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Nobuo MAKINO*

In Japan, most researchers of community colleges are more interested in their inner systems,
especially in the policies of open admission, vocational programs, and function of life-long
learning. They have paid little attention to the social functions of community colleges in the
American social context.

The purpose of this article is to clarify the historical and current state of arguments on the
social functions of community colleges in the United States. There have been many arguments
on the social functions of community colleges in American society. This article reviews : 1)
some of these arguments by advocates and critics of community colleges on the cooling-out
function and the other social functions of community colleges; and 2) the actions and reforms
of leaders and administrative officers of community colleges in response to the critics.

The advocates argue that firstly, the community college is perhaps the most effective
democratizing agent because it provides at a moderate cost to society post-high school
opportunities to a large number of students at a low cost. Secondly, it’s vocational programs

serve the needs of the economy by training “middle-level” workers. Thirdly, by drawing in the

Qi Stats.

Burton R. Clark noted that there was a covert institutional process: what he termed in 1960
a “cooling-out function” in the community colleges. Following this, there were some arguments
regarding this process and function. Clark himself saw it as fair, as it is built on meritocratic
principles. In 1980, he purported that community colleges should cool students out because no
other institution can carry out such a function.

However, most critical theorists, especially the structural critics in Pincus terms, purport
that the cooling-out process is neither fair nor equitable because it asﬁires to meritocratic
principles. They contend that a meritocratic selection process legitimates a stratified system
of higher education. They argue that community colleges have been reproducing the class and
racial inequalities of the larger society by their selection processes and vocational programs.
The effect is that less-advantaged minority students are destined for middle-level jobs, lower

payment and lower status.

* Professor, Department of Education, Japan Women’s University (Affiliated Researcher, R.I1.H.E.)
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There are many empirical and persuasive data and studies which support critical theorists
such as Dougherty and Grubb in the mid-1980s and early 1990s. Such studies have influenced
many leaders and administrators of community colleges. We can see many reforms regarding
transfer programs and articulations on the State and national level colleges. Some of them
have reported that they improved transfer systems and raised transfer rates. But Dougherty
views those reforms within community college systems as having limitations, and he suggested
structural reforms of community colleges, that is, transforming community colleges into four

year colleges and converting community colleges into State university branches.



