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President's Report

While we are glad to have a budget at last, and the CCC's definitely made out better than others, we shouldn't be under any illusions about the future. State budget projections will very likely worsen in April, and the May Revise could see further hits to our 09-10 budget. And then, California voters have to approve all the budget ballot items in a May election. Chancellor Drummond finds that unlikely. In any case, given the national financial news, it's hard to see things improving for a while. Anyone just reading the front page stories knows that what we're hearing is just startling. "Greenspan Sees No Problem with Nationalization," was a headline last week. Just incredible. It’s now widely assumed that some of our major banks could be insolvent. Given all of this, it’s naive to think that we're going to escape without further cuts to the state budget. We've got off lightly so far in part because Sacramento understands our key role in creating jobs, but that is not likely to be enough to protect us in the future. Perhaps President Obama will have some encouraging words this evening. (I will resist the urge to toss verbal grenades at the ones who got us into this mess.)

You'll recall Gary Colombo's presentation at our last meeting regarding accreditation. He mentioned the study he was having done, comparing the number of sanctions issued by accrediting agencies across the country with those by ACCJC in the last five years. That data has now been compiled, and it does show a striking disparity, with ACCJC issuing around ten times the number of sanctions, on a percentage basis, than some others. As I cautioned at the meeting, however, I think we should move carefully here. Rather than hit the barricades, our state Senate leaders have adopted a policy of cooperation with ACCJC. Mark Lieu has stated more than once that several college faculty leaders have actually embraced the sanctions as a needed step to force recalcitrant boards to take long overdue steps. And, in an e-mail a few days ago, Mark reiterated that the ASCCC policy remains one of cooperation. He suggested that one reason for the large number of sanctions in California is that we are woefully and chronically underfunded, as compared to community colleges nationwide. The sanctions serve to identify this funding problem. "They may in fact reflect the inability of colleges to satisfactorily address all the standards due to chronic underfunding." Apparently several in the state Chancellor's Office have been saying the same sort of thing. 
Mark went on to question the usefulness of an all-out challenge to ACCJC, wondering what the benefit would be to a reduction in the number of sanctions. "What are we asking for--to go light on the sanctions even when there are demonstrable problems? What the colleges really need are the resources to meet the standards set by ACCJC--not simply to be treated more leniently." I hear echoes here of the "True Cost of Education" campaign that Hoke Simpson, past ASCCC president, initiated seven or eight years ago. 

I do think there is some merit to the Senate position. We're not in the business of supporting institutions, no matter what their weaknesses. We're in the business of helping our students succeed. If sanctions serve a useful function in that regard, then isn’t that to the good, however painful and embarrassing for many, faculty as well as administrators? Board members, senior staff, even faculty leaders have a natural tendency to protect the institution. Up to a point, that's commendable. But there are real limits here, especially for Senate leaders, whose charge is to guard the integrity of the academic programs. 

All that said, I must say we didn’t have answers to the retorts we heard in Consultation yesterday. The Chancellor argues that ACCJC’s sanctions are often excessive (witness the probation status for Southwest without it first being given a warning), and that they are applying the two-year rule (the federal requirement that problems be addressed in two years) in a stricter way than anyone else in the country. Gary Colombo now argues that their SLO demands are excessive. I am certainly eager to put these questions to Mark Lieu and Jane Patton, and hear what they have to say. 
Speaking of underfunding, I mentioned in my last BOT Report that we had a bit of a debate in the Committee of the Whole over counseling staffing. The ASCCC concluded years ago that a ratio of 1:370 was ideal, but that 1:900 would at least meet Title V requirements. SMC is at 1:674, El Camino at 1:988, Glendale at 1:1,284. In LACCD, we’re averaging something around 1:2,200. (This is assuming that East and Pierce are representative; figures as of 2006.) Surely this gross disparity is a large reason for the greater student success at those colleges. Not the only reason, by any means, but a considerable one. I would absolutely agree that just hiring more counselors who continue to work just one-on-one is not an adequate solution, given our huge enrollment numbers. We need to think of new and creative ways to advise students, including greater use of teaching faculty. Yesterday, Gary and I met with the Counseling Discipline Committee to discuss these possibilities and to update them on recent SSI plans. We had a great conversation, and I came away very excited about the possibilities of counselors and teaching faculty working much more closely together. Much more about all this soon.

Enough for one newsletter, even after a long break. Please let me know your thoughts. Any suggestions, encouragements, complaints--I’m game.
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