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If higher education is the engine of the American Dream, then community college is the engine
of higher education. California community colleges enroll 2.1 million students each year. That's
about 1.6 million more than at California State University. People with nothing but a wish to
improve themselves can step into a community college and begin. Unlike universities,
community colleges are not selective. If there's room, you're in.

City College of San Francisco is the granddaddy of them all in California, with 79,000 full- and
part-time students studying throughout the year. So it is with disbelief that students and faculty
watch as City College struggles to stay in business. The Accrediting Commission for Community
and Junior Colleges announced in July that it would revoke the college's accreditation this
summer because of persistent problems with governance and fiscal management, a move that
would shut the college down. Lawsuits ensued, and in January a judge blocked revocation until a
trial can take place.

In making his decision, San Francisco Superior Court Judge Curtis Karnow concluded that
greater harm would come by letting City College close next summer than by allowing a trial to
show whether the commission evaluated the college in a fair and legal manner. "There is no
question ... of the harm that will be suffered if the commission follows through and terminates
accreditation as of July 2014," Karnow wrote. "Those consequences would be catastrophic."

To understand what Karnow meant, The Chronicle interviewed five students whose experiences
illustrate what the 78-year-old college means to them and the community it serves. Here are their
stories:

Norman Nesby Jr., 38

 The Hawaiian sun glowed. The blue sea lapped the sand. And Norman Nesby Jr. was miserable. 
"I remember sitting on the beach - it was the first day of a two-week vacation - and that weight
bearing down, thinking, 'Oh, I have to go back to work.' The dread of going back there," said
Nesby, a UPS supervisor. "Then something clicked. I had to do something about it."

Like others hoping to learn a new career, Nesby enrolled in City College of San Francisco. It was
2012, and he was done with UPS after a dozen years. "I'm studying to be a butcher now," he said.

That day on the beach, as his wife, Malia, and teenage sons, Brandynn and Cameron, played in
the waves, Nesby thought of City College's culinary program. One friend who'd graduated was
now a restaurant manager. Another was a sous chef. The program charges $2,760 - 60 units at
$46 each - and covers everything from chopping onions to running restaurants. Private culinary
schools in San Francisco say they charge upward of $22,000 for just six months of instruction.



"Those students don't get better jobs than we do," said Nesby, who interns at the Local Butcher
Shop in Berkeley, where he earns academic credit. "City College is special to me because it's not
in everybody's interest to go to a four-year university that costs $250,000 and get a job where
you're making $30,000," he said. "I know some people with a degree who are working at
McDonald's right now."

Yet Nesby is also going for an associate degree and is taking algebra, African American history
and humanities this semester. And he's no longer miserable.

"It's really reinvigorated me as a person, in terms of power and self-esteem," he said. "People
have different definitions of success. It took me a long time to figure out mine. It's not money. It's
getting up every day and doing what makes you happy."

Wendy Liu, 21

 On the outside, all the pieces appeared to add up: Wendy Liu, the brainy daughter of a
pediatrician and a tech specialist, graduated from San Francisco's selective Lowell High and went
on to attend Smith College, a private East Coast women's school and one of the famed Seven
Sisters. From there, of course, success was ensured. But Liu, who studies business, knows a bad
deal when she sees one. "I sort of felt I couldn't really justify the financial cost," she said of
Smith, which hovered around $50,000 a year in 2010 when Liu enrolled and quit in just three
months.

She spent the rest of the school year helping her mother set up a medical practice in Daly City,
designing the offices, learning medical billing, hiring employees. She also took an Argentine
tango class over the summer at City College of San Francisco. "A surprising number of Lowell
students go to City College," Liu said. Surprising because Lowell graduates are, by definition,
academically advanced, while City College requires no academic threshold for admission.

"It's kind of an unfortunate perception," said Liu, who enrolled full time in 2011 and studies not
only floristry and sculpture, but calculus, business, computer science and international relations.
"I really enjoy taking classes there. They're very small classes - you pay thousands for that at a
private school."

Attentive to the cost-benefit ratio of her decisions, Liu checked the resumes of her prospective
instructors. "A lot of the teachers have Ph.D.s from great schools," she said. "My economics
teacher went to Columbia. A lot of the instructors went to Berkeley." Now Liu is applying to
universities, public and private, and says she feels prepared to go anywhere.

"I wouldn't trade my experience at City College for any Ivy League school," she said. "Or any
Seven Sister."

Latonia Williams, 41

 Latonia Williams isn't the sort of person you'd expect to earn a pair of associate degrees or to be



checking her mailbox daily for the fat letters universities send when they invite you to enroll. She
was 3 when her father killed her mother. She was 16 when she lost her grandmother to cancer
and began doing drugs. And when her aunt told her to stop smoking crack or not come home, she
chose the crack.

At 25, soggy with heroin and alcohol, she delivered a son. The state removed her newborn before
she had a chance to take him home. Not that she had a home. Often, the only roof over her head
was jail - San Francisco, San Jose or Vallejo - where she did time for possessing drugs, stealing,
turning tricks or missing court.

By 32, Williams was the shadowy figure you'd see passed out in the back seat of an old car. Or
staggering into an abandoned building to shoot up. One day, she looked up to see one of her
sisters standing before her. "I saw the glow. I saw the look," Williams said. Her sister had gotten
clean. This became her inspiration, though it would take two more years to quit drugs.

On July 2, 2008, Williams and her boyfriend left their flop on San Francisco's Potrero Hill, "and
we never looked back." The couple entered separate recovery programs, and Williams eventually
found supportive housing, the last step she needed to win back her son, Lawrence, then 12. Once
again, Williams had to make a decision in which her housing was at stake. This time it was
between work and school.

She chose school. "I was scared," she said. "It had been a long time since I'd been in school." 

Williams was 38 when she enrolled in City College in 2011. There she joined the aptly named
Second Chance program, which helps ex-offenders succeed academically. Counselors mapped
out the classes she'd need for a major in social and behavior sciences, and explained that by
taking two more classes she could earn a second degree, in arts and humanities.

The program also offered emotional support.

"I can remember going in there and crying," Williams said. "I was unsure if I was in the right
place in terms of going back to school. And they would say, yes, you are in the right place."

Now, with graduation day approaching on May 23, Williams checks her mailbox, hoping for
good news from California State University - especially her first choice campus, San Francisco
State, where she's vying for a spot in the crowded School of Social Work. "I'm definitely not
stopping at a bachelor's," she said. "I'm going for my master's, for sure. And who knows? Maybe
a Ph.D."

Sam Shan, 23

Sam Shan was 14 when he fled Burma's military dictatorship, leaving his family behind. Yet
today, he's in a place that feels more like home to him than the village he was forced to give up:
the fashion program at City College of San Francisco. "This is the life I wanted," Shan said at the
kitchen table of the home he shares with William Miller, his fiance. "I am so happy."



It's a story of luck, survival skills - and good humor.

Born in 1990 to a farming family near the Thai border of the country also known as Myanmar,
Shan was a bright child who loved to draw and play with his grandmother's sewing machine. He
willingly let classmates copy his homework, which proved useful later when bullies teased him
for his effeminate ways. "A lot of my friends, they're protecting me," Shan laughed. "It's not that
they owe me - they're just afraid I won't let them copy anymore!"

One day, the military made a surprise visit to select young men for back-breaking work they said
would last a few months at most. But villagers knew that some never returned from such service. 
The soldiers gathered everyone and pointed to several strong, young men. And they pointed to
Shan, barely into his teens. "I was totally afraid and freaked out," Shan said. "I'm not ready to do
this kind of work."

That night, he and others fled to Thailand, and then to Malaysia. A United Nations refugee
agency eventually sent Shan to the United States. Specifically, Utah.

There he enrolled in community college and discovered the business of fashion. "I thought, 'This
is it! This is what I want to become.' " When Shan walked into his first fashion class and realized
he was the only male, he found himself shaking. "I feel so 100 percent uncomfortable," he said.
"Are they going to tease me again? It freaked me out. But I told myself, 'Calm down. Relax,
relax.' So I just told them I want to make these clothes, beautiful clothes, and that my
grandmother made clothes."

Instead of teasing Shan, the class treated him kindly. Eventually, two other men also showed up. 
Still, he sensed he was in the wrong place. "I was totally lonely in Salt Lake City," Shan said. "I
was really quite depressed."

He met Miller through an online dating service and moved to San Francisco in 2011. He enrolled
in the City College fashion program, and his jagged life smoothed out. Plenty of men were
enrolled in the program, he said. And no one stared when he and Miller kissed. Shan now Skypes
with his family in Burma but plans to visit only after becoming a U.S. citizen, perhaps through
City College.

He eventually wants to earn a bachelor's degree and create clothing and fabrics. "I want it to be
unique and from my heart," Shan said. "I feel so emotional - especially when I put my clothing on
a woman and it fits perfectly. I feel it in my soul. This is really amazing."

Timur Nenaydokh, 24

Deceptive recruiting of veterans by for-profit colleges with an eye on federal education benefits
had gotten so bad by 2012 that President Obama thought it necessary to sign an executive order
limiting the practice.

Yet veterans such as Timur Nenaydokh of Daly City say they would never hand over large



chunks of change to a profit-driven school while City College of San Francisco offers classes just
up the freeway. "I felt like it's a financially better decision," Nenaydokh, 24, said over smoothies
on Ocean Avenue. At City College, Nenaydokh has access to the largest veterans program on any
campus in the country, with more than 1,300 former military personnel enrolled - although it's
possible that many are more attracted by the government's generous $2,700-a-month housing
allowance in San Francisco than by the beauty of its fog-drenched campus.

Veterans get their pick of classes, while other students usually have to wait in line. And there is
no shortage of counselors, social workers, psychologists, career advisers and lounge space at the
school's Veterans Resource Center, should Nenaydokh need them. "I'm taking advantage of
whatever I can get with CCSF," he said.

Born in Uzbekistan, Nenaydokh was 4 when he and his mother followed his father to New York
and then to San Francisco when he was 8. The marriage didn't last, and Nenaydokh's mother
remarried when he was 14. His stepdad works in security. At one point, he introduced
Nenaydokh to a Vietnam veteran who had lost his legs and two fingers after stepping on a booby
trap. "He never regretted being a Marine," Nenaydokh said. "He loved it. It was a big sense of
pride, to go through that and just be really proud of what you did."

Nenaydokh should know. He enlisted in 2008. He kept his limbs and learned strategies that
would help him in life and at City College, where he enrolled in 2011. "I loved being a Marine,"
said Nenaydokh, who still has the clean-cut, muscular look of a military man. "I loved the sense
it gave me. A real purpose and a mission." 

Now, his purpose is to earn an associate degree in business administration or economics at City
College. Yet that's just the backup plan. He also has a mission. "I want to become a police
officer," he said.
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