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Community colleges have long been stigmatized within the United States (US). The notion that
community college is somehow not real college is inaccurate and elitist. To be sure, community
colleges serve many of the most marginalized persons seeking postsecondary education in the
US: formerly incarcerated students, students with disabilities, Black, Latinx/a/o, and Indigenous
students, students living in generational poverty, and student single parents. And these
institutions are places of possibility, which is why they have been referred to as democracy’s
colleges and the people’s college. Meaningful and tangible social justice work–work that literally
changes students’ lives–unfolds within these institutions every day. Yet the negative stigma
persists.
Taking the lead from Dr. Steve Robinson, now President of Lansing Community College, who
created the #EndCCStigma social media campaign, I have incorporated an #EndCCStigma
Project into EDCC 640, The Community College, a course I regularly teach at Ball State
University. This course is populated by both master’s and doctoral-level students. It is a required
course within the Ed.D in Higher Education and the Graduate Certificate in Community College
Leadership. It is an elective within the Master of Arts in Student Affairs Administration in Higher
Education. The course is offered in an asynchronous online format through Canvas. Optional,
synchronous, and virtual opportunities are presented to students via Zoom as well. Examples
include: recorded one-hour class sessions, which students may attend or view at a later time
and serve as a proxy for recorded lectures; office hours; and individual meetings. Students work
on their #EndCCStigma Projects during the end of the semester. Throughout the first half of the
course, students complete readings, weekly homework assignments (see screenshot one, from
Canvas), and what I term the State Profile Project (see screenshot two, from syllabus). We use
the sixth edition of Cohen et al.’s (2014) The American Community College as the foundational
text, which is augmented with contemporary journal articles, book chapters, and multimedia
pieces. These readings, learning tasks, and products scaffold toward the #EndCCStigma
Project. As students learn about community colleges, they begin to understand the important
role these institutions play within US higher education–and US society more broadly.
Concomitantly, the learning (and unlearning) compels them to act. The #EndCCStigma Project
provides a dedicated space for that action.
Students in this course–many of whom readily admit to initially harboring these negative stigmas
about the sector and then grappling with them–actively do the work of destigmatizing community
colleges through this work. The purpose of the project is for students to consider how they might
contribute to ending—or at least ameliorating—community college stigma. The project is
completely self-styled and self-directed, and intensive feedback is provided throughout the
process. There are three parts: proposal, project update, final project. Some recent student
examples include, but are not limited to, blog posts, children's books, magazine spreads with
photographs and an accompanying article, podcasts, toolkits for high school counselors, and
infographics. Students are encouraged to build projects that can live beyond the course as well
as engage in meaningful work they can add to their resumes or CVs and/or discuss during
employment opportunities.

While I provide students with examples within the syllabus and support throughout the process,
the start is necessarily messy. This is a good thing; it is emblematic of how most open-ended
projects commence. Students’ proposals are often unrefined and unspecific, but they give us a
starting point. There are no page parameters for any of the project components. Students are
encouraged to do thorough work, however. In addition, while I do not use ungrading per se (see
Blum, 2020), my approach is similar. I use formative assessment strategies meant to help
students focus on learning rather than on grades (e.g., students receive full points if they
complete any given assignment along with substantive feedback that helps them improve during
the next phase of the work). Screenshot 3 includes example feedback provided to a student
based on their proposal, which was aimed at highlighting the educational experiences of current
medical doctors who had attended a community college. While encouraging students’ ideas, I
provide both sharp and subtle feedback to help them refine as they go. There are also
opportunities for students to extend work in this course into others and even use the project as a
foundation for theses and dissertations. Similar feedback is provided to students on their project
updates.
Final projects are due at the end of the semester. In addition to delivering their final projects,
students must also include a self-score and a one-paragraph rationale for that score. Selfevaluation at this stage gives students space to reflect on their work and offer a candid
summative assessment. The insights shared here are invaluable. Students usually comment on
both the substance of the project (e.g., “More detail could have been added here.”) and their
efforts (e.g., “Given what I was dealing with at the time, this was the best work I could do.”).
Students’ self-scores become their final scores, and I, again, give feedback on their final
projects.
Student course evaluations are very positive (see screenshot 4), and their work within this
project provides evidence that the following learning outcome is met: students will think critically
about the stigma associated with community colleges as well as destigmatization strategies
(from syllabus). For example, see this blog post written by Abby M. Biernacki, a former student,
published by the Office of Community College Research and Leadership at the University of
Illinois. Another example comes from Sonina Hernández Mikkelsen, who created a series of
podcasts. One student built out a prototype for a tabletop role-playing game focused on
community college-going to further deepen his interest in game-based learning and the theories
supporting it. Overall, this project has been effective in contributing to students meeting the
learning outcomes of the course. Students have agency and are encouraged to think big and
beyond the confines of the course. Furthermore, the project is also a site of resistance,
creativity, self-expression, and deep (un)learning.
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