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Power in Place 
By Jess Clarke 

In this issue of RP&E, we explore how the places we call home are being transformed by de-
velopment and globalization. Community organizing and the environmental justice move-
ment have always been about place, starting in our own neighborhood and taking on the big 
issues where they impact our daily lives. Whether it’s housing affordability, access to quality 
education, cultural continuity or a healthy toxin-free environment, we are repeatedly called 
to take on a neoliberal economic model that unequally distributes costs and benefits via 
class, race and gender. Underlying today’s debates about gentrification and displacement are 
long histories of segregation; unequal incentives and subsidies by government agencies; and 
corporate profiteering based on cycles of investment and disinvestment in the cities, suburbs 
and countryside of the United States.

Place is more than just a location defined by geographical coordinates of longitude and 
latitude; it’s a social and material reality that interweaves relationship, culture, and ethnicity. 
In San Francisco the acute crisis of housing affordability has spawned yet another wave of 
displacement. The African American population of the city continues to move outward—
part of the 21st century’s “great migration.”

In a special section, Correspondent Jarrel Phillips shares excerpts from I Am San Francis-
co; Black Past & Presence (I Am SF; pp. 48-64). This in-depth look at how African American 
residents understand the racial geography and history of San Francisco is an ongoing oral 
history and art project that so far includes more than 40 interviews with Black artists, activ-
ists and community leaders who live or work in San Francisco....

The I Am SF art exhibition is being presented at City College of San Francisco (CCSF), 
one of the Bay Area’s great working class institutions, which has taught generations of resi-
dents and new immigrants since its founding in 1935. Contributing Editor Marcy Rein 
has put together a multi-part series delving into how the complex intersection of real estate 
interests and “school reform” has come close to destroying the college—and how the com-
munity is organizing to defeat the effort (p. 8-25)....

Despite the drama and importance of their subject, the forces fighting for City College 
had been repeatedly frustrated in their efforts to get the deeper story out. The San Francisco 
Chronicle helped lead the attack on CCSF at every turn, as detailed in one of the stories in 
the special section. Few alternative media outlets were willing to take the project on—so 
some activists from Save City College approached RP&E. 

Reimagine! Movements Making Media, the publisher of RP&E, collaborates with grass-
roots activists and organizers, bringing our tools together with their expertise to produce 
stories that rarely get told. This special section does exactly that.

This reprint includes the full table of contents for the Power in Place issue and we urge 
you to become a subcriber so you can support these crucial reports from the grassroots. Help 
us to reimagine how we can make a media that supports and challenges our movements. You 
can join in our open meetings and community events by sending an email to rsvp@reimag-
inerpe.org. We can’t do this without you. Please have your organization subscribe or sponsor. 
Use the form at the end of this reprint or at www.reimaginerpe.org/subscribe. n

Onward!
Jess Clarke is project director/editor of Reimagine! 

Introduction (Excerpted from Vol. 21-1)
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Introduction: Right to Education

San Franciscans Fight for the Right to Their City (College)

By Marcy Rein in collaboration with the Research Committee of Save City College

For decades City College of San Francisco (CCSF) has offered its students new dreams 
and second chances, a step up the education ladder or into life in the US. In 2012 the Ac-
crediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC) stunned the city by 
sanctioning the beloved institution and later scheduling its closure for 2014. Students and 
other community members joined forces with faculty and their union (American Federation 
of Teachers Local 2121) to beat back the attack.  The college is open and accredited, though 
still in pitched battle.

The simplest script plays this as a senseless assault on a good school by a rogue agency—
and the ACCJC certainly is that; it dishes out far more sanctions than the other six regional 
accreditors combined. But the corporate logic of the attack becomes clear if we widen the 
lens, as Race, Poverty & the Environment (RP&E) does in this special section devoted to the 
fight to save City College. 

Bay Area residents are watching development and globalization rapidly transform the 
places they call home—with communities of color experiencing the deepest dislocation in 
this process. Inequality is deepening, with the labor market split between a thin layer of 
highly skilled managerial and knowledge workers, and a huge pool of less skilled sales and 
service labor, with many others completely marginalized from the workforce.   Capitalist 
economics dictate reducing the supply of highly educated people to the number needed 
to run the system profitably. With little media attention, the statewide community college 
system has shrunk from 2.9 million students in 2008 to 2.3 million today. 

Education “reform” serves this labor market shift. For community colleges, it means 
downsizing, abandoning the open access City College embraced. The “reform” agenda casts 
aside immigrants learning English, and the social justice programs won in the sixties, in 
order to focus on students bound for four-year schools and programs designed to “meet the 
needs of industry.” 

Since the ACCJC sanctions in 2012, enrollment at City College has plummeted by near-
ly 25,000 students, from 90,352 to 65,867.  Thirty-eight percent of Black students, 21% 
of Asian students, 31% of Filipino students and 17% of Latino/as have gone missing.  En-
rollment numbers today predict future state revenues, so the shrinkage created a looming 
budget problem.  The state of California used the crisis to justify a state takeover, shove the 
elected Board of Trustees aside, and bring in an entirely new administration. The takeover 
administration ran with an austerity agenda and set out to “right-size” the school to a much 
smaller institution. It imposed deep cuts in course offerings, with heavy damage to Diversity 
Studies departments such as ethnic studies, and skills-based offerings like music, art, dance, 
and world languages.  The new administration started proceedings to move prime college 
land to real estate developers, earmarked for still more of the high-end housing development 
that fuels the epidemic of displacement. 

Students are being pushed out of the school as their families are evicted from San Francisco. 
The neighborhoods, the institutions, and the very character of the city are threatened, with 
City College in the middle of the mix—so the fight to save CCSF is completely intertwined 
with the struggles for affordable housing and accessible transit, against police violence—all 
the fights by people to shape the place they live in, the fight for the right to the city. n
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Who Wants to Kill City College?

“School Reform” and Land Grabs 
Threaten SF’s Community College
By Marcy Rein

The door to Edgar Torres’s office stands open on the first day of the 2016 spring semester, as it 
has on the first day of every semester for 14 years. “I do that for the students who get lost and 
need directions,” says Torres, head of the Latin American and Latino/a Studies Department at 
City College of San Francisco (CCSF). “I love the hustle and bustle of the first day. But today 
I’m sad, because it’s so quiet.” 

Founded in 1935, City College has long been the school for second-chance and first-
generation students. Torres himself was the first in his family to go to college, and started 
at CCSF. “This school is dear to me because I’m the son of immigrants,” he says. “I never 
saw a Latino teacher till I came here.” 

In July 2012, the Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges  
(ACCJC) slapped City College with a “show cause” sanction, one step short of yanking its 
accreditation, which would have effectively shut down the school by making it ineligible 
for federal funding. The commission, a private body authorized by the federal government 
to evaluate community colleges, sanctioned City College despite the fact that academically 
it ranks close to the top of California’s 113 community colleges. A year later, the commis-
sion announced that CCSF would lose its accreditation, and the California Community 
College Board of Governors—a board appointed by the California governor—put the 

City College students support their teachers and connect the dots at the rally supporting the 
April 2016 faculty strike. ©2016 Marcy Rein
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school under emergency management.
But this story isn’t just about a hos-

tile and aggressive accreditation agency. 
At its heart, it’s about how education 
“reform” and gentrification intersect 
and relate, and how the fight against 
reducing public education to corporate 
workforce training fits in the broader 
resistance to racialized displacement in 
San Francisco. 

A Pillar of SF’s Working Class 
With more than 100,000 students 

in 2008, City College was the larg-
est community college in California. 
More than three-fourths of its students 
are people of color, most of them low-
income or working class. The school 
has trained the city’s chefs, firefighters, 
nurses and medical technicians; taught English to some 20,000 immigrants each year; and 
been a home for lifelong learners needing new careers and exploring new passions. 

Determined organizing by the students, the faculty and their union, and the broader 
community saved City College from closure, but the crisis continues. The number of stu-
dents enrolled in classes has fallen to 67,000, down by a quarter from what it was before 
the ACCJC sanction;1 the majority of the displaced are students of color. The workforce 
is shrinking, and three parcels of college property are on the real estate market, or may be 
soon. (See “Development for Whom?” on p. 12.) More than 1,200 courses have been slashed, 
and the administration recently announced a new 26 percent cut in classes over the next 
six years. Because the school receives state funding based on enrollment, this will make the 
downsizing permanent if it is not reversed.

“City College is a lifeline. There’s no just reason for mangling or shrinking it,” says Tarik 
Farrar, the chair of the African American Studies department.

Weakening the college may have been the goal all along. In K-12 public education, 
emergency managers have been imposed on school districts to smooth the way for charter 
schools, notes City College student organizer Lalo Gonzalez. “With the Special Trustee at 
City College, we saw the same thing,” Gonzalez says. “The threat of closure was used to 
force the school to implement policy changes. The accreditation process was hijacked and 
used as a vehicle to downsize and strip out valuable real estate,” he says.

Preview from Chicago
In Chicago, the proving ground for K-12 education “reform” and hometown of Pres-

ident Obama’s former education secretary Arne Duncan, the city systematically closed 
more than 150 public schools in gentrifying neighborhoods, destabilizing Black and La-
tino communities and opening privately run charter schools. In most of the closed schools, 
students of color made up 99 percent of the student body.2 The charter schools filter out 
many English language learners and students with special needs; divert funding from tra-

Graphic ©2013 Jos Sances

Continued on p. 11
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City College teachers went on strike on April 27, 2016. Their one-day walkout—the fi rst in the school’s 
80-year history—denounced the administration’s bad-faith bargaining, and the persistent, poison-
ous infl uence of the ACCJC with its downsizing agenda. “We’re not going to stand for the corporate-
style school reforms this administration sees as the solution,” Latin American and Latino/a Studies 
Professor Marco Mojica told a student-led teach-in the week before the strike.

On strike day the teachers were earning 3.5 percent less than they did in 2007, although the cost 
of living in San Francisco has shot up 21 percent. Faculty took multiple pay cuts over the crisis years, 
some negotiated, some imposed. Layoffs, mostly due to class cancellations, have fallen especially 
hard on part-time instructors; 174 have lost their jobs, with nearly 350 threatened by the 26 percent 
cut in classes announced by the administration in late 2015. The paperwork and meetings required 
to comply with the ACCJC demands, on top of teachers’ regular workload, amounts to speedup, 
according to AFT Local 2121 Political Director Alisa Messer. “The faculty feel demoralized, not just 
disrespected but ground into the dirt,” she says.

Contract talks between AFT2121 and the Community College District began in February 2015; 
negotiations and mediation have proven fruitless. Under the administration’s proposal, most fac-
ulty would still be earning less than their 2007 wages by end of the contract in 2018, according to 
AFT2121 Vice President Alan D’Souza—although the college, by its own fi gures, has $57 million in 
reserves.1 The divisive proposal also undermines  30 years of union negotiations aimed at reducing 
the gap between full-time and part-time faculty.

Labor and community supporters joined City College faculty for a rally in front of the Financial 
District law offi ce of the college’s outside labor negotiator on March 11; 25 people were arrested for 
sitting in at the building entrance. Seven members of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors and 
representatives from two-dozen community groups signed a letter calling on City College to negoti-
ate with the teachers in good faith. The Executive Council of the Associated Students at City College 
passed a strike-support resolution by an 11 – 1 vote. Students and community members swelled the 
teachers’ picket lines on April 27, and packed into a noontime rally at Civic Center. 

Meanwhile, the administration appears to be under pressure to maintain its intransigent stance. 
The Accrediting Commission has a well-documented history of anti-union bias.2 In July 2015, the 

Commission placed City College under “ad-
vanced fi nancial monitoring.” A letter from 
the Commission to CCSF Chancellor Susan 
Lamb cited “Settlement in excess of COLA” as 
a key cause for concern. Accreditation stan-
dards include a requirement that schools 
“comply with Commission requests, direc-
tives, decisions and policies,”3 which gives 
this letter considerable weight, even though 
it isn’t part of the offi cial ACCJC sanctions. 
The unfair labor practice charge AFT2121 
fi led with the State Public Employment Re-
lations Board contends, “The unwillingness 
of the District to engage in good faith, give-
and-take negotiations… is clearly driven by 
ACCJC hidden or ‘underground’ criteria.” n

AFT 2121 members and allies stage sit-in, April 
2016. Front row, left to right: Joan Jones, Alan 
D’Souza, Ken Tray, Conny Ford. Back, standing: 
Tarik Farrar. ©2016 Chris Hanzo

FACULTY FIGHTS FOR FAIRNESS

Race, Poverty & the Environment, Vol. 21-110
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ditional public schools; and haven’t delivered the academic benefits that were supposed to 
come from competition. They also helped make the neighborhoods more appealing to the 
wealthier—and whiter—new arrivals. 

Chicago’s gentrification was part of its transformation into what Professor Pauline Lip-
man calls a “global city,” a central marketplace for finance, information innovation, and 
production systems.3 The global city is highly stratified. Global capital floods its real estate 
market, and highly paid workers drive up prices, resulting in displacement. This descrip-
tion could as easily apply to today’s San Francisco, center of the tech economy, and one of 
the most unequal cities in the country.4

Education ‘Reform’ Goes to Community College
The education model developed to serve the global market emphasizes measurable 

standards, testing and “competence-based skills.” In K-12 it has evolved as a package of 
high-stakes testing, privatization schemes, and attacks on teachers and their unions; it has 
shaped federal education policy and roiled K-12 schools for most of the last two decades. 

The Student Success Task Force, which was convened by the California Community 
College Chancellor’s Office in 2009, and chaired by a former president of ACCJC, adapt-
ed this project for California’s community colleges. Taken together, its recommendations 
aimed to tailor the colleges’ work to better meet industry needs by focusing on narrow 
workforce training, basic skills, and transfer to four-year schools; instituting new, more 
quantitative “student learning outcomes;” and emphasizing “productivity.” 

The Task Force recommendations were rolled into the Student Success Act, S.B. 1456, 
passed by the California legislature in 2012. Supporters of the bill—including the AC-
CJC, which lobbied hard for it—applauded the measure’s potential to bolster student col-
lege completion rates and the California economy. Critics, with CCSF in the lead, charged 
that it would effectively end the open access promised by California’s 1960 Master Plan 
for Higher Education.

City College’s Academic Senate, Board of Trustees, student government, and chancellor 
spoke out against the act; the school’s award-winning newspaper, The Guardsman, editori-
alized against it, and about 50 people caravanned to Sacramento for a State Senate hearing. 
In their testimony they argued that core parts of the bill would ice out the working stu-
dents and lifelong learners who make up the overwhelming majority of the City College 
student body, and slice the safety net for the most vulnerable. These provisions included 
giving enrollment priority to full-time students who could graduate quickly; eliminating 
fee waivers for students whose grades fall below a C for two semesters; and sending stu-
dents with more than 100 units to the back of the registration line.

Accreditation as a Weapon
City College was due for its regular accreditation review in 2012. The 17-member team 

ACCJC picked for the job included Commission President Barbara Beno’s husband and 
10 people who either participated in the Student Success Task Force or came from schools 
that endorsed it. In the heat of the debate over the act, the commission came down with 
its sanctions.

“We were put in the crosshairs because of our stance on the Student Success Task Force,” 
says Wendy Kaufmyn, an engineering professor and activist with Save City College, a co-
alition of students, faculty, staff and community.

Continued on p. 13



“City College is a mirror for what is happening in the city,” says Kevine Boggess, a San Francisco com-
munity organizer and former CCSF student body president. “People are experiencing fear of being 
pushed out, or vanishing into the ether,” he says. Evictions increased in 2015 for the sixth year in a 
row,1 as inequality in the city hit third-world levels.2 The infl ux of personal wealth and investment 
capital has fed the housing crisis,3 and transformed not only the face of the city, but the space as well. 

The changes show starkly in the neighborhood around City College’s Mission Campus. The cor-
ner stores, Hunt’s Donuts, El Mahahual Salvadoran/Colombian Restaurant, and the fabulous Latin@ 
drag bar “Esta Noche” up the street have all shut down, replaced by trendy watering holes and 
boutiques selling pricey home furnishings and clothes. As you head towards City College on the #49 
bus, the upscale retail gives way to neighborhood businesses—but around the corner from the main 
Ocean Avenue campus, the Avalon condos just went up, with a Whole Foods next door.

“That’s another small metaphor for the reality,” says CCSF African American Studies Professor Ali-
yah Dunn-Salahuddin. “There’s new housing built up right near the school that the teachers can’t 
afford to live in, and a Whole Foods where students can’t afford to buy their lunch.”

The changes in the physical space that come as people are displaced are part of breaking commu-
nities, Fernando Marti of the Council of Community Housing Organizations observes. Communities 
lose all kinds of resources—cultural spaces, non-profi ts, stores. “The downsizing of City College fi ts 
that pattern,” Marti says. 

City College Real Estate Speculation
When the crisis hit in 2012, City College had 12 campuses in neighborhoods around San Fran-

cisco, as well as an administration building at 33 Gough St. 
“While the [elected] trustees were still suspended, the “Special Trustee” put 33 Gough St. out to 

bid to develop as housing. The Board of Trustees had no say in the project description,” says John 

AFT 2121’s Alisa Messer and CCSF Trustee John Rizzo (left) at a Fall 2012 demonstration 
protesting sanctions against the school. ©2012 Peter Menchini/Maya Media.

DEVELOPMENT FOR WHOM?

Race, Poverty & the Environment, Vol. 21-112



Th e Commission’s sanctions set off  years of upheaval and chaos at the school. Th e six 
top administrators who churned through over the next four years made a series of deci-
sions that drastically downsized the school—all justifi ed, explicitly or implicitly, by the 
need to meet ACCJC mandates. From July 2013 – December 2015, these decisions were 
made by a Special Trustee With Extraordinary Powers (STWEP), an emergency manager 
who operated with neither transparency nor accountability. Neither students, nor faculty, 
nor the elected Board of Trustees had any say.

Some of the policies put in by the takeover administrators pushed students out in obvi-
ous ways, notably the requirement for advance payments of student fees, and the closure 
of Civic Center campus. 

Th e requirement for up-front payment took eff ect in January 2013. Students who 
couldn’t pay their full fee at registration, even before they received their fi nancial aid, were 
referred to the predatory student loan company Nelnet5 and “robo-dropped” from their 
classes by the school’s computer. Th is policy pushed out more than 9,000 students over 
four semesters. “At $4,676 per student in lost state reimbursements, the school lost around 
$40 million,” says Gonzalez. (After two years of student-led protests, the harsh payment 
policy was suspended in January 2016.) 

Rizzo, one of the longest-serving trustees. “All these things happened while there was no public 
oversight.” Profi ts from the project will go to the developer and the bank that arranges fi nancing, 
with a 6 percent commission for the real estate broker, CBRE,5 and a cut for City College.

In October 2013, Special Trustee (emergency manager) Robert Agrella unilaterally canceled 
plans to build the Performing Arts Education Center (PAEC), although San Francisco voters had twice 
approved the project, and it was “shovel ready,” says longtime Music Department Chair Madeline 
Mueller. City College has no large auditorium, and only seven broken-down practice rooms for mu-
sic students. The PAEC could both boost the school’s music and theater offerings, and serve as a 
performance venue and cultural anchor for the community, an alternative to the elite opera, ballet 
and symphony. 

The site for the PAEC is part of the 17-acre Balboa Reservoir parcel; City College owns about 40 
percent of the reservoir, and the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (PUC) owns the rest. The 
PUC is considering declaring the land surplus, and San Francisco Mayor Ed Lee’s Offi ce of Economic 
and Workforce Development has begun making development plans. The city has offered little hard 
information on the project, but in one scenario, only 15 percent of 500 planned housing units would 
be truly affordable for low-wage workers and new teachers.6 City College activists hope to secure 
more affordable housing and a smaller footprint that would hold space for a revival of the PAEC, 
and preserve the parking at the site that hundreds of commuting faculty, staff and students rely on.

Since power was restored to the elected Board of Trustees in January 2016, development of 33 
Gough St. and the closed Civic Center campus at 750 Eddy St. have been on the Board’s public 
agenda. But public input is tightly managed and purely advisory. The debate centers on whether 
public land should be used for private profi t and luxury housing, with the lure of getting a bigger cut 
for the cash-strapped school. Any development the trustees decide on will need to go through San 
Francisco’s planning process, and ultimately be approved by the Board of Supervisors. n
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Th e administration closed the Civic Center campus on a half day’s notice, just before 
the 2015 spring semester classes were due to start. Th ey claimed a “seismic emergency” 
existed at the 750 Eddy St. building, though the structure had been fl agged for retrofi t in 
the 1970s. Classes for new immigrant English-language learners were cancelled with only 
a note on the door, in English; some 2,000 students were displaced. A strong community 
mobilization forced the college to fi nd replacement space, but around 1,700 students lost 
their semester. (See “Labor and Community Alliance Saves a City College Campus,” p. 20.) 

Other policies undermined the supports that help students stay in school. Student re-
source centers have seen their budgets cut by 25 – 50 percent, says Edian Blair Schofi eld, 
who works at the Women’s Resource Center and at Tulay, which serves Filipino students. 
Th e college’s array of resource centers and special programs serve Latino/a students, Black 
students, veterans, LGBTQ students, undocumented, disabled, homeless and formerly 
incarcerated students, among others.6

New “productivity” standards demand larger classes and defy teachers’ experience of 
what works. “I lose at-risk students in a class of 40 who I could keep in a class of 25 to 
30,” says Edgar Torres. 

“The forces that stand to gain from the downsizing of City College are the San Francisco real estate 
developers, the student loan industry, the for-profi t schools that our students will go to and take on 
horrendous debt, because they’re so expensive, and our administrators who are paying themselves 
infl ated salaries,” says Wendy Kaufmyn, an engineering professor and Save City College activist.

For-profi t colleges compete with community colleges for the same pool of students. These opera-
tions cost 17 times as much as parallel programs at City College,1 prey on students of color,2 and 
drive students to predatory loans: 96 percent of students at the for-profi ts must take out loans, in 
contrast to 13 percent at community colleges. In the Bay Area, less than 4 percent of all two-year stu-
dents attend for-profi t schools. The rest go to the public community colleges. If the for-profi t schools 
are to grow, the public community colleges must shrink. 

The for-profi t sector has a strong presence in the US Department of Education, with key offi cials 
cycling through the revolving door to take lucrative positions with for-profi t colleges and their lob-
byists.3

Corporate philanthropy, another major instigator of education “reform,” played its part in the City 
College story. Lumina Foundation, a major funder of corporate education reform, was started with 
$770 million dollars from the nation’s largest student loan company, the Student Loan Marketing 
Corporation (“Sallie Mae”), and the current chair of its board is Sallie Mae’s former CEO. Lumina gave 
$200,000 to the Student Success Task Force, and $450,000 to ACCJC. The foundation then gave a 
lucrative state-level post to the director of the Student Success Task Force, Amy Supinger, who wrote 
the restrictive new regulations that create pressures on students to go to school full-time. This gener-
ally means they cannot work their way through college but must take out student loans. 

Major players in the California Democratic Party have ties to the for-profi t education world, and to 
the real estate industry that feeds off the epidemic of displacement. Party Chair John Burton was on 

Continued on p. 16
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the board of trustees for the University of Phoenix, and that for-profi t is now in the process of being 
transferred to new management under the second highest-ranking offi cial in Obama’s Department 
of Education from 2009-13.4 California Governor Jerry Brown is a major booster of charter schools. 
During his years as mayor of Oakland, he raised funds for two charters, and helped bring about the 
state takeover of the Oakland Unifi ed School District; some 20 charters mushroomed in Oakland 
during the six years of the takeover.5,6

Richard Blum, husband of US Senator Dianne Feinstein, has been a major shareholder in Career 
Education Corporation and ITT Educational Services, two of the largest for-profi t college operators. 
Both companies have been investigated and sued for their business practices—including, in ITT’s 
case, predatory lending.7 Blum also served for 12 years as chairman of the board for CBRE, the 
world’s largest real estate brokerage; he retired in 2014 but remains a major shareholder. (CBRE is 
the fi rm that CCSF Special Trustee Robert Agrella hired to steer the development of 33 Gough St.)

The top ranks of the Democratic Party in San Francisco are enmeshed with real estate as well; 
the various arms of the real estate lobby are major contributors to the Party.8 The San Francisco As-
sociation of Realtors hired Mary Jung, chair of the Democratic County Central Committee, as its chief 
lobbyist in June 2013. 

Mayor Lee, with his strong pro-development agenda, shepherded bills through the Board of Su-
pervisors giving tax breaks to Twitter and others; the fi rst three years of the Twitter deal alone  cost 
the city $56 million.9 The Hearst Corporation, owner of the San Francisco Chronicle whose slanted 
coverage has contributed to the City College crisis (See “Corporate Media Writes the Sound Track for 
the Attack on City College,” p. 22.), is a major real estate power. The Chronicle Building at Fifth and 
Mission Streets anchors the multi-million dollar 5M development—going up just a block from City 
College’s Downtown Campus. And enticing these companies to move to San Francisco without plan-
ning housing for thousands of new workers has contributed to the epidemic of skyrocketing rents 
and displacement.10 n

For-profi t schools stand to gain from the 
downsizing of City College. Here, an 

ad on a kiosk for the CCSF newspaper. 
The other side of the kiosk displays a 

recruitment poster for the US Army. 
©2016 Marcy Rein

 15Reimagine! www.reimaginerpe.org



Race, Poverty & the Environment, Vol. 21-116

And narrowing the course offerings deprives students of the very things that might 
draw them in, according to Joe Drake, a formerly incarcerated student who is preparing to 
transfer from City College to a four-year school. “They want to cut music, Poetry for the 
People, a lot of the ethnic studies classes—the classes that help a person find out who you 
are, that help people be interested in staying in school,” says Drake. Diversity studies—
ethnic studies classes, women’s and gender studies, labor and LGBTQ studies—have been 
particular targets since the crisis began. Tarik Farrar recalls Interim Chancellor Pamila 
Fisher telling him on more than one occasion in 2012, “Your diversity departments are in 
our sights.”

Students Gone Missing
“We’ve lost a generation of SFUSD graduates,” says Leslie Simon, who teaches Wom-

en’s Studies at the college and founded Project SURVIVE, the school’s sexual violence 
prevention program. 

The 10 percent decline in new SFUSD graduates entering City College in 2014 mir-
rored the percentage of students who didn’t go to college at all.7 Without CCSF, their 
options are limited, according to Shanell Williams, who was the student representative 
on the Board of Trustees when the crisis hit. “What do they want low-income students to 
do? Either be stuck in a low-wage job, or in the underground street economy where they 
may end up in jail or prison—or go to a for-profit trade school, where they will be saddled 
down with debt and have little to show for it,” Williams says.

The most vulnerable and least mobile students have been hit hardest by what activists 
call “the racist push-out policies”; a majority of the displaced students are students of color. 

Detail from a poster calling on high school students to walk out in protest of San Francisco 
police murders of Alex Nieto, Amilcar Perez-Lopez, and Mario Woods. Nieto and Perez-Lopez 
studied at City College. Poster design by Adrea Ledet, portraits by Oree Originol. 

“Our Young People Deserve
Books Not Bullets!”
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“Consistently since I started in 2012 the population of African American students has 
gone down, and many of the students who are there are struggling with housing issues, 
which makes staying in school hard, or with economic issues that affect their staying in 
school,” says African American Studies Professor Aliyah Dunn-Salahuddin. She grew up in 
the Bayview-Hunters Point neighborhood in San Francisco, and has seen her whole family 
pushed out of the city. (See interview, p. 49.)

“City College is San Francisco’s most important working class institution,” says Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers (AFT Local 2121) Political Director Alisa Messer, a San Fran-
cisco native. “This [the downsizing of the school] is a case study for who’s leaving San Fran-
cisco, who’s being pushed out, another way we’re making San Francisco inhospitable for 
working class students and students of color,” says Messer, who teaches English at CCSF.

Students, Faculty and Community Push Back
Hundreds of people turned out for a community meeting in July 2012, shortly after the 

sanctions hit. Many channeled their energy into the campaign for the parcel tax to support 
City College; the tax, Proposition A, passed with 73 percent of the vote. San Franciscans 
also turned out en masse at numerous marches, rallies, and trustees’ meetings. Students, 
most militant of all, occupied the administration building and the mayor’s office. 

AFT2121, and the California Federation of Teachers, played a key role in the Prop A 
campaign, in securing state funds to stabilize City College during the crisis, and in legal 
and regulatory challenges to the ACCJC. By March 2016 the commission was facing loss 
of its federal license, and the California Community College Board of Governors voted 
to reform and replace the commission. Although the ACCJC is still scheduled to render 
its final decision on accreditation in January 2017, with no appeals allowed, City College 
supporters are cautiously optimistic. 

“We’re moving forward,” Messer says, “but there are no guarantees. We must stay vigi-
lant and remain organized.”

Now activists must win support for rebuilding CCSF as an open access institution for 
100,000 students, rather than as a half-size workforce training school. The shock treat-
ment handed down by the Accrediting Commission and the state takeover replaced almost 
all the senior administrators at the school with people committed to an austerity agenda. 
Like most austerity regimes, this one includes an all-out attack on unionized workers. (See 
box, “Faculty Fights For Fairness” p.10.) Turning the college around will require, in part, an 
aggressive Board of Trustees and supportive city government. 

 “Gentrification and education reform are part of a coherent vision of a future world,” 
says Tarik Farrar, and that vision is being contested on many fronts in San Francisco.

Major elected offices will be in play this year. Seats on the Democratic County Central 
Committee will be up for grabs, and in this bluest of cities, these endorsements can make 
or break campaigns. Four spots on the City College Board of Trustees will come open, 
though incumbents are expected to run for three of those. The three progressive stalwarts 
on the San Francisco Board of Supervisors—John Avalos, David Campos and Eric Mar—
will be termed out, and much rides on the races to continue their politics on the board. 

Proposition K, passed by San Francisco voters in November 2015, commits the city to 
using surplus land for affordable housing; Proposition C on the June 2016 ballot would 
more than double the amount of affordable housing required in large, market-rate devel-
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opments. Developments at CCSF’s 33 Gough St. site and the Balboa Reservoir will be 
moving through the public process as anti-displacement activists battle the huge “Beast 
on Bryant” development at 18th and Bryant Streets, and remain on alert in the fight over 
luxury housing development at 16th and Mission.8 

City College student activists are also making links to the organizing against police 
brutality they see escalating with the gentrification in the city. 

“Anti-gentrification, anti-police brutality, the fight for City College—all these struggles 
are connected, tightly tied together,” says Win-Mon Kyi, a core student organizer with 
Save City College.

The new proposal to make City College free to San Francisco residents and workers 
could address both the school’s enrollment drop and the city’s deep inequities. Supervi-
sor Jane Kim introduced the “Free City” proposal April 19, with the strong backing of 
AFT2121 and several community groups. The cost of the plan could be offset by a luxury 
real estate transfer tax, which would go before voters in November 2016. 

“Free City has everything to do with who’s being pushed out, and gives San Francisco 
an opportunity to reclaim the promise of public higher education,” Messer says. “To make 
this part of our next steps in the struggle—it’s like a phoenix rising from the ashes.” n

Marcy Rein is a contributing editor to Race, Poverty & the Environment.

The Research Committee serving the movement to Save City College contributed reporting to 
this story. The contact person for the committee is Allan Fisher at ResComm11@gmail.com.
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Labor and Community Alliance Saves a 
City College Campus
By James Tracy

City College of San Francisco abruptly shut down its only campus in the Tenderloin 
neighborhood in January 2015 with less than a day’s notice. The Civic Center campus 
primarily served recently arrived immigrants and offered nationally recognized English as 
a Second Language classes. Citing seismic safety concerns with the aging building, the col-
lege administration acted as if students would simply accept the loss of their classes, even 
though no dates for a rebuild were offered. They were wrong about that. 

Several respected community organizations (La Voz Latina, Community Housing Part-
nership, the Vietnamese Youth Development Center and Glide Memorial Church) and 
American Federation of Teachers (AFT) Local 2121 organized a rapid response to the 
closure. The coalition, which came to be known as the Central City Coalition for Public 
Education, followed a simple strategy: undermine the administration’s messaging that por-
trayed the closure as an unfortunate but necessary safety measure.

The coalition organized a march from the campus to City Hall on March 5 that at-
tracted more than 450 people. It used a hearing called by Supervisor Jane Kim to expose 
the fact that the seismic issues had been known for years. Instead of making plans to re-
locate the lost classes, the administration chose to close the campus with no consultation 
with staff or students. The hearing also revealed that while brass informally discussed some 

More than 450 people rallied at City Hall in March 2015 to press for the re-opening of CCSF’s 
Civic Center Campus. ©2015 Nathaniel Y. Downes, The Guardsman.
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reconstruction plans, no concrete steps 
were in place to return the classes to 
the community. 

Over the next month, the coalition 
continued with a series of actions, ac-
countability sessions and press work 
designed to provide the outside game 
while Supervisor Kim directly negoti-
ated with the college. In early April the 
college announced that it would re-
open the campus nearby in a building 
owned by the Academy of Art. In Fall 
2015, the new site opened up with a 
six-year lease, pending the completion 
of seismic work on the old campus. 

For Sergio Lopez, an organizer with 
La Voz Latina, the campaign was very 
personal. Living near the campus al-
lowed him to study English and other subjects and work at the same time. “It is a place 
where I go to practice and develop one of my important skills, to be a bilingual speaker to 
support the community in translations and communications in different levels. The City 
College has been a support place for my second language and the future for my work and 
the other students that are out there in the community.”

Several factors led to this organizing victory. The foremost was that City College of 
San Francisco, still reeling from its accreditation crisis, needed to preserve political good-
will with members of the city’s Board of Supervisors. It was a rare moment in organizing 
when bad publicity, together with the mobilization of sympathetic politicians, actually 
amounted to real leverage. 

Another key to the win was the labor-community alliance. The community groups pro-
vided students willing to speak out and reframe the issue through the lenses of immigrant 
justice and bridging the digital divide. The union mobilized teachers and staff and dedi-
cated a community organizer to the effort. There were some complications along the way, 
as one partner was reluctant to be seen in alliance with a labor union. But the coalition as 
a whole stayed together, and is still pressing the college for a voice in programming and 
supporting the union’s current campaigns against downsizing and layoffs. 

“City College has been so central to the experience of so many in our community,” 
says La Voz Latina organizer Kelly Guajardo. “Particularly when you’re looking at La Voz 
members who are largely low-income, immigrant families, City College presents an af-
fordable and realistic opportunity to get ahead, to learn English, to get a degree. It’s worth 
fighting for.” n

James Tracy is a San Francisco housing activist, part-time teacher at City College of San 
Francisco, and author. His most recent book is Dispatches Against Displacement: Field 
Notes From San Francisco’s Housing Wars (AK Press, 2014).

cc  2015 Molly Hankwitz
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Corporate Media Writes the Sound 
Track for the Attack on City College
By The Research Committee of Save City College

The San Francisco Chronicle became the main sound track for the long-running accredi-
tation crisis that hit City College in 2012, publishing scores of articles that set a narra-
tive frame for the San Francisco public, and for other mainstream media. An analysis of 
Chronicle messaging can serve as a Rosetta Stone for decoding the corporate interests at 
play in the attack on this top community college. 

Closing the Open Door
Since 2012, state laws and regulations have been undermining the “open door” prom-

ise of the California Master Plan of 1960—“access, affordability and quality” for anyone 
age 18 or over. The rationale for this shift was first laid out in a report produced in 2006 
for the California Business Roundtable, the powerhouse lobby for the state’s two-dozen 
largest multi-national corporations, and its allies. “Keeping California’s Edge: The Grow-
ing Demand for Highly Educated Workers” was essentially a work order for the Califor-
nia community colleges and the California State University system, specifying businesses’ 
workforce needs in great detail.1 

The report reflected the corporate view that the purposes of education are “meeting the 
needs of industry” and “maintaining a competitive edge.” With this frame, educational 
priorities begin to shift. Training in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Math) 
is elevated. Broader community-centered offerings get cut, including ethnic studies, wom-
en’s and LGBTQ studies, arts, languages and humanities, specialized art classes for people 
with autism, and beginning English classes for new immigrants.

A 2011 report from the Student Success Task Force convened by the California Com-
munity College Board of Governors largely reflected this business agenda. Follow-up state 
legislation, the “Student Success Act,” passed in 2012 despite vociferous statewide opposi-

Crowds turn out to support City College despite reams of negative coverage by the 
San Francisco Chronicle. ©2013 Peter Menchini/Maya Media
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tion led by City College’s students, chancellor, faculty and trustees. The act puts commu-
nity colleges under 22 new restrictive regulations. As the new policies come on line one 
by one, they spell drastically narrower college access, mainly limited to 18- to 24-year-
olds enrolled full-time in degree, certificate and transfer programs, geared for the corpo-
rate workforce. 

These reports shaped the themes of the Chronicle’s coverage of the City College crisis, 
which would sound eerily familiar to readers who follow news of emergency managers tak-
ing over school districts and city governments in Detroit, Flint, New Orleans, Memphis, 
and Oakland, or news about the epidemics of closures of “failed public schools” in Black 
and Latino neighborhoods across the country. 

Preview Tips the Paper’s Hand
More than a month before the Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior 

Colleges (ACCJC) issued its “show cause” sanction of City College in July 2012, the 
Chronicle published a preview article. The headline for that June 1, 2012 story read, “S.F. 
City College can’t afford all its campuses: Trustees may have to close sites to save mon-
ey, academic standing.” The article quoted the president of the college’s Board of Trustees 
saying, “I think we’re going to have to close some. They [the accreditation team] think we 
have too many campuses.” Nanette Asimov, the main reporter on the City College beat, 
made no mention of the fact that it was highly unusual for an accreditation agency—
charged with assuring educational quality—to suggest that a college recoup its academic 
standing through campus closures. 

The June 1 article set up a percussion line that would echo in scores of follow-up sto-
ries: City College was simply too big, “a behemoth,” “a vast college,” “a huge school” “that 
must shrink to an affordable size”; City College had a deadline to step up from being “a 
bloated, slow-thinking system of nine campuses into a lean, sharp-minded institution of 
higher learning.” 2

Several weeks after the July 2012 accreditation bombshell, a consultant with the Fiscal 
Crisis and Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) issued a report on City College’s fi-
nancial status, echoing the ACCJC’s narrative about the college’s “profligate finances,” and 
sparking a new wave of negative news coverage. The Chronicle lent an aura of unassailable 
legitimacy to both the ACCJC and to FCMAT—“all the experts agree.” A far more critical 
analysis appeared in Beyond Chron: “Errors, Exaggerations and Bias of the FCMAT Report 
on CCSF.”3 FCMAT’s official description gives it an air of neutrality. Established by state 
legislation in 1991, the agency says it exists “to help California’s local educational agencies 
fulfill their financial and management responsibilities.” But its interventions can be high-
ly political, as in this case; FCMAT also provided the rationale for the 2003 state takeover 
of the Oakland Unified School District.4 

The Chronicle’s coverage unleashed the equivalent of a shock and awe campaign, breath-
lessly conveying that City College could be closed down by the accreditation commis-
sion at any instant, save for the heroic rescue effort now underway by the state takeover. 
The college had “failed in 14 fiscal and managerial areas.” (October 23, 2012)5 It was near 
bankruptcy, “so badly managed and fiscally unstable,” “it typically spends more than it 
has.” (June 29, 2012)6 The Chronicle gave a megaphone to spokespersons who dramatical-
ly underscored the need for the swiftest compliance with ACCJC demands: “The clock is 
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ticking,” warned corporate media consultant Larry Kamer, brought in by the state take-
over to speak on behalf of the college.7 

The newspaper consistently linked management issues to City College’s commitment to 
open access, bad-mouthing the breadth of the school’s offerings: “Now City College trust-
ees have revised their mission statement, dropping the emphasis on enrichment classes, such 
as music appreciation, memoir writing and other free classes enjoyed by many older adults.” 

This depiction of the college’s adult school program, repeated dozens of times, bad-
ly misrepresented the non-credit division that made up 40 percent of the student body.8 

While “enrichment classes, music appreciation and memoir writing” conjure up an im-
age of leisured upper class students, in reality City College’s adult school division over-
whelmingly serves the most low-income and marginalized residents of San Francisco, at no 
charge to the students. The largest offering is an exceptionally successful English as a Sec-
ond Language program. City College ESL had for decades been an essential first stop for 
new immigrants in this gateway city that is over one third immigrants; the Bay Area still 
has the highest rate of linguistic isolation9 of any region in California. The college ran a 
high school equivalency program; offered more than 30 health, safety and nutrition class-
es for low-income elders at congregate eating sites; tai chi classes for elders in Chinatown; 
and classes for 2,300 disabled students, including those struggling with autism, PTSD and 
other psychiatric conditions. 

Chronicle of Land Grabs Foretold
With remarkable prescience, the Chronicle’s June 1, 2012 preview story listed campuses 

that could be closed, among them Castro-Valencia, Civic Center, and Downtown. The ar-
ticle ended with interim chancellor Pamila Fisher saying, “Everything is on the table. [Clo-
sures are] a very legitimate question for us to be considering.” Four years later, the Castro 
and Civic Center Campuses were closed, and the trustees were looking at plans to devel-
op 33 Gough St. for luxury housing on a 75-year lease, over the protests of members of 
the college community. 

In November 2015, the Chronicle reported that the huge 5M (Fifth and Mission) de-
velopment had been approved by the Planning Commission, despite a nine-hour storm 
of protest from neighbors and community organizations. City College’s Downtown Cam-
pus, serving large numbers of ESL students, is located squarely in the middle of the foot-
print for the 4.6 million square foot development for luxury housing towers and tech offic-
es. The land for 5M is owned by the Chronicle’s parent company, the Hearst Corporation. 
City College advocates expect a new wave of articles in the Chronicle, reiterating that the 
school can no longer afford all its campuses, and that the sale of Downtown Campus (pos-
sibly to the Hearst Corporation?) could certainly help rescue the college and restore its ac-
ademic standing.

Sins of Omission
The stories the Chronicle failed to cover were as important as the errors and distortions 

in its coverage. For example:
The Chronicle never saw fit to mention that City College’s financial reserves were at 

a low point during the ACCJC visit because the state of California was a month late in 
a routine transfer of $25 million in appropriations. Even so, City College’s reserves had 
never for a moment fallen below the California Community College Chancellor’s Office 
guideline of five percent. 



Reimagine! www.reimaginerpe.org  25

The system-wide Chancellor’s Scorecard showed that City College had some of the 
best student outcomes in the state, and the college’s scores surpassed those of every single 
one of the twelve colleges affiliated with the ACCJC. The Chronicle buried this story in a 
blog post, turning it into a joke with the lead, “Living well is the best revenge.” (April 23, 
2014)10

When the fraudulent for-profit school Corinthian/Heald was finally closed down by 
the US Department of Education in 2014, in the wake of multiple lawsuits from nine 
states’ attorneys general, the paper did not touch the story that the ACCJC had fully ac-
credited that school for 30 years. The irony of the ACCJC fully accrediting a for-profit 
school with a well-documented history of blatant large-scale fraud, while accusing an ex-
cellent public college of “fiscal mismanagement,” somehow escaped the Chronicle.

Stories Have Power
The Chronicle’s slant on the City College crisis percolated into the national media, and 

seemed to become a force in the downsizing of the school. Both the Washington Monthly 
(September 2013) and the Wall Street Journal (November 2013) ran hit pieces, with the 
Monthly’s actually titled, “America’s Worst Community Colleges.”

In San Francisco, as early as December 2013, “Many people mistakenly believed that 
it [City College] is already in the process of closing,” according to a report by Image Re-
search. The report, based on four focus groups, also noted that people trusted information 
from City College students and workers more than that they received from the media—
but that even those trusted sources expressed “negativity and speculation.” Small wonder, 
when so many Chronicle stories hammer home the paper’s dismal view: “City College is 
so badly managed and financially unstable, it should shut down if its extensive problems 
aren’t addressed.” n

The Research Committee Serving the Movement to Save City College can be reached c/o Allan 
Fisher, ResComm11@gmail.com.
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