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On Monday, October 19, 2009, 25 community college educators from around the country gathered with university professors and representatives from the National Science Foundation Geoscience Directorate to participate in two concurrent, moderated focus groups.  The topic of the discussion revolved around the current state of the geosciences in 2-year colleges, and resulted in a wide-ranging exploration of student populations, instructional opportunities and challenges, and professional and curricular issues unique to community college environments.  The focus group participants consisted of those presenters from the related community college-focused topical sessions at the Annual Meeting who could join.  Funding for travel for many of the participants and for the focus group session was generously provided by a grant from the National Science Foundation to Portland Community College, which hosted the event.

The discussions were wide-ranging, but during the time we had available, interrelated themes of discussion emerged that have relevance to the national discussion of the role of 2 year colleges in geoscience education, and which can potentially inform and focus funding and research efforts to strengthen this important segment of the geoscience education enterprise.  The main themes emerging from two parallel focus group meetings were centered on the students in community colleges, the curricular and programmatic concerns and opportunities, and challenges of faculty professional development and support within widely varying administrative and organizational structures.

Students:

Community college students have been described by community college educators as “place bound”, which carries unique constraints and benefits relative to a generic student population at a comprehensive university.  Because students coming to two-year colleges are typically local in terms of their place of immediate residence, and for their stay at the college are less mobile than many other students at comprehensive universities, they can be considered “place bound”.  They often have job and family constraints that keep them at a location, but this can be turned to a benefit.  While scheduling of courses and field trips need to be strategically arranged to fit the schedules of students with full-time jobs and family commitments, the benefits can also be substantial.  A main benefit expressed by participants in the focus groups was that their students ensure a more direct connection to the local community, meaning that geoscience education tends to reach a local community very effectively through these students.  This is an especially important benefit when geological natural hazards are common in the region surrounding a community college, the students can become an important source of dissemination of hazard education and mitigation. 

Our participants made frequent mention of the diversity of community college students.  While the general diversity (ethnic, cultural, gender, age, etc.) of students in community colleges is typically high relative to many mainstream universities, the diversity within geosciences is still relatively lower than the broader population within 2 year colleges.  Despite this persistent challenge in increasing diversity of participation in the geosciences, the particular benefits to community colleges in the diversity of students in geosciences courses is rooted in diversity of experience.  Community colleges draw a very wide array of students for an equally wide variety of reasons.  That diversity of experience, age, background, and places lived is a strength not often enjoyed in mainstream universities, which tend to draw students of traditional “college age”. So while students in two-year colleges are often currently bound to a place, they often have arrived at this place by many different pathways, offering to instructors a richness of experience and perspective not often found in a general university student body.

Most community college students find themselves on the beginning of a new path, either directly out of high school exploring options in higher education, or as returning students retraining or continuing their educations after or during careers and lives outside academia.  Our participants relayed that these students require and respond to aspirational direction and pathways as a result.  Motivation to pursue a four-year degree has to be provided and shaped often, and as instructors they can maximize retention in the geosciences (taking additional courses, declaring a major and transferring to four-year programs) by offering ample opportunity for students to envision themselves as geoscientists (research projects, extracurricular opportunities, etc.).  This need is perhaps more acute at this educational level than in mainstream universities, where students more often arrive with a set of clear educational goals and direction.  

Curricular and Programmatic Opportunities and Challenges:

When approaching classroom instruction, our participants felt they had a particular advantage in 2-year colleges in the use of place-based instruction.  Because of the community-based nature of these institutions, discussion of local features and issues is particularly relevant, and field activities that take advantage of backyard geology.  Because most students reside in the immediate area, some local familiarity can be assured, maximizing the instructional value of local examples and features.  However, because students are also often far travelled before arriving in their particular relatively place-bound situation, instructors in our focus group also reported being able to draw on far-flung examples more readily than might be imagined beforehand because of student experience.  An increasingly common example of this reported in our sessions was that of military veterans and/or active military personnel.  As more and more soldiers return from postings overseas, often in the Middle East, they are stationed at bases near community colleges or discharged back into their home communities.  In either case these veterans frequently turn to community colleges to further their educations.  Recent immigrants to the United States or domestic migrants to a region often frequently attend community colleges.  This once-transient but now-rooted population allows instructors to simultaneously use local and very far-flung earth science teaching examples from a place-based perspective, leveraging the diverse geographic experience in their classrooms to their advantage in class projects, class discussions, and instructional examples.

Critical to this interaction is the small class size common to most 2 year college geoscience courses.  Class sizes are often limited to 30-40 students in courses with integrated lectures and labs, and large lecture courses with no lab or with distributed labs rarely exceed 100-150 students.  This is a distinct advantage of community college geoscience education which permits a great deal of faculty-student contact and interaction that is often lacking in mainstream universities.  Personal attention allows for individualized instruction, mentorship, and tailoring of content to needs and interests.

While our participants reported a lot of variance in the frequency, extent, and availability of field trips, when they were a major part of the geoscience offerings they were very effectively used.  This is again related to the place-based nature of instruction as well as small class sizes found in community colleges.  A number of community colleges also offer field instruction that exceeds (sometimes by a large measure) the offerings in mainstream universities, especially for beginning students.  Field experiences are known to be one of the factors influencing the decision to major in the geosciences, and so this is potentially a crucial role community colleges play in geoscience recruitment.  However, worries about costs, access, liability and scheduling difficulties were common among our participants.  Field trips were reported to be one of those curricular features most under scrutiny by college administrators, and most in need of defense by instructors.  

The extensive faculty-student interaction in 2-year geoscience programs is also often used for providing access to student-led or student-involved undergraduate research.  These experiences enable faculty to continue growing their own scientific interests and also provide valuable aspirational experiences for students, as described above.  However, community college faculty participating in our sessions reported difficulty securing grant funding for this work.  Many, if not most, community colleges rarely deal with Federal grants and struggle to navigate the proposal submission and grant management process.  Furthermore, for grants involving educational innovation, assessment and research, human subjects research clearance through an Institutional Research Board is required, and very few community colleges have such boards.  Our participants reported successfully negotiating these difficulties through partnerships with four-year institutions or between multiple units on campus.

Faculty and Professional Development, Administrative and Structural Issues:

While some community colleges have well developed geoscience programs and multiple full-time faculty, the more common situation is for a geoscientist teaching in this environment to be the only one on campus, or even to only teach the geosciences part time and other sciences to fill the rest of their full-time load.  Also, most community college geosciences programs depend on a large number of adjunct, part-time instructors.  These are divided into long-serving part-timers who are stable members of a teaching lineup, and high-turnover short-time part-time instructors (often the fabled community college “freeway fliers” that build a full-time load by teaching at multiple community colleges simultaneously).  All of these factors lead to significant challenges in curriculum coordination and faculty professional development, and a make a stable departmental or organizational administrative structure difficult to achieve in terms of course offerings and teaching assignments. Complicating this further is a wide variance nationwide (and even regionally or locally) in higher administration support for the geosciences.  Our participants reported the whole range of administrative support, from outstanding and enthusiastic to overtly hostile, guaranteeing that no one particular strategy or approach will work to support all community college geoscience programs.

That said, the strategy we heard most commonly used by isolated geoscience faculty was the formation of alliances and shared collaborations on and off campus.  These often replaced or made up for the lack of a traditional departmental structure.  Often in two-year colleges there is no specific geology department as such, so faculty teaching in the geosciences will typically form academic partnerships with other faculty in related areas of geography, environmental studies, biology, etc. wherever their interests intersect.  This provides a sense of community and opportunities for joint teaching, research and grant writing, and also provides better opportunities for adjunct faculty and students alike.  

The focus group sessions at the Portland GSA meeting were just a beginning.  The group that gathered was enthusiastic, and the discussion was energizing to all present.  Those of us who have taught most of our career in four-year institutions found the discussions very educational, and community college participants found solidarity through shared experiences.  Our plan is to follow up these meetings with an online questionnaire that can address the many additional questions arising from these meetings and questions we had hoped to get to in the focus groups but couldn’t because of time limitations.  The attention from the National Science Foundation Geoscience Directorate is positive and welcome, especially as we as a field come to recognize the central role community colleges play in geoscience recruitment, retention, and diversity.  NSF GEO is funding an independent set of workshops this coming June at the College of William and Mary that will build on these efforts and the theme sessions at the Portland GSA.  These results, and the future workshops should add substantially to the state of our understanding of geoscience education in two-year institutions, and help our entire community focus our efforts to sustain and enhance this crucial portion of the geoscience education enterprise.
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