
Jack Scott, the California Community College Chancellor, is retiring on 
September 15, 2012 after serving in that position for three-a-half years.  Before 
that, he was a member of the State Assembly and Senate, and prior to that, Scott 
was president of two community colleges.  EdSource Today’s Kathryn Baron sat 
down with Chancellor Scott on July 25, 2012, to talk about his career in public 
service.  This is the transcript of that conversation. 

 
KB: What were your expectations when you took the job? What did you think you 

would be able to do? And how has that changed in the three-and-a-half years 
since you’ve been here? 

 
JS: Well, frankly, it probably has kind of turned out the way I thought it would. I 

knew all along that we were in for tough times fiscally, so I felt like that whatever 
I could accomplish would have to be in the way of maybe some reforms, but that 
they would be reforms that didn’t cost a lot of money.  

 
 And so we were able to come up with a new transfer program, which not only 

doesn’t cost money, actually, it will save money for both the state and for the 
students. A partnership now with CSU, a transfer partnership that says, in effect, 
that every community college will have a transfer degree that will be consonant 
with the CSU general education requirements, that it will require no more than 60 
units and, furthermore, CSU will commit itself to the fact that it will, in turn, 
require no more than 60 additional units.  

 
 So, my hope is, and I think the two academic senates are clearly moving in that 

direction, that we’ll see a real decrease in the number of units that the average 
community college transfer student takes in order to get a degree from CSU. 
There will be fewer wasted units. It will be more efficient. So, I looked at that. 

 
 Another development that I’m proud of is the development of the Student Success 

Task Force. We created that as a result of legislation in 2011. We spent a whole 
year studying ways in which we think we can improve student success in 
community colleges and we came up with 22 recommendations. 

 
 And now we have a bill moving through the legislature which looks pretty 

favorable to its being signed into law – Senate Bill 1456, by Alan Lowenthal 
[NOTE:  As of Sept. 6, 2012, the bill passed and was awaiting action by Gov. 
Jerry Brown].  

 
 And we have regulations that are now being adopted by the Board of Governors 

that will establish things like priority enrollment and other things that we think 
will increase student success.  

 
 So, I wanted to be a very strong advocate for community colleges. Even though I 

knew there would be cuts, I wanted to minimize those cuts as much as possible. 



After all, I had some friends over there in the legislature, and so I was at least able 
to talk with them.  

 
 That was some of what I hoped to accomplish, and just to maybe be a voice for 

community colleges in the State of California. I realized that probably the most 
impact I would have is through the bully pulpit. More than anything else is to just 
simply be a voice for what the community college does, the fact that it does need 
resources, and the fact that we ought to look pretty carefully at our mission and 
see to it that what scarce resources we have, we use them in the most effective 
way possible. 

 
KB: Your last term in the Senate, you were chair of the Education Committee? 
 
JS: That’s correct. 
 
KB: And the community colleges fell under your purview? 
 
JS: Yes. 
 
KB: So, knowing what was happening with community colleges and the budget, why 

would you want to go and take on that challenge? 
 
JS: Well, I guess I really don’t feel that leadership is only supposed to be exercised in 

good times. Whenever I can do the best I can under difficult circumstances, it’s a 
little bit like, I guess, when Jerry Brown ran for governor; he had no illusion that 
he was suddenly going to step into very rich resources of the State of California; 
but if he felt like he was a good leader, he felt he could lead in difficult times.  

 
 And I – I mean, obviously, it’s a little more fun when the times are better, but I 

honestly think that you can make good decisions. I sometimes quote that 
statement by Rahm Emanuel, “A crisis is a terrible thing to waste.” And so I think 
there are ways in which we can sort of look at our situation in community 
colleges. We can prioritize what we think are our most important missions. We 
can see if we might improve our success rate. And so, in that respect, whether I 
was running for office, or whether I was serving as president of a community 
college – and I did serve as president of two of them – I really didn’t take them on 
with the idea in mind, “Well, I will only take them on if times are good.” 

 
KB: Were you at all surprised by the extent of the challenges and problems facing 

community colleges once you stepped into the position? 
 
JS: Oh I think all of us have been a little surprised at how severe the recession proved 

to be. We would have thought California would have recovered a little more 
rapidly than it has thus far. We’re slowly moving out of the recession in the sense 
that the unemployment rate is slowly lowering; but my experience with previous 
recessions were that they weren’t as severe as this one. So, yes, I think I’ve been 



surprised at the severity of the recession and the fact that, in the last three years, 
community colleges have been cut by about 12 percent; and that’s not the way we 
want it to be, but that’s what we have to live with. 

 
KB: That was over $800 million? 
 
 
JS: Over $800 million, yes. 
 
KB: It seems like there’s been maybe a necessity to refocus the mission of community 

colleges since you’ve gotten here.  They used to be seen, and even, I think, 
chartered, as being all things for all people.  Is that an accurate assessment that 
this prioritization may change that?  

 
JS: I think it changes it; although if you look back in the Master Plan, the Master Plan 

said that our primary mission was academic and vocational. And so personal 
enrichment courses, which we offer quite a few, was really something that grew 
later, and now we’ve had to cut back on those. We think it’s a good thing, for 
instance, if somebody wants to learn French, say they’re going to Paris next year, 
or something like that, but, we realized that’s not as important as, say, for a 
student who wants to transfer, or somebody who’s out of work, and really needs 
to go through job retraining.  

 
 So, yes, we’ve had to say – and the legislature, frankly, said that to us, when they 

gave us that original cut back in ’08 and ’09, they said that they didn’t want us to 
cut transfer courses, career technical courses, and basic skills. Well, that doesn’t 
mention personal enrichment.  

 
 And so, frankly, I have encouraged the colleges to look pretty carefully at, say, a 

course, “aerobics for seniors.” Not that I don’t think seniors such as myself 
wouldn’t profit from aerobics, but I really do think that it’s most important to see 
that those students who are really hungry for transfer courses, trying to get in, 
starting their college career at a community college or, say, someone who wants 
to become a nurse or an auto technician, or a machinist, or all of those wonderful 
career-technical programs that we have; I have to say those things have to be 
considered more important.  I think it’s been painful for community colleges to 
make those kinds of decisions and, certainly, those individuals who profited from 
those courses frequently complain about it, but you know, when your own 
personal income is cut, you have to just determine what your priorities are. Maybe 
your vacation in Hawaii was a good thing and you enjoyed it, but you might 
decide that maybe paying your mortgage and meeting the grocery bill was more 
important than that, and so you would prioritize. I think we’ve had to prioritize, 
and I always make the point that I don’t think those other things we may have 
done are bad, I just think they’re not quite as important as what even the Master 
Plan said is our primary mission of being academic and vocational. 

 



KB: If you could get that $800 million back, where would you put it? 
 
JS: Well, if I could get that $800 million back, the first thing I’d do is make sure that 

we offered plenty of courses for transfer and vocational and basic skills, because 
there are thousands of students that got turned away. I mean, they frankly couldn’t 
get a course; and so I’d want to meet those needs first.  

 
 And then, if we had some additional monies, I know colleges, for instance, that 

had what they called the Emeritus Institute. Well, that’s not a bad thing. That 
serves a good purpose.  To keep the senior minds alive and to have an opportunity 
to engage in either physical exercise or mind-expanding things, that’s good.  

 
 But, there are other institutions that provide some of that, like community centers, 

and so forth, and so I would still want to say, “Let’s make sure that we’re meeting 
the needs of those Californians who have the most need for higher education;” 
because not only is it personal in nature, but the economic welfare of the State of 
California is very dependent on those things.  

 
 Take middle-skill jobs; and by that I mean some of the vocational programs we 

offer. I recently read a study that between 2008 and 2018, those would increase by 
19 percent. So, that would help the economy a great deal if we could offer more 
of those programs. They’re kind of expensive; nursing probably costs twice as 
much as, say, a course in English or psychology, but it’s terribly important to the 
healthcare system of California, and I think it’s a real tragedy if some of our 
young people who get out of high school, and are desperate in order to transfer, if 
we can’t offer them the kind of courses in chemistry and math and English that 
they need, they may never finish their college education, and all the statistics 
indicate that that would mean that the economy of California would suffer.  

 
 The Public Policy Institute did a study, and they said by 2025, 41 percent of the 

jobs in California will actually need a Master’s degree. At the rate we’re going, 
it’s going to be only 35 percent of the workforce. So California is falling behind, 
and this is an attrition that maybe is not visible to the human eye, it’s not as 
desperate as some other physical needs are. You know if a child is hungry, or 
something of that nature, we can see that, but just failing to provide higher 
education for our populace is also a bad thing for our state.  

 
KB: In terms of priorities in educating people, you know about what’s happened with 

adult education.  A few community colleges are responsible for adult education, 
most are not; but the Little Hoover Commission, and, I think, the Legislative 
Analyst’s Office, also said that this should probably be a role that the community 
colleges take on. I know that the budget is a disaster; but philosophically, do you 
think that that’s where adult education should be? 

 
JS: I believe in adult education strongly. I happen to have been president at Pasadena 

City College, and we had the responsibility of adult education in that community, 



rather than K through 12; and I was very excited because actually adult education 
frequently is vocational in nature.  I remember we had courses in commercial 
sewing and electronic assembly; these were all part of adult education, non-credit.  

 
 We also did a lot in the way of English as a second language, and that’s really, in 

many ways vocational. When you’re a gardener and you can’t speak the English 
language, you’re always going to be restricted, consigned to just manual labor. 
You’ve got to learn the English language in order to communicate with the 
individuals who are hiring you.  

 
 So adult education; I’m a great proponent of that, because I really do think that’s 

vocational in nature. [For example], when somebody is, let’s say they’re 35 or 40 
years of age, and they desperately need either English as a second language or 
they need some vocational skills, short-term vocational skills. I remember when 
we had a program in grocery merchandising, we had a program in commercial 
sewing; these were all good, good programs that really gave people jobs. 

 
 But I will say this: If the State of California expects the community colleges to do 

adult education, which we would be glad to seize the opportunity, we have to 
have the money. If you suddenly just say, “Start doing adult ed,” we’d kind of 
look around and we’d say, “What do you mean? We’re going to offer fewer 
transfer courses? We’re going to offer fewer career-technical programs like 
nursing and firefighting and so forth?”  But I would hope that the State of 
California understands the value of adult education and, if they were to give that 
totally to community colleges, I think we would rise to the challenge because 
we’ve got some programs. As I mentioned, Pasadena City College had it; Santa 
Barbara City College has that kind of responsibility, so does Rancho Santiago. 
These are all districts that provide adult education, rather than K though 12. 

 
 It’s a kind of a patchwork thing. I mean some communities have K-12 furnishing 

it and some have the community colleges; but K-12 is quitting that business, not 
because they want to quit it; but as the money is getting more and more scarce, 
and they were given the discretion to make a decision, then, unfortunately, adult 
education suffered because they were thinking about those students who come to 
their campus every day.  

 
KB: Let me ask you to go on the topic of the structure of the community college 

system.  What is the tension between having more of a centralized, uniform, 
decision-making process, and having local control at community colleges? What 
do you want to see and how are you trying to make that work? 

 
JS: Well, I think there will always be a place for both. Local control has great value, 

this decentralization, because it means that the community college can respond 
very quickly to the needs of a community. The needs in Fresno, for instance, are 
rather different from, say, the needs in Los Angeles, or in San Francisco.  

 



 But we are probably too decentralized.  Number one, we could avoid some 
duplication that we don’t need to have if we were more centralized. And, 
secondly, we would save quite a bit of money.  

 
 Right now, for instance, every local college makes its own decision about 

technology. Well, can you imagine what the savings would have been if, say, 
early in our time, we had decided we had one system of technology throughout 
those 112 colleges?  Wal-Mart wouldn’t operate very well if it had 15 different 
kinds of technology. They may have local stores, but they all are tied together in a 
centralized way.  

 
 So I’m not suggesting that we ought to be that centralized, I’m just using that as 

an illustration. So I do think the Little Hoover Commission, and, you know, 
anyone who studied the community colleges thinks that we would profit from 
greater centralization.  We had so much local control that we may have 
unnecessary duplication. And, you know, if you have a dental-hygiene program in 
one community college and 15 miles away there’s another community college, it 
might not make sense for you to have both of them offering dental hygiene.  

 
 So I’m just suggesting that some more centralization probably would make the 

colleges more effective.  I haven’t been a very strident advocate for that, simply 
because I thought it might come off as being self-aggrandizing.  I’m not in this 
business to gain more power for myself, but I think the system itself, just looking 
at it objectively, would be better if we had a little more centralization than we 
presently have. 

 
KB: If the bill should pass, what are some of the things that you’ll be able to do that 

you can’t do right now?  
 
JS: Well, for instance, right now our Board of Governors is looking at a common 

assessment. Right now, you might go from, say, Sacramento City College to 
Sierra College and find that the assessment instrument is different. So you want to 
take a course over at Sierra College, and they’d say, “Well, you’ve got to take our 
assessment.” [NOTE:  AB 743, signed by Gov. Brown in October 2011, permits 
the Board of Governor’s to develop a common placement test]. 

 
 Well, it would make sense if every one of the 112 colleges had a common 

assessment so that you could easily go from one college to the other.  Those are 
the kinds of things, and we’re going to move in that direction. We’ve had that as 
one of the recommendations of the task force.  Right now, we have a really high-
powered committee that’s looking at assessment and we’re going to pick a 
common assessment, and then we’re going to see to it that legislatively, that we 
have a common assessment in all of our community colleges because that’s not 
serving the students very well, to have different assessment instruments. Those 
are some of the things that I think we can do, and we’re not ruling out locally 
elected boards at all. 



 
KB: Although the common assessment would be voluntary. I know that you would 

have some incentives in place, but what if colleges still don’t want to use it? 
 
JS: Well, I think that we would eventually want to say that every college [use it]. 

Once we used a very good system to determine the very best, number one, it 
would be less expensive. We could purchase it in bulk, and it would serve the 
students much better.  

 
 This transfer degree, we did that through legislation. [NOTE:  SB 1440, the 

transfer bill, was signed by Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger in Sept. 2010]. It might 
have taken a very long time if the faculties of both CSU and the community 
colleges had gotten together and tried to come up with that over a long period of 
time. In fact, they’ve been talking about it probably for 20 years or so. So once in 
a while you have to do something that says, “This is in the best interest of 
students.”  

 
 When you can reduce the number of units that [students] have to take in order to 

get their bachelor’s degree by, say, 15 or 20 units, can you imagine the amount of 
money that you save the students?  

 
 And then, of course, it saves the State of California. We estimate that we can 

educate about 55,000 more community college students and about 15,000 more 
CSU students at the same price. So, sometimes this kind of fragmentation is fairly 
expensive, and sometimes, in the best interest of the state and in the best interest 
of students, we have to do some things legislatively. 

 
KB: So I know you have gotten push back. Whenever there’s change, this happens. 

What’s been a change that you wanted to implement, or that you are 
implementing, that has been the most challenging one for you, that has really 
forced the kind of change that’s entrenched in faculty associations? 

 
JS: Well, we’ve had some opposition to some of the ideas that we’ve had; but we’ve 

listened pretty carefully, and sometimes maybe changes that we had in mind 
people were too resistant to, so we didn’t go ahead with them.  

 
 As I’ve said as an elected official, politics is always the art of the possible, you 

know. It doesn’t do you any good to come up with a Utopia that you can’t 
implement. So there was some discussion, for instance, of performance-based 
funding. We decided not to do that. We did go to transparency. That is, we’re 
saying that every college will have to produce a score card, and that score card 
will indicate how well they’re performing in such things as how many students 
complete 15 units; how many 30 units. How many degrees we give out. How well 
we’re doing in our remedial or basic-skills courses. So we are putting pressure 
and saying, “Put the score card out there, and also set goals.”  We’re not trying to 
set a statewide goal, but we’re trying to say, “Set goals at that individual college.”  



 
 We know, for instance, that colleges may vary considerably. If you have an inner-

city community college, we’ll say in downtown LA, and you have another one in 
an affluent suburb, like Saddleback, it’s going to be different.  You can’t really 
say that the urban, inner-city College will probably have the same completion rate 
that the suburban college has; but we can look at it and say, “How can we 
improve? How can we get more people to the goal of getting an associate degree, 
of transferring, of completing certificates that have to do with career-technical 
education?”  

 
 So we’re working on always trying to improve.  In our Student Success Task 

Force we had four town-hall meetings. We had a website that had all kinds of 
ideas. We had some ideas that were put forth that, after thorough discussion, we 
thought, “Well, those aren’t going to work. We can’t quite go there.”  

 
 A lot of it is going to be persuasion.  We’re looking at ways in which we can 

improve our remedial education. We know that there’s too much failure there. We 
just had a summit this week. We’re looking at best practices, and then we’re 
going to disseminate those best practices, and say, “Here are ways in which you 
can improve your remedial education program.”  

 
 In fact, I said that I thought maybe the greatest outcome of the Student Success 

Task Force will be the individual conversations that it will beget at local 
campuses, where local campuses will say, “Here are ways in which we can be 
more successful.”  

 
 I was just at Gavilan College yesterday. They have their own task force looking at 

ways in which they can improve, how they can have greater student success; and 
part of it they attribute to the fact that we had a statewide movement on student 
success. 

 
KB:      Now Gavilan, though, was one of the colleges that criticized a lot of what was 

happening on the task force.  So how did you get them to begin to turn around?  
 
JS: Well, I think the main reason we did is we were open to listening. We made some 

changes as a result of things that came in from the field. And, I think, it’s pretty 
hard to argue with the idea of student success. Of course everybody would claim 
they are for student success, but when we began to cite some of the illustrations of 
how these practices really made a difference… We know, for instance, and it may 
take money before we can actually implement some of these things, but if we had 
better orientation for entering students, if we led them to actually make a choice; 
there’s an old saying that students don’t do optional. If we just let a person come 
into a community college and don’t give that person direction they wander about, 
and then wander out. And what we really want them to do, as soon as possible, is 
for them to become oriented toward a goal.  

 



 When I was at Pasadena City College, I noticed our nursing students had about 
over a 90 percent completion rate. Now I don’t think it was because they were 
necessarily more intelligent, I think it was mainly because they knew what they 
wanted to do. And any time you give students greater direction they’re going to 
be more successful. 

 
 So a lot of the things that we are implementing are just common sense. It wasn’t 

that we came up with some startling, completely innovative, unique idea, but we 
took some practices that work. And we know they work. We know, for instance, 
to give students direction sooner, and to have a better orientation. 

 
 For instance, remedial education; we’ve got to accelerate that. When we take 

somebody and require them to go through three semesters of remedial education 
that doesn’t work. The reality is that somewhere around 10 percent of them get 
out at the end. So we’ve got to accelerate that. We’ve got to work in cohorts in 
some sense. I mean those are just common-sense ideas, and I think the more we 
talk about it, the more change you’ll see. 

 
 And we’ve got a scorecard that we will actually be able to say, “You know, that’s 

working.” 
 
 By the way, that scorecard is not just going to be the college, but it’s going to be 

broken down by ethnicity, for instance. So we’re going to look at things like, are 
there some of our under-represented minorities that really have a greater rate of 
failure? And if so, why? How can we turn that around? 

 
KB: Regarding accelerated basic skills, and just in general, the basic skills; the first 

story I did on this, I went to De Anza or Foothill College. There were students 
who were about two levels down in math. The two students I interviewed had 
both passed the CAHSEE [California High School Exit Exam] on the first try, had 
over 3.5 GPAs from their high school, and were totally stunned to find out that 
they didn’t place into college mathematics. When I talked to the teachers at the 
high school that these kids came from, they had never had a conversation with the 
math department at the local community college, which I thought was kind of 
astounding. 

 
JS: Well, that’s interesting, because that’s one of our first recommendation, in fact, 

it’s the number-one recommendation, that there be greater collaboration between 
high schools and community colleges. Now, I think this common core movement 
is going to help in that regard and I’m pleased about that. But you’re exactly right, 
too often there has been little collaboration.  

 
 I noticed that Long Beach City College, for instance, is now implementing a 

means by which they look at the grade point average as well as the assessment. 
And maybe if somebody comes out of high school with a 3.5, that might be an 



indication that they’re better prepared than maybe that one-time assessment 
indicates they are.  

 
 So I would suggest that, in some instances, we look at the combination of a GPA 

and of an assessment; but also that there be greater collaboration between the high 
school and community colleges.  And that’s our, as I said, of our 22 
recommendations, that is the number one.  We know that we’ve got to work with 
high schools. They don’t always understand what it is that’s required in order to 
do college-level math or college-level English. 

 
 And we’ve sort of piggybacked on what CSU has done in the early assessment 

program. I think that’s a great idea, to assess students in their junior year and, if 
they score well enough, then they don’t have to take the assessment [NOTE:  
Early Assessment Program]; but if they don’t, they are given a signal, “You better 
bone up on math. You don’t seem to be doing too well in algebra.” Or “Your 
English or your composition is not as good as it ought to be.” So they can spend 
that senior year getting themselves better ready for college. You’re right. 
Sometimes students are totally stunned, because I have to say that passing 
CAHSEE is quite different from the assessment, because my understanding is, 
what is it, eighth – 

 
KB: Eighth-grade math. 
 
JS: Eighth-grade math, well, that’s not exactly what we’re saying makes you ready 

for college-level math. So we’ve got to have better collaboration. There’s no 
question, there’s got to be better collaboration between the high schools and the 
colleges. 

 
KB: One other thing. In recent weeks there’s been, as you know, a lot of commotion 

over the possibility that at least three schools, three community colleges, are in 
danger of losing their ability to get federal financial aid for students. One of the 
things that came up in the report was that they had been warned years ago, and 
had just kind of ignored that.  

 
 I can’t imagine that a school like City College of San Francisco would actually 

close. It’s almost like the banking industry; it seems like it’s too big to fail.  But, I 
think it goes back to the local versus central governance issue. How can you 
monitor what’s happening at these schools so that they don’t get into this 
situation? Also, were you taken by surprise by this? 

 
JS: Well, let’s talk about that a little. Number one, of course my office and the 

accrediting commission are completely separate. I don’t have any control over the 
accrediting commission, and yes, there are three colleges that are on show cause, 
which is a very serious sanction. 

 



 Fortunately, we’re doing everything we can, and I think those colleges are doing 
everything they can to avoid the loss of accreditation.  

 
 For instance, we have a fund here at the chancellor’s office called FCMAT [Fiscal 

Crisis & Management Assistance Team]. It’s an organization, as you may know, 
that goes into schools that are in trouble financially. We underwrote FCMAT to 
go into the City College. They’re going to do that in the next week or two and 
give a fiscal report. I’m going over to speak to the board of City College of San 
Francisco on August 6th, and I want them to understand the seriousness of this 
particular matter. I mean, you’re exactly right, it would be disastrous if the City 
College of San Francisco were to lose its accreditation.  

 
 I think it has been a rather rude wake-up call for them. Whether or not the 

accrediting commission was slightly too punitive in this instance, I don’t know. I 
do know that there are some problems over at City College of San Francisco. I 
know, for instance, that their fiscal situation, although they’re not about to go 
bankrupt, they nevertheless are - their reserve is dangerously low, so they had 
been over-spending now for two or three years. So this is a wake-up call, and I 
think there were some reforms, academic reforms, that they were warned about in 
the last accreditation visit that they didn’t respond to.  

 
 It’s a little bit like we go to the doctor and suddenly the doctor says, “You know, 

you’re not in nearly as good health as you thought you were.” And so suddenly 
you change your exercise program, and your diet, and do some other things that 
remedy the situation.  So I have checked with all of the colleges that had been 
placed on show-cause. I personally am heartened by the fact that I think all of 
them are responding seriously.  

 
 In fact, on one or two occasions, I’ve used the illustration, I said, “You know, 

when the Highway Patrol pulls you over, that’s not the time to get in an argument. 
That’s the time to say, ‘Yes, sir, officer, I won’t travel as fast in the future.’”  

 
 And so I think these colleges, College of the Redwoods, Cuesta College and City 

College of San Francisco, are all really taking seriously the fact that they have 
received that sanction. And, as I said, sometimes it felt that the accrediting 
commission has been too punitive, too rigorous, but I don’t think that these three 
colleges were faultless, I’ll put it that way. And so maybe, in the long run, it may 
be helpful.  

 
 I know, for instance, that when I have said that we need to prioritize and not offer 

nearly as many personal enrichment courses, most colleges responded pretty well. 
Unfortunately, the City College of San Francisco didn’t. They sort of continued to 
offer their wide range of noncredit courses over there, which are all good, but they 
couldn’t afford to continue to do that, the reality is.  I think now they understand 
we have got to reduce our program. 

 



 As I said, if you were to suddenly get a 15 percent cut in your personal finances, 
you’d just have to face reality and say, “You know, there are things I did that I 
can’t do any more.” And colleges have to be that realistic. 

 
KB: Well, I wondered if they were too big when I saw that they couldn’t tell me 

exactly how many off-campus centers they had.  
 
JS: That’s right. 
 
KB: They said it was between one and 200, which is kind of a wide swing. 
 
JS: Yes. (Chuckling) They had too many centers, and I think now they’re going to 

have to close some of those centers, and, you know, it’s a little bit like when a K-
12 system has to close some elementary schools. Nobody’s happy, particularly if 
you live a block away, but if your revenue, or even your population, is shrinking, 
then you have to, you can’t operate.  

 
 If you’re operating 15 elementary schools, maybe, in the future, you’re going to 

have to operate 10, and those are painful decisions. I’m not suggesting they’re 
not, and I understand that we all have to make painful decisions, and that’s just 
what community colleges have to do. CSU has to do it. UC has to do it.  

 
 They’re not educating as many students as they once did. I think that’s tragic, but 

I don’t blame them. They can’t continue. You can’t, as CSU and UC have, lose a 
billion dollars in the last four years, and continue to do everything they did before.  

 
KB: I would think that a K-12 district would actually know how many schools it had, 

though. 
 
JS: Well, yeah. (Laughs). I was president of two different community colleges and I 

generally knew how many departments there were, (laughs) and I even knew how 
many courses we offered, and I knew when we had to cut back on our courses, 
and we didn’t take no for an answer.  We said, “I’m sorry, but last year your 
department offered 150, next year, you’re going to have to offer 130 courses. 
We’ll let you decide which courses you want to cut, but whether or not you cut is 
not an option. You will cut. And if the department refused to do it, then I would 
say that, “Well, the vice president of instruction will cut it for you, then.”  

 
KB: Is that what’s happening now on sort of a larger scale? 
 
JS: Yes, exactly. We have reduced the number of courses we offer by 10 percent, and 

they’re even fuller than they were.  In the first week of school 95 percent of the 
course sections are full and, in some cases, there are 10 or 15 people standing 
there, hoping somebody will drop out. Now that’s the real tragedy.  

 



 And if you’re a teacher, and teachers really, you know, they want to teach as 
many people as possible, and they’re they’re pained to see those students who 
want in their class, and there are not seats. I mean I saw a picture not long ago at 
Pierce College in Los Angeles, and students were standing outside the door. They 
were just waiting, hoping, that they could get in.  

 
 And that’s something and I think the State of California is making a serious 

blunder in that regard. So, I don’t excuse it. I think we have to live with it. You 
know, there’s a difference between excusing it and just saying, but if that’s what 
the State of California gives us, we’ve got to live within our means. 

 
KB: Getting back to the accreditation panel. Why do you think that they’ve been 

coming down hard? Is that federal pressure?  That’s what people are saying. 
 
JS: Well, the feds are putting more pressure on accrediting commissions. I can’t get 

within the minds of the accrediting commission.  We made some suggestions that 
we thought would be helpful, that if the accrediting commission perhaps had 
some kind of process by which they gave colleges a preliminary read, and got 
them better prepared for the visits. Maybe the accrediting commission doesn’t 
have the personnel to do that, but some accrediting commissions do that. That 
would be one thing that would, I think, work.  

 
 Closer relationships. They’ve begun to develop the closer relationships we 

recommended with the academic senate. So there are some ways in which that 
could work. And the accrediting commission does have to take into effect that the 
community colleges don’t have an unlimited amount of money. You can’t ask a 
college to do some things that it doesn’t have the money to do. 

 
 Now years ago, I went on a lot of accreditation visits, so I know something about 

the subject. In fact, I chaired the accrediting commission back in the ‘90s. That 
was about, I think it’s ’93, ’94, something like that.  The standards are stricter 
now. I know, for instance, there’s a lot of emphasis on learning outcomes, and I 
don’t recall that being greatly emphasized in the ‘90s. 

 
KB: For the last question, you said a few minutes ago that the State of California is 

making a big blunder.  There was a time, and everyone talks about this, but there 
was a time when California said, “We’re going to create a great educational 
system from K through graduate school.” Everybody got on board with it, and 
they made it happen. They put the resources and the time and the brainpower into 
it.  What’s happening now? 

 
JS: Well, I think the decline in the educational quality in California has many causes, 

and it’s happened over a long period of time, so that kind of attrition, sometimes 
you don’t see it happening, you know.  

 



 We’re spending less money. You know, money is not the only solution; but 
there’s no way you’re going to have a great educational system by starvation, and 
frankly, some politicians have kind of said, “Well, money’s not the problem.”  

 
 Well, of course, it’s part of the problem. I mean, you can’t have a good system 

without, number one, you get good-quality teachers. Right now, the kind of 
layoffs that you read about in the paper: What kind of encouragement is that to 
the person who’s in higher education?  

 
 If I’m thinking about becoming a teacher, and I pick up the paper, and I read 

about the fact that the teachers with the least seniority are laid off every year, I 
think maybe I’d begin to think about doing something else. And so, those are the 
kind of things that are hurting us. At one time, our K-12 system was rated highly. 
I still think our higher education system still has a pretty high rating, but there’s 
no question that if you keep cutting back, cutting back, cutting back, it’s got to 
hurt higher education.  

 
 When you just got your Ph.D. and you’re looking where you’re going to settle, 

and you know real estate prices in California are about twice of what they are in 
other places, suddenly Raleigh, North Carolina, and Austin, Texas, start looking 
pretty good to you.  

 
 We’re not being able to poach on other states as much as we once did. We can’t 

even poach on countries like we once did. India, China; they’re generally going 
back to their home country now, and they did a lot for us in terms of brainpower 
in California. So a lot of things have combined to hurt higher education.  

 
 We allowed certain parts of our state government to grow abnormally, such as 

corrections. Now we have 10 percent of our state budget on corrections, more 
than we spend on UC and CSU together. Now that’s—to me, that’s—shameful. It 
sounds like we’re more interested in prison stripes than we are graduation gowns, 
and that’s not the way it ought to be.  

 
 So I’m always a voice for reform, but I’m also a voice to say, “Increase the 

amount of money.” That’s why I’m a very loud advocate for the tax initiative 
[Gov. Jerry Brown’s Proposition 30]. You know, we can’t just go on and say, 
“Well, we’re not going to raise taxes. “ Well, if you’re not going to raise taxes, 
how in the world are you going to pay for education?  

 
 I mean over – about 50 percent of our budget is spent on K-12 education and 

higher education. And so when you cut the revenues - and in this recession we 
went from a $100 billion budget to an $86 billion budget - well, that really 
whacked us. So we have to have some taxes. We’ve got to have some.  We’ve got 
to have some revenue. If we want a good education system, we can work on 
reform, but you’ve also got to have money to pay for those things.  If you’re 
going to carry on the research that the University of California does, you’ve got to 



have money. If we in the community colleges are going to educate young people 
– or middle-aged people, as far as that goes – we’ve got to have money.  

 
 The reason we’re turning away thousands of students – we went from 2.89 million 

students to 2.6 million students - and that wasn’t a lack of demand that was a lack 
of supply. We couldn’t educate everybody that we wanted to educate. So, you 
know, all I can say is, “Wake up, California, because you’re slowly hurting your 
future, because educated personnel make a difference.”  

 
 All the studies of other nations, and they are spending more and more money on 

higher education, we’re falling behind. If you take the 25- to 34-year-olds, I think 
we’re 14th now as a nation. So that’s not a good sign. When you look at countries 
like Canada, they have a more highly educated 25- to 34-year-olds than we do. So 
that’s not what ought to happen, be happening in the United States.  

 
 We can starve our higher education systems, and then we’ll pay a high price in the 

future, because those are our human resources.  With the Silicon Valley, for 
instance, that is such a power in California, and that didn’t come about 
accidentally, that came about because you had some highly educated personnel. 
Enough of the soapbox.  

 
KB: Final comments? 
 
JS: My final comment is that I’ve enjoyed higher education. I enjoyed it as a student. 

I eventually got a Ph.D., and I enjoyed it as both a teacher and as a college 
president.  And when I was in the legislature, education was my number-one – I 
carried a lot of bills on a lot of different subjects, but I carried more bills on 
education than anything else, and emphasized that more. So you’re obviously 
talking to somebody who is not an unbiased individual on this subject. It’s meant 
a lot to my life, and I’ve loved it.  And I’d stick around even longer; it’s just that 
I’ve reached an age finally, where I think maybe I might like to do things on a 
little more leisurely basis.  I spent over 50 years in public service, so maybe I 
could relax a little, but I’ll still do some consulting, and so forth. I’m intending to 
stay active, but maybe not at the same speed. 

 
KB: So have you enjoyed this? Have you enjoyed being chancellor? 
 
JS: Oh, yeah. I enjoyed being chancellor. I mean I’m so proud of the California 

community colleges.  It’s the largest system of higher education in the country, 
and I happen to think it’s just one of the best, and it hasn’t been disappointing at 
all. It’s been exciting and enjoyable.  When I left the Senate, it wasn’t my 
intention to do this. And people came to me - it so happened this vacancy 
occurred - and I guess they thought with my knowledge of politics, and my 
knowledge of education, that I would be ideal for this, and so I’m very happy I 
did it, and I enjoyed it, and will be always a booster for California community 
colleges. 



 
KB: How old are you? 
 
JS: Seventy-eight! (Chuckles). Don’t you think I’m old enough to quit? (Laughter). 
 

# # # 
 


