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For some, community college fees soar  
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Through decades of economic swings, California's community colleges have provided a low-cost haven 
for residents trying to break into the job market, improve their skills or expand their intellectual horizons.  
A policy introduced this month, however, threatens access for thousands of students who already hold a 
bachelor's degree by raising their fees eightfold. 
The statewide increase, a result of California's three-year budget crunch, is considered responsible for a 
50 percent or greater decline in the number of degree-holders attending the new semester of community-
college classes. 
One victim is Jeanne Kotrady, who last summer started enrolling in prerequisites to nursing -- a 
profession begging for trained workers -- after spending two years at her Scripps Ranch home tending to 
her first child. Kotrady's first two classes at Grossmont Community College, chemistry and the first part of 
an anatomy and physiology course, cost her only $24 each -- $6 per class unit. 
The anatomy/physiology course that begins Monday with the spring semester, however, costs Kotrady 
more than eight times as much. While most others will pay a more modest increase of $4 per unit, the 
new policy requires community-college students who have earned bachelor's degrees to pay $50 per 
unit. 
"It's not fair to me and people in my situation," Kotrady said. "I don't mind paying extra money if everyone 
else is paying the same amount, but I just find it discriminatory." 
Amid increasing strains on admissions, the so-called "differential fee" for degree-holders was intended to 
preserve access to community colleges for people who have not yet enjoyed an affordable taste of 
higher education. 
As complaints roll in, however, educators see much wider effects on the unemployed and 
underemployed, public-safety workers and others with degrees that no longer serve their needs. 
High as the differential fee is now, the amount would double in September under a proposal from Gov. 
Wilson. For degree-holders, the proposal would make resident fees for a full load of community-college 
classes the highest in the nation, and nearly as expensive as those for the University of California. 
"This was a terrible piece of legislation," said Augustine P. Gallego, chancellor of the San Diego 
Community College District. "In essence, we're . . . penalizing and punishing people that have B.A.s and 
(are) trying to improve . . . We are going to completely change the mission and the role of the community 
colleges." 
State community-college Chancellor David Mertes said the increase could prove too much for students 
with low-paying jobs or obligations such as child care that chew up the household budget. 
"To hit them with these major kinds of increases is . . . such poor public policy," Mertes said. "These are 
the people that need to be retrained and upgraded to really be productive members of this state's 
economy when we come out of this recession." 
In the San Diego district, which includes City, Mesa and Miramar colleges, degree-holders are expected 
to account for only 7 percent of this spring's enrollment compared with 12 percent last year. Preliminary 
figures suggest the total will be less than half of last year's 6,300, according to Lynn Neault, associate 
director of student services. 
Enrollment in North County's MiraCosta Community College District includes about 450 degree-holders 
this semester compared with 950 in the fall. Gilbert Hermosillo, dean of admissions, said the usual pattern 
is an increase in the spring. 
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While some of the enrollment decline occurred in classes such as art and music sometimes enrolled in 
just for fun, officials say much of the dip comes in clearly job-related fields. 
Gallego and Mertes both said they accepted the need for their schools to generate more of their own 
revenue but felt that fee tables should treat all resident students equally and should not have introduced 
such a steep, sudden change. 
"If we are to increase fees, it should be . . . orderly and predictable," Mertes said. "The increases should 
be moderate, so a person has a chance to adjust." 
Kotrady, who earned her bachelor's degree in political science and Spanish in 1986 at the University of 
South Carolina, heartily agrees. She intended to take two classes this semester, but her family's income 
will permit only one under the new rates. 
"This sounds pretty corny, probably, but this is the land of opportunity and the land where we're all 
supposed to have equal opportunity, and to me it seems like a mark against someone who has 
education," Kotrady said. 
The statewide differential fee was adopted in September by Wilson and the state Legislature as they 
completed work on a long-stalled 1992-93 state budget. Making most courses $150 or $200, the fee was 
a compromise of Wilson's original proposal to recover the full cost of instruction from anyone who had 
completed 90 credit-hours of postsecondary education. 
Fees for regular students were increased to $10 per unit, with no maximum, from last year's charge of $6 
with a $60-per-semester ceiling. 
The same budget bill introduced a "duplicate degree tuition" increase for California State University and 
University of California students who have earned degrees equivalent to those awarded by the program in 
which they are enrolled. Those two systems, however, decided to delay implementation until next fall to 
iron out the kinks, including an unintended blow to prospective elementary or secondary school teachers 
seeking credentials. 
In the community-college system, some of the bumps may surprise legislators who may have envisioned 
bored senior citizens and creative writing courses when they boosted fees. 
Neault said she heard numerous complaints from residents with degrees earned from foreign universities 
-- diplomas that "are really useless in this country." 
"We even had someone with one from Russia the other day," Neault remarked. 
Jeanne Atherton, chancellor of the Grossmont-Cuyamaca district, said the $50 fee could prove 
devastating to underemployed workers who need special training to move into a higher-paying job and to 
others who have been out of school for 15 or 20 years. 
The legislation enacting the differential fee contained three exemptions for "dislocated workers," 
"displaced homemakers" and students on public assistance. 
But the exemptions are narrowly drawn. A state agency must certify the status of a "dislocated worker," 
generally applying to industries that have experienced major cutbacks. The homemaker exemption is 
available only to those who have been out of the work force for several years and were once, but not 
now, receiving public assistance or another family member's income. 
The fee increase also hits police officers and firefighters who go to community colleges for training. The 
20-unit police academy at Miramar College will now cost $1,000 for degree-holders, who account for 
about 15 of every 100 students; the refresher course will cost up to $1,200. Those fees usually are paid 
by the agency employing the student -- which simply shifts the cost back to taxpayers -- but a bill is in the 
works for another exemption. 
Cosette Lare, dean of research and planning for the MiraCosta district, said this semester's applications 
from degree-holders suggest roughly 57 percent were enrolling for job- and career-related reasons. The 
figure was 42 percent last fall, suggesting the fee increase has successfully turned away some students 
taking classes just for personal or intellectual development. 
Can degree-holding students escape the higher fee by fudging their applications? Not if they want to 
transfer credits earned at another institution. Moreover, the forms are signed under penalty of perjury and 
a criminal fine could far exceed the fee increase. 
Individual districts are expected to conduct spot audits of their applications, which could catch some 
attempts to skirt the differential fee. 
Wilson's 1993-94 budget proposal to essentially eliminate public subsidies for degree-holding students, 
raising their community-college fees to $104 a unit, alarmed educators still lobbying for a reduction of the 
$50 fee. 



"It would go above $3,000 for a full-time load," said Joseph Conte, superintendent of the Southwestern 
Community College District. "We ought to ask ourselves what we want the community college to do, how 
can the community colleges help bolster the state's economy. 
"One way definitely is in terms of vocational and career technical training," Conte continued. "That's what 
we're best set up to do. But I don't think, under some of the handicaps that we're given with regards to 
funding, that we're going to be able to pull it off in a reasonable way."  
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Jeanne Kotrady: " ... I just find it discriminatory." (B-3) 

Union-Tribune / JOHN NELSON 

 
Copyright 1993, 2007 Union-Tribune Publishing Co. 

 


