouped students into one of five 
course-taking categories: transfer, 
vocational education, basic skills 
or ESL (BS-ESL), noncredit, or 
miscellaneous (see Table 2). These 
categories all encompass specific 
missions of the CCC system. 
Transfer and vocational education 

both have long traditions in Cali-
fornia’s community colleges. Basic 
skills classes, ESL, and noncredit 
instruction are also common CCC 
focuses. The fifth and final cat-
egory is a combination of classes, 
often encompassing classes that are 
associate’s degree eligible but are 
not transfer eligible. Each of these 
categories is mutually exclusive, 
meaning students fell into only 
one of these five course-taking 
groups.

Students who took a majority 
of UC- and/or CSU-transferable 
classes during their first year at 
community college were placed in 
the transfer category. These transfer-
able courses, such as introductory 
psychology or political science, are 
nonvocational and are taken for 
credit. The second category includes 
students who took a majority of 
nonbasic vocational or occupational 
classes, such as classes to train as 
an administrative assistant or to 
learn electrical technology. Some 
vocational education classes are also 
transfer eligible, and we categorized 
these as vocational, rather than 
transfer. Students in the BS-ESL 
course-taking category enrolled 
primarily in classes such as GED 
preparation, literacy, basic math, 
remedial coursework, or ESL dur-
ing their first year. The noncredit 
category includes students who 
took classes such as cooking or time 
management for enrichment, rather 
than for academic or occupational 
purposes. Lastly, the miscellaneous 
category consists of students who 

Table 1. Percentage Distribution of Community College 
Students by Educational Goal, 2003 Cohort

Stated Educational Goal % with Goal

Transfer to a four-year institution

Associate’s degree only

Vocational education degree or certificate

Career interests and preparation, educational development

Career advancement, certificate, or license maintenance

Basic skills

Complete credits for high school diploma or GED

Undecided

33

4

4

21

9

4

3

21

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
Note: Column does not sum to 100 because of rounding.
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half of students were of traditional 
college age (between 17 and 20 
years old) in 2003, substantial 
numbers of students were 21 years 
or older.

Overall, the 2003 entering 
class was younger than in 1997 
(as shown in Table 3). The share 
of community college students 
between the ages of 17 and 20 
grew from 39 percent in 1997 to 
49 percent in 2003, while the three 
oldest age groups shrank during 
the same time period. This decline 
in older students is likely due to 
the reduction in course offerings. 
Budget cuts in 2002 resulted in 
decreased evening and weekend 
vocational and nontransfer classes 
throughout the state (Perry, 2003; 
Perry, 2005b). Older students are 
more likely than younger students 
to take these types of courses 
because their daytime hours are 
more constrained by work and 
family obligations. Thus, they are 
more likely to be affected by a drop 
in course offerings. 

year. Sixteen percent took primarily 
vocational classes, and another 15 
percent were categorized as miscella-
neous. BS-ESL (14%) and noncredit 
(7%) students represented smaller, 
but still substantial shares.

Students’ objectives differed 
by age, race/ethnicity, and other 
student characteristics. The next 
subsections discuss these patterns.

How Do the Reasons for 
Attending Community 
College Vary with Age?
Students of all ages attend com-
munity college (see Table 3). While 

did not take a majority of courses 
in any one of the other categories. 
This included students who took 
associate’s degree-level classes not 
transferable to a four-year institu-
tion, or some combination of classes 
from the other categories. There is 
some overlap between students in 
the transfer category and those in 
the miscellaneous category because 
all transfer-eligible courses are also 
associate’s degree eligible. Table 2 
shows that almost half of all com-
munity college students in the 2003 
cohort took a majority of UC/CSU 
transferable courses in their first 

Table 2. Percentage Distribution of First-Year Course-Taking 
Categories, 2003 Cohort 

Course-Taking Category % Category Description Example Courses

Transfer 48 Students who took a 
majority of UC/CSU 
transferable courses 
(nonvocational) 

Introduction to psychology, 
calculus

Vocational 16 Students who took a 
majority of vocational/
occupational courses

Dental assisting, electrical 
technology

BS-ESL 14 Students who took a 
majority of precollegiate 
BS-ESL courses

ESL, basic math, tutoring

Noncredit 7 Students who took a 
majority of enrichment 
or community-oriented 
courses not for credit

Cooking, self-defense, 
traffic school

Miscellaneous 15 Students who took a 
majority of nontransferable 
associate’s degree-eligible 
courses or did not take a 
majority of courses in any 
other group

Geometry, introduction to 
sports medicine

Sources: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data and authors’ interpretations of individual 
CCC catalogues.

While half of students 
were of traditional 
college age (between 
17 and 20 years old) 
in 2003, substantial 
numbers of students 
were 21 years or older.
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The changing age composition 
of community colleges is not a 
reflection of a demographic shift 
throughout the state. During the 
years of our analysis, 17- to 20-
year-olds have consistently con-
stituted 8 percent of California’s 
total adult (17 and older) popula-
tion, and the 26-and-older group 
about 80 percent (see Table 3). 

Students’ motivations for 
attending community college also 
varied considerably by age (see 
Figure 2). The youngest students 
were most likely to attend com-
munity college with the intention 
of transferring or of obtaining 
an associate’s degree. Eighty-two 
percent of 17- to 20-year-olds took 
a majority of transfer-eligible or 
miscellaneous courses during their 
first year. The proportion of older 
students in the same category, 
however, was considerably lower. 
The older the student was dur-
ing her first year of community 
college, the less likely she was to 

display the objective of transfer-
ring or receiving an associate’s 
degree. It is important to note that 
although older students were less 
likely than younger ones to take 
a majority of transfer-eligible or 
miscellaneous courses in their first 
year, many still did.

Older students were most 
likely to attend community col-
lege for noncredit enrichment 
courses. Indeed, many community 
colleges offer a number of non-
credit courses exclusively for senior 
citizens. Forty-four percent of 
students 55 years and older took 
a majority of noncredit classes in 
their first year, while less than 10 
percent of each of the other age 
groups did. 

The middle age groups were 
most likely to enroll in com-
munity college for vocational 
education. One-third of 35- to 
54-year-olds took a majority of 
vocational courses in their first 
year. Lower but still substantial 
shares of 21-to-25, 26-to-34, and 
55-and-older age groups concen-
trated on vocational education. 
Only 7 percent of the youngest 

Table 3. Percentage Distribution of Community College 
Students by Age and Year

Age Group 

Community College Population State Population (17 and older)

1997 2003 1997 2003

17–20

21–25

26–34

35–54

55 and older

39

12

16

24

9

49

13

12

18

7

8

10

20

38

24

8

9

18

39

26

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO and California Department of Finance data 
(see text box).
Note: Columns may not sum to 100 because of rounding.

Figure 2. Percentage Distribution of First-Year Course 
Taking by Age, 2003 Cohort

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).

Transfer Vocational BS-ESL Noncredit Miscellaneous
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6
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age group took a majority of voca-
tional courses in their first year. 
However, because the number of 
students in this age group was so 
large (half of all students in our 
sample), the actual number of 17- 
to 20-year-old vocational students 
was still substantial.

Basic skills and ESL instruc-
tion are key to the mission of 
community colleges. The three 
middle age groups had the greatest 
shares of students attending com-
munity college for this purpose. 
Only about one in ten students 
in the oldest and youngest age 
groups concentrated on BS-ESL 
courses in their first year.

More women than men attend 
California’s community colleges, 
as is the case in the UC and CSU 
systems.7 Approximately 54 per-
cent of all community college stu-
dents in our dataset were women, 
and 46 percent men. However, 
shares of men and women in the 
17-to-20 and 21-to-25 age groups 
were almost equal. Women repre-
sented a much larger share of the 
student population in the older age 
groups, creating the overall dif-
ference in gender representation. 
In fact, more than 60 percent of 
students aged 55 and older were 
women. Perhaps the longer life 
expectancy of women or greater 
interest in noncredit courses 
explains this result. A possible 
explanation for the gender gap 
at the middle age ranges is that 
women are more likely than men 
to interrupt their own schooling 

to take care of young children and 
may reenter the education system 
at a later age (Gronau, 1988; Sand-
ell and Shapiro, 1980). In general, 
older women were more likely 
to take noncredit classes and less 
likely to take vocational or transfer 
classes in their first year, compared 
with men in their age group.

How Do the Reasons for 
Attending Community 
College Vary with Race/
Ethnicity?
Community college students have 
a variety of racial and ethnic back-
grounds (see Figure 3), with white 
and Latino students representing 
the largest shares of the student 
population. In 2003, four out of 
ten students were white, and three 
out of ten were Latino. The third 

largest group was API students 
(15%), followed by black students 
(8%).8 Filipinos, American Indi-
ans, and students of other races 
each made up less than 5 percent 
of the total community college 
student population.9

The racial and ethnic compo-
sitions of California’s community 
college population shifted from 
1997 to 2003. The percentage of 
new Latino community college 
students grew by five percentage 
points while the share of white 
students dropped by six percent-
age points during the same time 
period. The share of API students 
grew very slightly from 12 to 14 
percent, and black, American 
Indian, Filipino, and students of 
all other races remained stable. 
These changes coincide with a 

Figure 3. Percentage Distribution of New Students by 
Race/Ethnicity and Year

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
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sented in other higher education 
systems, they are essential for 
reducing racial/ethnic disparities 
in educational attainment. The 
differences in racial/ethnic enroll-
ment in higher education were 
most apparent for Latino, black, 
and API students (see Figure 4).10 

Although in 2003 Latinos repre-
sented 29 percent of all students 
enrolled in community colleges 
(and 31 percent of new incoming 
community college students), they 
represented 24 percent of all CSU 
students and only 14 percent of 
UC students. These shares were 
all less than the Latino share of 
the overall state population, 35 
percent. Similarly, black students 
represented 8 percent of enrolled 
students in community colleges in 

2003, but 6 percent of CSU and 
only 3 percent of UC students. 
Compared with their share of the 
total state population (6%), blacks 
were slightly overrepresented in 
the CCC system and underrepre-
sented in the UC system.

Conversely, API students were 
overrepresented in all three higher 
education systems, compared with 
their share of the state population 
(9%). Much greater proportions 
of enrollees were API students in 
the UC system (32%), in the CSU 
system (17%), and the community 
college system (13%), compared 
with their state population. 

American Indians, Filipinos, 
and students of other races were 
consistently represented in each 
higher education system. These 

similar change in demography 
throughout the state. Accord-
ing to Department of Finance 
data, the share of Latinos in the 
state’s 17-and-older population 
grew by 15 percent from 1997 to 
2003, whereas the share of whites 
dropped by 10 percent.

There are notable racial/ethnic 
differences between the youngest 
and oldest students. Thirty-eight 
percent of all 17- to 20-year-olds 
were white, and only a slightly 
lower share, 34 percent, were 
Latino. By contrast, 70 percent of 
students 55 years and older were 
white, and only 12 percent were 
Latino. Because students in the 
oldest age group were most likely 
to enroll in noncredit courses, 
this imbalance could indicate that 
many more white students attend 
community college for noncredit 
purposes than do Latino students. 

Because community colleges 
serve groups that are underrepre-

Figure 4. Percentage Distribution of Higher Education 
Enrollment and State Population by Race/Ethnicity

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO, CPEC, and American Community Survey data 
(see text box).
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Because community 
colleges serve groups 
that are underrepre-
sented in other higher 
education systems, 
they are essential for 
reducing racial/ethnic 
disparities in educa-
tional attainment.
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three student groups represented 
five percent or less of students in 
each higher education system and 
in the state. The percentage of 
white students in each higher edu-
cation system and the state was 
also stable.

Latino underrepresentation 
extended to patterns in first-year 
courses taken (see Figure 5).11

About half or more of Filipino, 
white, API, black, American 
Indian, and other race students 
took a majority of transfer classes 
in their first year. A much smaller 
share of Latino students attended 
community college for transfer 
purposes, with only 38 percent 
taking a majority of transfer 
courses in their first year. 

These differences persisted 
even when age is accounted for. 
Seventeen- to 20-year-olds were 
most likely to attend community 
college in their first year for trans-
fer purposes, but while 71 percent 
of white students in this age group 
focused on transfer courses, 51 
percent of Latino students of the 
same age did so. 

In contrast, Latinos were 
overrepresented in the BS-ESL 
category. Twenty-six percent 
of Latinos focused on BS-ESL 
courses in their first year, more 
than any other group, followed 
by API students with 17 percent. 
Differences in citizenship status 
could explain this overrepresenta-
tion. Greater shares of students in 
the Latino and API racial/ethnic 
groups were non-U.S. citizens 

Figure 5. Percentage Distribution of First-Year Course 
Taking by Race/Ethnicity, 2003 Cohort

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
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students did not differ substan-
tially by race or ethnicity. 

How Do the Reasons for 
Attending Community 
College Vary with Previous 
Educational Background?
Community college students enter 
the system with a range of educa-
tional backgrounds (see Table 4).13

In 2003, a traditional U.S. high 
school diploma was the highest 
educational level of the majority 
(63%) of students entering the 
community college system. These 
results are fairly consistent across 
racial/ethnic groups, except for 
APIs. Only 51 percent of APIs 
had at most a traditional U.S. 
high school diploma because 
many API students had foreign 

than were those in other groups, 
and non-U.S. citizens were over-
represented in the BS-ESL cate-
gory compared with their share in 
the state population.12  While only 
18 percent of total students in our 
2003 cohort were noncitizens, 
they made up more than half of 
BS-ESL students. 

American Indians and whites 
had the highest shares of students 
who attended community college 
for vocational education. Approxi-
mately one-fifth of each group 
took a majority of vocational 
education classes in their first 
year. White students were also 
most likely to take a majority of 
noncredit courses (7%), and black 
and API students were least likely 
(3%). The shares of miscellaneous 
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their first-year choice of courses 
(see Table 5). Students who gradu-
ated from a U.S. high school, 
passed the GED exam, or had a 
postsecondary degree were much 
more likely to take transfer-eligible 
courses than students who gradu-
ated from a foreign high school 
or had not graduated from high 
school. Non-high school gradu-
ates were more likely than most 
other students to take BS-ESL or 
noncredit courses. These students 
likely attend community college 
to finish a high school equivalency 
program or to complete remedial 
coursework before working toward 
a higher education degree. Simi-
larly, students with a foreign high 
school diploma were also more 
likely than others to take BS-ESL 
courses. These students might 
have aspirations of transferring to 
a four-year university or obtaining 
a vocational degree, but they must 
first learn basic skills or improve 
their English.

Students with a postsecondary 
degree and students with a GED 
were more likely than all other 
students to attend community col-
lege for vocational education pur-
poses. In addition, almost half of 
community college students who 
already had a postsecondary degree 
took a majority of transfer-eligible 
courses. Perhaps this means that 
many students who already had an 
associate’s degree reentered com-
munity college to transfer to a 
four-year institution. Alternatively, 
many working professionals with 

a postsecondary degree enroll in 
community college transfer-eligible 
classes to maintain licenses or 
build new job skills.

Outcomes After 
the First Year in 
Community College

This section looks at variation 
in students’ outcomes after 

their first year in community 
college. Specifically, we examine 
how length of community college 
attendance, second-year course 
taking, transfer rates, and degree 
or certificates earned changed 
according to students’ first-year 
course taking. In this section, we 
report results only for the 1997 
cohort because the 2003 cohort 
data are too recent for long-term 
analysis. We find that large shares 
of students leave after their first 
year in community college, but for 
those who stay for a second year, 
most remain in the same course-
taking category. In addition, very 
small shares of students earn 
degrees or certificates, or transfer, 
but rates vary considerably by age, 
previous educational level, and 
race/ethnicity. 

How Long Do Students 
Attend Community College?
California’s community colleges 
have high turnover (see Figure 
6).14 Four out of ten community 
college students stayed in the sys-

high school diplomas or postsec-
ondary degrees (associate’s degrees, 
bachelor’s degrees, or higher). 

API and white students were 
more likely than other racial/eth-
nic groups to have a postsecond-
ary degree (associate’s degree, 
bachelor’s degree, or higher) before 
entering the system. Black, Ameri-
can Indian, and Latino students 
were more likely than others 
to have less than a high school 
diploma or to be concurrently 
enrolled in adult school and com-
munity college (presumably with-
out a high school diploma). 

Five percent of all students had 
not received a traditional high school 
diploma but had passed the GED 
high school equivalency exam. This 
was most common for American 
Indian students (10%) and least 
common for API students (3%).

Age plays a large role in the 
highest previous educational level 
of community college students as 
well. More than eight out of ten 
students between the ages of 17 
and 20 had as their highest edu-
cational attainment a high school 
diploma, while half of 21- to 
25-year-olds, and fewer than two-
fifths of the three oldest age groups 
had the same. Similarly, students 
aged 55 and older had the highest 
share of postsecondary degree hold-
ers, 33 percent. Almost 30 percent 
of 26- to 54-year-olds, and 16 per-
cent of 21- to 25-year-olds had this 
educational background.

Students’ previous educational 
levels varied greatly in terms of 
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for longer than a year. After com-
pleting their first year, however, 
relatively equal percentages of stu-
dents left after each year. 

How Does First-Year 
Course Taking Influence 
Second-Year Course Taking? 
We grouped students into the five 
original course-taking categories, 
based on their second-year char-
acteristics, adding two alternative 

tem for a year or less and did not 
return for at least seven years. The 
majority of first-year noncredit 
(63%), vocational (53%), and BS-
ESL (52%) students left commu-
nity college after their first year. 
Transfer and miscellaneous stu-
dents were more likely to attend 
for more than a year. Sixty-five 
percent of miscellaneous students 
and 68 percent of transfer stu-
dents stayed in the CCC system 

categories if they were not in the 
system in the next year (see Table 
6). Among those who did not 
attend the following year, we sepa-
rated those who had transferred 
or earned an associate’s degree or 
other degree or certificate from 
those who did not. It is likely that 
the former group stopped attending 
community college because they 
achieved their goal, while the latter 
may have left for other reasons.

Table 5. Percentage Distribution of First-Year Course-Taking Categories by Previous 
Educational Level, 2003 Cohort

First-Year Course-
Taking Category

Previous Educational Level

All Students

No High School 
Diploma/Concurrent 

Adult School and 
Community College 

Enrollment
GED High School 

Equivalency
Foreign High School 

Diploma
U.S. High School 

Diploma
Postsecondary 

Degree

Transfer

Vocational

BS-ESL

Noncredit

Miscellaneous

30

17

30

11

12

46

24

9

2

19

33

13

36

3

15

59

14

7

2

18

48

31

6

4

11

48

16

14

7

15

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
Note: Columns may not sum to 100 because of rounding.

Table 4. Percentage Distribution of Community College Students by Previous Educational 
Level and Race/Ethnicity, 2003 Cohort

Previous Educational Level 

Racial/Ethnic Category

All 
Students

American 
Indian

Other 
Races Filipino Black API Latino White

No high school diploma/concurrent adult 
school and community college enrollment

GED high school equivalency

Foreign high school diploma

U.S. high school diploma

Postsecondary degree

17

10

1

66

7

10

5

8

66

12

8

4

10

63

15

16

7

2

67

7

10

3

17

51

20

22

5

6

63

4

10

5

3

66

17

14

5

6

63

13

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
Note: Columns may not sum to 100 because of rounding.
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Half of all students were not 
in community college during the 
following year even though they 
had not transferred or earned a 
degree or certificate. These stu-
dents either left the system perma-
nently after their first year or left 
and returned after at least a one-
year hiatus. However, this does 
not necessarily mean that half 
of students did not achieve their 
goals for attending community 
college. Many students enroll with 
the intent of attending for only 
one year, taking, for example, an 
enrichment course or citizenship 
exam preparation class. Conse-
quently, it is more informative to 
look at second-year course taking 
according to the reasons students 
first attended (which is measured 
by first-year course taking).

About four of ten students 
who focused on transfer courses 
in their first year stayed on track 
and also took a majority of trans-
fer courses in their second year. 
Another four of ten transfer-
focused students did not attend 
community college in the follow-
ing year, even though they had 
not transferred or earned a degree.

The share of these transfer 
students who left without actually 
transferring or earning a creden-
tial differed according to their 
previous educational levels. Transfer-
oriented students who either did 
not finish high school or had a 
GED were less likely to stay in the 
system in their second year than 
those with a foreign or traditional 
U.S. high school diploma. While 
55 percent of students without 

a high school diploma and 51 
percent of students with a GED 
left the system by their second 
year without earning an award 
or transferring, only 40 percent 
of students with a foreign high 
school diploma and 34 percent of 
students with a U.S. high school 
diploma left.

Twelve percent of first-year 
transfer-oriented students who 
already had a postsecondary 
degree before entering the sys-
tem were able to transfer or earn 
another credential by their second 
year, and therefore left community 
college. These students likely came 
into the system with most of the 
qualifications for fulfilling their 
goals and were able to complete 
them more quickly than students 
with less previous education.

Figure 6. Percentage Distribution of the Number of Years 
Between First and Last Terms in Community College, 
1997 Cohort

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
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Transfer-oriented 
students who either 
did not finish high 
school or had a GED 
were less likely to stay 
in the system in their 
second year than 
those with a foreign 
or traditional U.S. high 
school diploma.  
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Almost half of students who 
were categorized as miscellaneous 
in their first year were not in the 
system in the next year. However, 
26 percent took a majority of trans-
fer courses in their second year. 
Thus, many students whose courses 
were not concentrated in transfer, 
vocational, BS-ESL, or noncredit 
categories in their first year ended 
up focusing on transfer courses in 
their second year. For these stu-
dents, one year of community col-
lege appeared to help them to focus 
on one educational goal.

The large majority of students 
who took mostly vocational, BS-
ESL, or noncredit courses in their 
first year were not in the system in 
the next year and did not transfer 
or earn a credential or certificate. 
Presumably, many of these stu-
dents had the intention of staying 
for a year or less. This is especially 

so for noncredit students who 
often enroll in community col-
lege for enrichment purposes. It is 
also possible, however, that many 
vocational and BS-ESL students 
intended on staying in the system 
but did not do so. Only about one 
in five vocational, BS-ESL, and 
noncredit students took a major-
ity of courses in the same category 
for a second year. Seven percent 
of students who focused on BS-
ESL courses in their first year 
took a majority of transfer-level 
courses in their second year, and 
nearly the same percentage moved 
into the miscellaneous category 
in their second year. These shares 
might represent the students who 
finished their remedial, basic edu-
cation, or ESL coursework in one 
year and were able to move on to 
transfer-eligible or degree-eligible 
courses in their second year.

How Do Transfer Rates 
and Degrees Earned Vary?
Because community college stu-
dents differ in so many dimen-
sions, success in the system is 
difficult to define. For some stu-
dents, success is transferring to a 
four-year institution or earning 
an associate’s degree. For others, 
it is receiving a GED or passing 
the citizenship test. Some are sat-
isfied with simply completing a 
noncredit course. Thus, we look at 
a variety of student outcomes to 
identify differences in goal attain-
ment. Specifically, we identified 
the highest outcome achieved by 
each student in the 1997 cohort 
by the end of the student’s sev-
enth year in the system. The five 
outcome categories are (1) transfer 
to a four-year institution with an 
associate’s degree, (2) transfer to 
a four-year institution without 

Table 6. Percentage Distribution of Second-Year Course-Taking Categories by First-Year 
Course-Taking Category, 1997 Cohort

Second-Year
Course-Taking Category

First-Year Course-Taking Category

All StudentsTransfer Vocational BS-ESL Noncredit Miscellaneous

Not in community college (without 
transfer, degree, or certificate)

Not in community college (with 
transfer, degree, or certificate)

Transfer

Vocational

BS-ESL

Noncredit

Miscellaneous

39

9

42

4

1

0

5

65

5

6

20

1

0

4

65

2

7

2

18

1

6

68

4

3

1

2

20

2

45

6

26

7

2

1

13

50

6

25

7

3

2

6

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
Note: Columns may not sum to 100 because of rounding.
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an associate’s degree, (3) earn an 
associate’s degree without transfer, 
(4) earn another type of certificate 
or award (credit or noncredit), or 
(5) receive no award.

Fifteen percent of students 
transferred to a four-year institu-
tion (with or without an associate’s 
degree) within seven years (see 
Table 7). On average, students 
who transferred were in the com-
munity college system for four 
years but did not necessarily take 
classes during each term. Only 6 
percent of the 1997 cohort earned 
an associate of arts or associate of 
science degree, and half of these 
students also transferred to a four-
year institution. Lastly, 2 percent 
of the entire 1997 cohort earned 
another type of certificate or award 
given for a specific number of 
credits, such as a real estate license 
or clerical assistant certification. 
Close to 80 percent of students did 
not transfer or receive any award 
within seven years of first enrolling 
in the system. However, it must 
be emphasized that many of these 
students did not enroll in com-
munity college with the intent of 
transferring or earning an award. 

Transfer rates are most relevant 
to students who did not already 
have a postsecondary degree before 
enrolling. These students con-
stituted 84 percent of the 1997 
cohort, and of these, transfer rates 
were highest for those who focused 
on transfer-eligible courses in their 
first year: 26 percent of students 
actually transferred to a four-year 

institution,15 and this percent-
age increased to 38 percent for 
students who took a majority of 
transfer classes in both their first 
and second years.

Transfer rates differed by age 
and previous education (although 
not by gender), even when first-
year course selection was taken 
into account. For students who 
took a majority of transfer courses 
in their first year and did not 
have a prior postsecondary degree, 
younger students had higher 
transfer rates than older students: 
32 percent of students between 
the ages of 17 and 20 transferred, 
compared with 22 percent of 
21- to 25-year-olds, 13 percent 
of 26- to 34-year-olds, 7 percent 
of 35- to 54-year-olds, and fewer 
than 2 percent of students over 
54. Students with traditional 
(28%) and foreign (25%) high 
school diplomas had transfer rates 
higher than students who had a 
GED (12%) or who did not grad-
uate from high school and/or were 
concurrently enrolled in adult 
school (13%).

Transfer rates differed sub-
stantially by race/ethnicity, even 
when looking at the group most 
likely to transfer eventually to a 
four-year institution, U.S. high 
school graduates between 17 and 
20 years of age. White, API, Fili-
pino, and students of other races 
were consistently more likely 
than Latino, black, and American 
Indian students to take a major-
ity of first-year and/or second-year 

transfer courses, and also eventu-
ally transfer to a four-year institu-
tion (see Table 8).16 In fact, the 
transfer rate for APIs was more 
than double the rate for black, 
Latino, and American Indian stu-
dents, even though they were all 
of comparable age and previous 
educational level. This discrepancy 
still persists for 17- to 20-year-old 
U.S. high school graduates who 
took a majority of transfer courses 
in their first year. In other words, 
transfer rates for API students 
were twice the rate for black, 
Latino, and American Indian 
students even when they had com-
parable initial course choices, age, 
and previous educational levels.

Although providing associate’s 
degrees has traditionally been a 
major function of community col-
leges, a very small percentage of 
all students from the 1997 cohort, 
6 percent, received an associate’s 
degree, regardless of transfer 
status. Because transfer-eligible 
courses are also associate’s degree 
eligible, we report associate’s 
degree results for students in both 
the first-year transfer and miscel-
laneous categories. Students who 
focused on miscellaneous or 
transfer-eligible courses in their 
first year had slightly higher asso-
ciate’s degree completion rates, at 
9 percent. The share of first-year 
transfer or miscellaneous students 
who earned an associate’s degree 
varied slightly by race/ethnicity 
and, more noticeably, by age and 
previous education. Between 9 
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and 11 percent of whites, APIs, 
Filipinos, Latinos, and students 
of other races earned associate’s 
degrees, while between 6 and 7 
percent of American Indian and 
blacks earned one. Younger stu-
dents were more likely to receive 
an associate’s degree (11%) than 
older students (between 1 and 7 
percent for the older age groups). 
In addition, students with tradi-

tional (11%) or foreign (13%) high 
school diplomas were more likely 
to earn an associate’s degree than 
those with no high school (5%) or 
a GED (6%).

Students who were awarded 
other certificates made up the 
smallest percentage of all student 
outcomes (2%). This share did 
not vary with age, race, or previ-
ous education. However, a slightly 

larger share of students (5%) who 
took a majority of vocational 
classes in their first year received 
a certificate. This share jumped to 
14 percent for students who took 
a majority of vocational classes in 
both their first and second years.

In sum, the majority of com-
munity college students in our 
analysis did not transfer or receive 
any type of credential. Many of 
these students did not enroll in 
community college for these pur-
poses. However, of the students 
who did intend to earn one (as 
identified by the kinds of courses 
they took), a majority did not. 

Conclusion

California’s community college 
system is distinct in its size, 

missions, and student composi-
tion. Although the plurality of 
community college students was 
white, Latinos and, to a lesser 

Table 7. Percentage Distribution of Outcomes by First-Year Course-Taking Category, 
1997 Cohort

Outcome

First-Year Course-Taking Category

All StudentsTransfer Vocational BS-ESL Noncredit Miscellaneous

Transfer with an associate’s degree

Transfer without an associate’s degree

Associate’s degree only

Other certificate

None

6

20

4

2

69

0

5

1

5

88

1

3

1

2

94

0

6

0

0

93

3

11

4

3

79

3

12

3

2

79

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
Note: Columns may not sum to 100 because of rounding.

Table 8. Transfer Course Taking and Rates for 
17- to 20-Year-Olds with a High School Diploma by 
Race/Ethnicity, 1997 Cohort

Race/Ethnicity

% of Racial/Ethnic 
Group in First-Year 
Transfer Category

% of Racial/Ethnic 
Group in Second-Year 

Transfer Category
% of Racial/Ethnic 

Group That Transfers

American Indian

Other races 

Filipino

Black

API

Latino

White

66

71 

72

64

70

57

72

42

53 

56

41

55

44

50

19

33 

32

19

41

17

30

Source: Authors’ calculations based on CCCCO data (see text box).
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extent, APIs constituted large and 
growing populations. Students 
of all ages were represented in 
the system. Females made up a 
slightly higher percentage of stu-
dents than males. Most had no 
more than a high school diploma, 
but substantial numbers of stu-
dents without a diploma, as well 
as college graduates, also enrolled.

We identify five main purposes 
for attending community college 
based on students’ first-year course 
characteristics: transfer, vocational, 
BS-ESL, noncredit, and miscel-
laneous. Transfer-focused students 
were most common, constituting 
almost half of the community col-
lege population. Sixteen percent of 
students took primarily vocational 
classes, while 14 percent took a 

majority of basic skills and/or ESL 
classes. Another 15 percent took a 
variety of courses, many of which 
are associate’s degree eligible, and 
7 percent took adult noncredit 
courses.

Students’ reasons for attending 
community college differed sub-
stantially by demographic groups. 
Younger students were more likely 
to be transfer oriented, whereas 
the oldest students were more 
likely to concentrate on noncredit 
courses. These oldest students were 
predominantly female and white. 
In all racial/ethnic groups, about 
40 percent or more of students 
had a transfer focus, although 
large shares of American Indians 
and whites also concentrated on 
vocational courses and large shares 
of Latinos and APIs also took 
a majority of BS-ESL courses. 
Students whose highest previous 
educational level was a traditional 
U.S. high school diploma were 
most likely to attend community 
college for transfer-level courses in 
their first year. Students without a 
high school diploma or with one 
from a foreign high school were 
more likely than others to focus 
on basic skills and ESL.

Community college demo-
graphics and course taking are 
diverse, especially compared with 
other higher education systems 
in California. The state’s new 
accountability measures reflect 
this diversity; they require colleges 
to report progress and annual 
improvements in many academic 

areas and also report comparisons 
to similar colleges and districts. 
The state appropriately recognizes 
that focusing narrowly on one 
performance indicator, even the 
most common one of transferring 
to a four-year institution, could 
potentially hurt other students.

The CCC system has the dif-
ficult role of providing educational 
opportunities for a large and diverse 
student population, arguably with-
out adequate funding. Our findings 
show three major challenges facing 
the California community college 
system. First, the share of younger 
students is growing, while the share 
of older students is decreasing in 
size. Policymakers should determine 
if the declining age of community 
college students is because of lack of 
access or other reasons. The Califor-
nia Master Plan for Higher Educa-
tion and the California Education 
Code specifically state that the 
CCC system’s missions should reach 
both younger and older students, 
including those returning to school. 
It is possible that the increase in 
funding and decrease in student 
fees scheduled for 2007 will help 
alleviate enrollment decline for older 
students.

Second, attrition without 
degree completion or transferring 
is very high. Most students who 
focused on noncredit, vocational, 
or basic skills courses did not 
return the following year. It is 
possible that many of these stu-
dents achieved their goals in one 
year. Yet, large shares of transfer 

. . . older students, 
Latino and black 
students, and students 
without a high school 
diploma . . . are less 
likely to eventually 
transfer to a four-year 
institution or earn 
an associate’s degree, 
even when compared 
to students with 
similar course-taking 
characteristics. 
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and associate’s degree students, 
whose coursework presumably 
takes longer than a year, did not 
attend the next year either. Over-
all, most students did not transfer 
to a four-year institution or earn 
an associate’s degree or other 
degree/certificate. About a quarter 
of transfer-focused students actu-
ally transferred, and about one in 
ten transfer- or degree-focused stu-
dents earned an associate’s degree. 

Finally, while the CCC system 
enrolls students who are tradition-
ally underrepresented in other 
higher education systems (such as 
older students, Latino and black 
students, and students without a 
high school diploma), this study 
shows that these students are 
less likely to eventually transfer 
to a four-year institution or earn 
an associate’s degree, even when 
compared to students with simi-
lar course-taking characteristics. 
Community colleges are often 
hailed as a major pathway to a 
higher education degree for tradi-
tionally underrepresented groups. 
However, our results show that the 
pathway is not equally effective for 
all students. Policymakers and the 
CCC administration must address 
this challenge and focus greater 
effort on improving retention and 
outcomes for these students. 

10 Most of this paper looks at students who 
start attending community college in either 
1997 or 2003, but this particular figure looks 
at total enrollment in 2003, or the percent-
age of all students enrolled in each higher 
education system in 2003, regardless of when 
students started attending. Total enrollment 
is used in this figure for consistency of analy-
sis among the three California public higher 
education systems.

11 Although Driscoll (2006) looks at only 
two goals (transferring and associate’s degree 
receipt) for ages 17 to 20, she also finds sub-
stantial variation by race/ethnicity.

12 Non-U.S. citizens include permanent resi-
dents, refugees, asylees, temporary residents, 
student visa recipients, and students of any 
other noncitizen status. Students self-select 
one of these categories.

13 Our analysis excludes students under age 
17, and therefore does not consider students 
concurrently enrolled in high school and 
community college.

14 Length of attendance measures the num-
ber of years between students’ first and last 
terms, and does not account for gaps in 
attendance between the first and last term.

15 The CCCCO publishes annual Student 
Right-to-Know (SRTK) transfer rates for 
first-time freshmen with a goal of degree, 
certificate, or transfer and who are enrolled 
in award-eligible credit courses (CCCCO, 
2001). While the SRTK definition of trans-
fer differs from ours, the CCCCO finds that 
25.5 percent of students starting community 
college in 1997 transferred to a four-year 
institution, which is consistent with our 26 
percent figure.

16 These findings are consistent with Gill 
and Leigh (2005), who use the 1996–97 
California community college cohort to find 
that Asians had the highest transfer rate, 
followed by whites, blacks, and Hispanics. 

Notes
1 This percentage is based on the share of the 
total student enrollment in the University 
of California, California State University, 
and California community college systems 
in 2003, calculated from California Postsec-
ondary Education Commission enrollment 
data.

2 These figures represent the total enrollment 
of undergraduate and graduate students in 
each system in 2005.

3 The funding numbers in this paragraph 
come from personal communication with the 
CCCCO.

4 Thirteen percent of students in the 2003–04 
cohort did not answer administrative ques-
tions regarding their goals.

5 The datasets also include students who 
reentered the community college system 
after at least a five-year lapse. Students in 
the 1997–98 dataset could have been in the 
community college system before the 1992–
93 school year, and students in the 2003–04 
dataset could have been in the community 
college system before the 1998–99 school 
year.

6 Copper Mountain College received full 
accreditation in June 2001, Folsom Lake Col-
lege received initial accreditation in January 
2004, and West Hills College–Lemoore 
received accreditation in July 2006.

7 During the 2003–04 school year, 53 per-
cent of UC students and 59 percent of CSU 
students were female (CPEC, 2006).

8 The API category does not include Filipi-
nos, who are reported in a separate category 
in CCC and CPEC data.

9 “Other races” describes students who indi-
cated that they did not fall into any of the 
other racial/ethnic categories. In addition, 8 
percent of students in the first cohort and 10 
percent of students in the second cohort did 
not have a race/ethnicity recorded. These stu-
dents are excluded from the analysis.
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