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In order to examine the challenges and opportunities for teaching with technology in community colleges, one should examine first the mission of the community college and if it  serves that purpose today.  In addition, one should examine what role technology plays within the community college and if it is necessary.

“The American community college has strong roots in the nation’s history and its commitment to expanding educational opportunity for all.  Borrowing from the public high school, private junior college, and the four-year college and university, the community college combined characteristics of all these institutions but has developed its own identity.  Influenced by such diverse forces as the rapid expansion of public high school after 1890, calls for the reform of American education by university leaders and scholars early in the 20th century, the G.I. Bill, the baby boom, business and industry’s demand for workers, the civil rights movement of the 1960’s, federal student aid, and thousands of state legislators and laws, today’s community college embodies Thomas Jefferson’s belief that education should be practical as well as liberal and should serve the public good as well as individual needs” (Vaughan, 2000).

Borrowing from its brief history, the community college mission was to serve the needs of the community. The purpose was to offer courses closer to home, satisfying all those who want to learn whether they are rich or poor regardless of academic history.   Thus, it still serves this mission today.

According to the John Levin’s article in Community College Review, the mission of the community college in the 1990s represents a departure from that of previous decades, where community implied all facets and interests of local populations.  They have moved from serving the local community to serving the economy- technological progression.

Nonetheless, projecting the future for community colleges of the early twenty first century involves projecting the future for the nation in general: its demographics, economy, and public attitudes (Cohen, 2002).  Thus, community colleges face tremendous pressure to respond to shifting societal needs.

“Technology has substantially changed the way community colleges do business, and it is beginning to change not only the way they conduct research but the very fundamentals of the teaching and learning process itself.  How do community colleges stay abreast in a world where technology evolves at a rapid and bewildering pace (Southeastern Association for Community College Research, 1999)?”

Because community colleges have open admission and offer more degrees to the populace in terms of associates, certificates, training, etc, it is important for them to embrace technology in order to continue to serve the shifting societal change, provide more access to students who aren’t necessarily next door to the community college, compete with other schools since university and other colleges are beginning to offer similar services, and provide proper training for their students to obtain jobs, etc.  Since community colleges enroll almost one half of all undergraduates who attend college in this country according to Norma G. Kent, Director of Communications for the American Association of Community Colleges, they must be ahead of the times to offer all students opportunity and support for the challenges of tomorrow.

“Computers, sophisticated software, email, and Internet access are the new tools of business and education in an evolving post industrial society where information is truly power.  Those who have access to these new technologies have opportunities to compete in an aggressive marketplace.  Information technologies permeate virtually every field and skill in using them is essential (McKinney, 1996).

However, external forces are creating problems for community colleges.  According to James L. Morrison, professor of Educational Leadership at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, virtual classrooms, global communications, global economies, telecourses, distance learning, corporate classrooms, increased competition among social agencies for scare resources, pressure for institutional mergers, state wide program review pose many problems for teaching with technology in community colleges.  

Community colleges have scare resources and continue to find ways to fund programs.  “There is less money available for new building renovations/construction, need for additional funding for up to date technology, need to train faculty, students, and staff in using technologies, increasing number of students taking courses from many other institutions, thereby a need to compete and offer the same corresponding need, implications for credentialing—will degrees from distance learning programs hold their value and with less student to student and faculty to student interaction, will social skills be lost and how will occupational training programs continue”(Morrison, 1995).

Another problem associated with teaching with technology in the community colleges is   faculty feeling of unemployment.  According to Kristen McKinney, many faculty members at Maricopa County Community College in Phoenix, Arizona are alarmed that they may be replaced by new technologies because they see that educational institutions cannot economically support both a full complement faculty and a technologically current curriculum.  

In addition, access for some pose a problem. In urban and suburban community colleges, access is not an issue. However, in some rural community colleges it is.  If the students live in depressed areas, they may not have a computer and the college itself may not be able to take care of the cost of supplying one.  Thus, what happens when the community in which the community college lies is not technological?  What should they focus upon?

Some of the potential challenges to the rural community colleges to prepare to handle organizational, management, and educational changes over a short and long term.  They don’t have the ability to provide access for distance education, and the teachers will have to learn a new approach to their trade in order to serve these students.

As for Virginia Community College System, teaching with technology poses several challenges as well.  There is an increased need for equipment, not enough space, loss of program students, major shift in funding/faculty, territorial confusion statewide, shift from the lecture model to interactive model, decline in socioeconomic distinctions, procurement of the state of the art equipment becomes a priority, increased shift in technology training and business and educational partnerships (Morrison).

Other challenges include technical support, copyright and intellectual property issues, time it takes to learn the new technology, integrating technology into the curriculum, and terms and conditions of employment.  “Some faculty believe that their colleagues are jumping onto the bandwagon before they adequately assessed what’s the best situation.  Sam Pincus, who teaches history at Piedmont Virginia Community College, wrote a wonderful paper in defense of the lecture to deliver before colleagues.  The best method of teaching, he writes, depends on the discipline, the topic, the instructor, the students, and the goals of the class.  Simply dumping computer applications into the mix does not necessarily improve the outcome.  We must give careful consideration to the ways any technology best serves students.  And we must always ask what might be lost along the way: the importance of the spoken word, the inflection of the voice, the emphasis by a professor on a word or phrase, the fever pitch of excitement at a crucial point in a lecture, the face to face contact, and the touch of humor” (McCartan, 1999).

My position is that teaching with technology at the community college is definitely a plus due to its mission to serve everyone and reflect societal needs.  Society dictates to community college what it needs and supports. 

As Dr. Margaret Wiske, co-director of the Educational Technology Center at Harvard University states, “One of the enduring difficulties about technology and education is that a lot of people think about the technology first and the education later”. As long as community colleges don’t get to this point, I will support teaching with technology at the community college because it provides numerous opportunities.  

We are a society that most of us are divided between work and school.  Why not do both? There are several driving forces:  (1) An increasing demand for educational services coupled with declining public support makes it necessary to optimize the efficiency and effectiveness of higher education, in part through technology; (2) As higher education strives to become more student centered, institutions must accommodate an increasing variety of student needs and expectations from learning styles to work schedules.  Technology based teaching, training, and other services offer colleges the opportunity to respond to diverse student needs by creatively rethinking traditional delivery systems.  Instructors who choose to do so will be able to teach in new ways, creating interactive, individualized learning experiences for their students, Increasingly, instruction and other educational services will be unconstrained by time and place; (3) The crucial role of information in sound decision making and easy access outside academe to information resources will lead students increasingly to expect and require access such resources in higher education; (4) To function well in the 21st century, economy, community, school, and home, the students who are members of that society will have to be proficient in using technology.  Information and technology already permeate American society and have become major sources of global economic and social power.  Technological literacy will become as essential as reading and mathematics to constructive citizenship in the 21st Century, and colleges must do their part to ensure that their students will function well in that environment; (5) College staff, faculty, and administration must become more technologically literate to keep up with students’ needs, to model appropriate use of technology, and to employ technology most effectively in the educational process; and (6) Community colleges face increasing competition from service providers outside academe who us technology to offer more individualized and convenient educational experiences. Community colleges have thrived in part because of their personal attention and relative convenience to their customers, the students.  However, privately financed companies are beginning to take advantage of new technologies to customize their offerings and make them more convenient by eliminating time and location restrictions in their delivery.  If community colleges are remain competitive, they must approach the use of new instructional technologies proactively” (PCC).

In summary, community colleges to embrace technology because it is a wave of the future, allows community college students access and opportunity, allows the faculty opportunity as well in terms of teaching on line or in the classroom, etc.  As the League to Innovation in the Community College best states, we must put some TLC-Tender, Loving, Care into the community college information technology use.  Thus, we must stay focused on the simple but powerful formula for tackling technology by exploring and embrace the technology available, target it toward improving and expanding learning while holding fast to the focus on community (Milliron, 1998). Technology should be a means not an end.   
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