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ABSTRACT 

This research project aims to study a distinctive educational institution – the American 

community college – and its role in shaping the United States’ development pattern. It is 

driven, partly, by an interest in development theories, processes, and policies, a theme I 

have pursued for a very long time and, partly, by my studies as a researcher for the National 

Institute of Science and Technology for Studies on the United States (INCT-INEU). 

 As is well known, in the 20th century the United States became a world leader in 

many fields – scientific, technological, economic, political, military, cultural. In my view, this is 

evidence that the country’s development policy, whether stated or not, and whatever the 

designation, was underpinned by two complementary goals: (a) promoting scientific and 

technical investment in the frontiers of knowledge, a process in which up to one hundred 

“research universities” played a decisive role, and (b) fostering familiarity and a sense of 

routine with regard to the outcomes of this knowledge (products and processes) by the mass 

of its citizens,  so as to transform millions of natives and immigrants into citizens that belong 

to an industrial society continuously open to change. Together with state universities, mostly 

devoted to teaching, community colleges have always focused on accomplishing the second 

goal, which, over time, resulted in three distinctive features that, in our view, are worth 

analyzing. Such features are: a) the community colleges’ multiple forms and missions; b) 

their locally-driven implementation design; and c) their distinctive curricula (between 

secondary and higher education), teaching materials, and pedagogical methods.  

Largely descriptive and exploratory in nature, this study seeks to show these three 

key features to Brazilian readers with an interest in the field of higher education. As a first 

step I will build on secondary sources to draw up a summary table of the United States 

higher education system. The subsequent study of community colleges would be more 

detailed, requiring technical visits and interviews with American researchers. We believe this 

will help us understand some of the many aspects of “the American development 

experience”, in addition to shedding light on the alternatives and possibilities available for 

and the risks experienced by other countries as large and emerging as Brazil.  

 

  



2 
 
1. General description of research, justification, relevance, institutional context in 

which it will be carried out. 

 

For today’s so-called emerging countries, as Brazil and China, careful observation of 

the experience of their forerunners is decisive in guiding choices and decisions, plus avoiding 

pitfalls. The political leadership of these [emerging] countries – whether in the public sector 

or in private corporations – cannot afford not to ignore this past unless they are willing to 

come to terms with the well-know known curse: Those who cannot remember the past are 

condemned to repeat it, for good or evil. 

 Hence, the conquest of economic and technological leadership by the United States 

is a most impressive and, as we argue next, revealing phenomenon: The young republic, a 

former primary goods’ exporter, had leapt ahead of the British industry as early as the 1870s 

and reached an indisputable first place at the turn of that century, a ranking it has held ever 

since despite its internal crises and the emergence of strong contestants. 

 A significant part of this vitality is not the outcome of favorable circumstances, 

something we could sum up as ‘being in the right place at the right time’.   However, as the 

Portuguese saying goes, if God gives, man takes away. However fortuitous the winds that 

have blown the destinies of the United States may have been, we should add, as equally 

important, the adoption of development policies, either tacitly or openly admitted as such by 

the federal government and by state and local officials.1 Among them, no doubt, we should 

include the U.S. education policy, on its various levels, in addition to a range of related 

policies designed to foster invention, innovation, experimental and deductive attitudes, and 

perception and behavioral structures open to a creative coexistence with the world of science 

and technology. 

 The United States was the first country to achieve universal basic education, long 

before its European competitors. It was also the first country to provide universal secondary 

education – with a rate of success (graduation in high school) higher than that of its 

competitors, this as far back as the mid-twentieth century. And as we know, it also has the 

largest and most prestigious higher education system in the world. 

 My argument is that knowledge of the evolution of this educational system is of the 

utmost interest to Brazilians, not only to learn how a country (and a plethora of companies), 

with which Brazilian agents cooperate or compete, operates, but also to study how the great 

colossus of the north reached such level. Machiavelli used to say that men always follow the 

beaten track, yet he noted that they do not always follow it the same way and often have to 

make a choice between tracks. The study of the U.S. history – by assessing its formidable 

accomplishments as well as its gridlocks and bottlenecks – is surely a remarkable heuristic 

tool for thinking about development policies in a country like Brazil.  

                                                           
1
 Some of these policies have been entered in the form of bibliographical notes in Moraes & Silva, 2010. 
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 From its inception, the comparative study of economic takeoff experiences has 

evidenced that development strategies must be attentive to two complementary needs, two 

broad public policy lines:  

(a)  An advanced scientific research policy, one at the forefront of knowledge, 

continuous and guided by high standards. In many well-succeeded development 

processes (as that of the famous Asian tigers, for one) the need for a basic research 

base has been found to be secondary or even negligible. Still, even the absolutely 

important and often neglected role of imitation, of adaptation, progressively depends, 

on the command of intellectual resources that can only fully develop when a country 

has set minimum standards for scientific production, for mastery of knowledge at the 

forefront of human knowledge, and;  

(b)  an information and techno-scientific capacity-building dissemination policy, 

something achieved through agricultural and industrial education, outreach, and 

extension programs targeting familiarity with the beings of technology and science.  

  

 Narrowing down the focus onto a particular policy of the rich and instructive American 

experience, I find it extremely relevant for Brazilians to be able to learn about the U.S. 

secondary school and about the country’s stratified higher education systems (from the two-

year community colleges to the elite research universities).2  

 In Brazil, unfortunately, knowledge of this subject is scarce and often based on biased 

oversimplifications. Thus, this research project should start with more comprehensive and 

basic procedures (exploratory and descriptive studies) before focusing on the most relevant 

case studies and more in-depth comparative analysis. Accordingly, on a medium-term 

perspective it would be necessary to progress through the following stages: 

1. developing a descriptive framework based on secondary sources (available 

information in books, scholarly or quasi-scholarly literature,  expert reports) on 

the history of this process, its accomplishments and shortcomings; 

2. establishing relevant benchmark  case studies and specific subjects to examine, 

spanning across the various tiers mentioned, from the leading universities, 

public or private, focused on research and graduate studies, to the major state 

universities, responsible for a great part of the prestigious undergraduate 

programs, to the community colleges, the underpinnings of the higher education 

system, interlinking universities and high schools;  

3. conducting related case studies, including on-the-ground studies, interviews 

with the system’s key American actors and specialist analysts; and 

4. formulating interpretive syntheses and carrying out studies that may translate 

into policy recommendations. 

                                                           
2
 For a summarized view of this ‘hierarchized network’, see Moraes, 2010. 
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 Given the magnitude of the project, more in-depth research would require more time, 

not only for gathering information, but mostly to transform it into systematic knowledge. It 

would also require setting up a dedicated team, with funding for core research 

material/activities (publications, IT equipment, case study field trips). Estimated funding 

needs for such an undertaking are significant and the risks entailed might overwhelm the 

decision maker.  

  

 Therefore, I believe it more reasonable to design this project by stages, so that each 

stage may allow us to conclude for or against the feasibility and/or desirability of the 

subsequent stage (or not). 

 Herein the proposal I am submitting concerns solely the first stage – “a descriptive 

framework based on secondary sources (available information in books, scholarly or quasi-

scholarly literature, expert reports) on the history of this process, its accomplishments and 

shortcomings”. This stage is to be carried out over a 24-month period and is subdivided into 

two phases.  

 The first phase is focused on producing descriptions and summary tables that may 

provide an overview of the United States higher education system. The second, more in-

depth, phase is dedicated to the study of community colleges.3 These schools have proven 

to be a most critical intersection between universities and four-year colleges, through the 

transfer system, on one side, and high schools, through mass recruiting, the open-door 

policy, and special programs, like the Advanced Placement, which offer high school students 

access to higher level programs (contents and methods).4   

  From the very outset, we intend to get in contact with U.S. research centers, in 

particular those more closely related with our second stage. Among them we should point out 

the Community College Research Center (CCRC), housed at Teachers College, Columbia 

University, the Center for Studies in Higher Education (CSHE) at UC Berkeley, and the 

Washington-based American Association of Community Colleges (AACC). Technical visits to 

at least one of these institutions would also be included in the project.  

 The outcome of this 24-month study would be research reports and articles for 

reviews, in many of which I have published and in one of which I was an editor for many 

years. Materials would also be published in electronic media (INCT-INEU’s and the author’s 

Web sites). By request of TV stations, I have been interviewed and appeared on programs 

                                                           
3
 The applicant’s study plan includes a review of research universities, particularly those focused by Roger L. 

Geiger, and the large state and regional universities offering primarily higher professional certification. 
4
 We should remember that junior colleges, the forerunners of community colleges, seemed like the high 

school’s ‘upper floor’, an additional two years of secondary education. A significant part of the literature likens 
the lower tier of the U.S. higher education system to the French lycée or the senior years of the German 
gymnasium. 
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featuring the topic –including São Paulo State’s educational channel, TV Cultura. This is 

another potential way for spreading findings. 

 Other indirect, yet quite relevant, findings, in my view, can be advanced on the 

basis of the previous inquiry we carried out in the field.  Analysis of the American experience 

will not only help us understand a key feature of the role of the United States in the world 

today, but will also allow us  to leverage valuable elements towards “shedding light on the 

alternatives and possibilities available for and the risks experienced by other countries as 

large and emerging as Brazil”. The Brazilian educational system has huge challenges in 

areas that the history of community colleges can teach how to improve: secondary education 

in general and, specifically, technical secondary education, short-term higher education. 

Surely this study would allow us to make recommendations regarding the adoption of 

procedures and strategies. Yet, a preliminary inspection indicates a wealth of teaching 

materials and pedagogical experiences that merit greater dissemination. For this reason, too, 

I intend to leverage the virtual channels this project aims to create – the already existing sites 

(both INCT-INEU’s and the author’s) and, possibly, new tools.  

 

 

2. U.S. higher educational system’s institutional features to be examined 

 

Since this study is of an exploratory nature basically, rather than hypotheses to 

investigate, in following I provide a set of features to be examined: 

 

a) relations between higher education systems, focused on community colleges, and the 

development models they presuppose or imply; 

b) relations between community colleges and non-educational determinants 

(demographics, occupational structure, technological and economic transformations, 

political institutions, cultural patterns, and so on); 

c) place of community colleges in the U.S. overall educational system, including funding, 

scope, and forms of access; 

d) relations between community colleges, universities, and scientific and technological 

innovation system agents; 

e) multiple forms and missions community colleges came to have throughout the 20th 

century; 

f) community colleges’ locally-rooted implementation design, determinants and results;  

g) the peculiar content (between secondary and higher education) of community college 

curricula, teaching material, and pedagogical methods; 
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h) key legal, regulatory, and governance features;  

i) professors’ academic and professional background; their relations with the various 

existing higher education institutions; 

j) student, community, and cultural life; 

k) different activities and audiences – academic, vocational, continuous education, and 

cultural syllabi;  

l) the role of public and private funding; their interactions; 

m) the role of the State; legislation and strategic plans for a public higher education 

system or for public investment in the higher education system, and; 

n) enrolment and completion rates; forms of access.  

 

3. Specialized bibliography and other sources 

There is a wealth of available raw data sources (some not as raw), among which 

stand out some United States government official websites, such as those of the Department 

of Education and the Department of Agriculture (the latter mostly for land-grant institutions).  

Others, semi-official, like the Carnegie Foundation site, are also relevant. A handful of 

education-related associations keep relevant data, summary tables, and papers, some of 

which are listed after the bibliographical references below. 

Expert literature is constantly changing and being updated. More and more articles 

are published in academic reviews every month. The literature consolidated in books is also 

very voluminous, ranging from comprehensive studies and long-term historical accounts to a 

monograph on a particular institution. Next, I review what I believe to be the core of this 

literature.  

As said earlier, part of this literature is made up of long-term historical accounts, 

covering the evolution of the system over time and comprising documents, testimonies, and 

other primary sources. Recommended studies include (as most useful and deserving of a 

second, more attentive reading) Cohen, 1998; Brubacher & Rudy, 1958; Lucas, 2006; 

Rogers, 1958; Rudolph, 1960; and Westmeyer, 1985. I had the opportunity to supervise a 

master’s dissertation, later published as a book (Ghisolfi, 2004), that provides an extremely 

useful descriptive chart for Brazilian readers. With a clear phase-based structure, Cohen’s 

study provides comprehensive statistical tables for comparing different phases. 

There are also a handful of important books on the system’s ‘noble’ segment, the 

universities, including Geiger (1993, 2004, and 2008); Veysey, 1965; and Cole, 2009. Clyde 

Barrow has a unique and specific analytical focus (Barrow, 1990). Some studies focus on 
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key features, like the remarkable book by Keith Olson on the GI Bill (Olson, 1974); or that by 

Daniel Bell on the shift of the core curriculum at Columbia University (Bell, 1966). 

Moreover, there is a plethora of critiques, disparate and unequal in their interest and 

impartiality. Some of them follow the tradition of the American muckrakers – somewhat 

violent in their argumentative style. Others, arguably more sober, focus on issues that have 

split agents and analysts – research in opposition to teaching; general versus vocational 

education; unequal access and performance; labor and pedagogical biases, and so on. 

Among them and also included in the references are Washburn, 2005; Hacker & Dreifus 

(2010); Golden (2007); Labaree, 1997; Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; 

Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004; Barber, 1992; Sykes, 1990 and 1998; Chubb & Moe, 1990; 

Smith, 1990; Lucas, 1996; and Simpson, 1998. 

With regard to land-grant colleges, there is an old yet important study by Eddy Jr. 

(1956), whose preface is almost a celebration of the centennial of the Morrill Act, the source 

of all these institutions. Two other studies reviewing the importance of these institutions for 

the development of the United States were organized by the National Research Council and 

published by the National Academies Press (1995 and 1996). 

An also very important and thought-provoking specialized study on state colleges and 

regional universities is Dunham, 1969. 

As regards community colleges specifically there are three more general, yet 

indispensable, references: Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Levinson, 2005; and Tollefson, Garret & 

Ingram, 1999. The last book referred to is a collection of short studies covering the fifty states 

and their community colleges, comparing figures, governance structures, and legal 

frameworks. Critiques and reviews of the educational system also abound. The following 

have deserved my attention: Dougherty, 2001; Beach, 2011; Brint & Karabel, 1985; Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2006; Grubb, Worthen & Bird, 1999; Townsend & Dougherty (eds.), 2006. The 

aforementioned study by Jencks & Riesman has a specific chapter on “anti-university 

colleges” (Chapter XI). The study by Brubacher & Rudy also has a useful section on the 

appearance of junior colleges in chapter 12: “Articulation of secondary and higher education”. 

A study also worth making reference to in the general literature section is that by Audrey 

Douglas on the pioneering and seminal California system (Douglas, 2007). In California, 

community colleges play a key role and somehow set the standard for other states. 

Documents and debates on the various phases and reviews of the California Master Plan for 

Higher Education are available at: 

http://www.ucop.edu/acadinit/mastplan/ 

http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/~ucalhist/archives_exhibits/masterplan/ 

Consideration must also be given to some more recent studies focused on the future 

of universities and higher education institutions as they are challenged by constraints ranging 

from funding needs, demands by ‘specialized knowledge users’, particularly relations with 

http://www.ucop.edu/acadinit/mastplan/
http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/~ucalhist/archives_exhibits/masterplan/


8 
 
companies and with the new labor markets. Also worthy of review is the literature on for-profit 

educational initiatives, a phenomenon that, albeit rather contained in U.S. higher education, 

has grown sharply over the past years and has sparked heated debate within traditional 

organizations. Within this broad spectrum I can recommend studying Breneman, Pusser & 

Turner, 2006; Brint, 2002; Carnevale, 2001; Graham & Stacey, 2002; Kats, 1999; Ruch & 

Keller, 2003; and Sperling, 2000. 


