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Students at Tulsa Community College test their air traffic control skills  
on the college’s new $1.5 million airport simulator.

By Garry Boulard

When students at Tulsa Community College (TCC) in Oklahoma enter a 
new $1.5 million air traffic control simulator—complete with a 360-degree 
view and large-frame television images—they are not only participating 
in a unique high-tech virtual reality, they are also signaling their faith 
that there is such a thing as a recession-proof job.

“We don’t know if being an air traffic controller is a profession that is 
entirely resistant to economic downturns,” says David Sollars, associate 
dean of science, math and engineering technology at TCC. “But we do 
know that the demand for air traffic controllers is very strong and is only 
going to increase for the foreseeable future.”

One reason for that growth, according to the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration (FAA), is the expected retirement of baby boomer air control-
lers over the next decade, creating a need for up to 17,000 replacements 
between now and 2019.

Another reason is the ongoing expansion of a vital national in-
dustry that has seen some 5,000 new controllers hired in just the 
last three years.

In response, TCC established an FAA-designed air traffic collegiate 
training program that is expected to attract up to 25 students per class. 

“If the program is entirely filled, we could end up with around 100 
students per semester,” Sollars says.

The idea behind TCC’s air controller training program is simple, Sol-
lars says.

“We have intertwined it with our professional pilots program, which 
means that by the time they are done with all of their classes, the students 
will have a real feel for what a pilot is experiencing up in the air and what 
they need to be doing to support them,” he says.

While TCC is one of eight two-year and four-year institutions approved 
last fall by FAA to participate in its air traffic training initiative, it is one 

Jobs that do well  
in a bad economy
Careers in auto repair, air traffic control  
and apartments fair better than other fields

See ECONOMY, Page 4

By Matthew Dembicki

As Congress works on a new energy bill, education 
advocates want lawmakers to allocate some of the po-
tential funds generated through it to K-postsecondary 
education to support education efforts on the green 
economy and climate change.

House and Senate lawmakers crafting the legislation 
are considering allowing companies to auction off their 
carbon emission allowances, which could garner as 
much as $100 billion annually for the federal govern-
ment. Education advocates support a proposal to set 
aside 1 percent of those funds—which could amount to 
as much as $1 billion annually—for K-12 and postsec-
ondary institutions for education on green issues.

“Education can—and must—help people understand 
the true connections, the linkages and interdependencies 
between the environment, our energy sources and the 
economy, which underpin and form the very founda-
tion of the concept of a green economy. Only then will 
a broad segment of the population understand why 

Energy bill could 
include funding 
for education

See ENERGY, Page 2

Budget crisis 
prompts deep 
cuts in Calif. 

Under Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger’s plan to 
tackle California’s historic budget crisis, communi-
ty colleges and schools would lose $5.3 billion over 
the coming year—on top of billions of dollars in 
recent reductions and payment delays. 

Meanwhile, California lawmakers have put forth 
their own budget blueprint that for community col-
leges includes $630 million in cuts and $115 million 
in funding deferrals.   

Without a strong economic recovery, which few 
experts predict, the reduced K-12 and higher educa-
tion funding could last for years, shortchanging mil-
lions of students, driving away residents and busi-
nesses and darkening California’s economic future. 

“California used to lead the nation in education,” 
U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan said during 
a recent visit to San Francisco. “Honestly, I think 
California has lost its way, and I think the long-term 
consequences of that are very troubling.” 	

Slammed by an epic housing bust and massive 
job losses, California faces a $24 billion budget 
deficit and could run out of cash by late July if  
Schwarzenegger and the state legislature cannot 

See CUTS, Page 3
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A student at Volunteer State Community College 

hooks up electrodes for a sleep study. ► Page 13
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American Hyleas Fountain, a community college alumna, celebrates her third 

place finish in the women’s heptathlon at the 2008 Summer Olympics.  

Weak economy spurs growth for collegesRICHMOND, Va. (AP) — Community colleges 

are seeing record enrollment as families squeezed by 

tough economic times steer high school graduates 

away from more expensive four-year universities.

While the shift solves one funding problem, it po-

tentially raises another. Community college of�cials 

in some states, including Texas and Virginia, are 

concerned the precarious nature of their own �nances 

— brought about by rising costs and state government 

budget shortfalls — could limit their ability to handle 

the anticipated in�ux of new students.
Preliminary reports from community colleges 

across the nation, which had overall enrollment of 

11.5 million last year, show summer enrollments 

increased, a trend predicted to extend into the fall, 

according to the American Association of Com-

munity Colleges (AACC). The trend is in line with 

other economic downturns. Community colleges 

see increased demand for their workforce-training 

programs from people who have been laid off or are 

in search of additional skills.
Nineteen-year-old Whitney Daniels had hoped to 

attend a four-year state college this fall, but the re-

cent stock market downturn diminished her family’s 

college fund, making Rappahannock Community 

College (RCC) in Virginia a better alternative, at 

least for the short term.The Daniels family had $20,000 in a college fund 

for Whitney, but the account’s value has fallen enough 

that a four-year college would be out of the question 

without student loans — an option that was unap-

pealing to her mother, Debbie.
“We’re approaching retirement in the next six to 

seven years,” Debbie Daniels said. “I don’t want to 

get heavily in debt.”

See GROWTH, Page 10
BY CARISA CHAPPELL

It’s been a long recovery for the commu-

nity colleges in the Gulf region devastated 

by Hurricane Katrina, but they are mak-

ing progress, repairing damaged campus 

structures, adding new course programs 

and catering to displaced students who are 

coming back. Three years ago, Delgado Community 

College (DCC) and Nunez Community 

College (NCC) in Louisiana and Mississippi 

Gulf Coast Community College (MGCCC) 

were ruined by the storm. Driving rains 

and �oods destroyed campuses and caused 

droves of students to transfer to community 

colleges around the country while their 

home colleges were under repair. 
MGCCC resumed operation within 17 

days, trying to restore programs, services 

and facilities. It worked to �nd temporary 

shelter not only for students, but also for 

staff and faculty. Things are different today. Construc-

tion on new facilities planned prior to 

the hurricane is in progress, and students 

who had no homes and had to leave the 

area are slowly returning, said Anna Faye 

Kelley-Winders, MGCCC’s vice president 

for community campus and institutional 

advancement.“Of the 3,000 students who withdrew 

from the college following Hurricane 

Katrina, only 16 percent have not been 

recovered,” said Kelley-Winders, adding 

that a steady increase in online enrollments 

has helped boost overall enrollment. 
The college estimates enrollment should 

jump to more than 9,000 full-time and part-

time students this fall.Although the local population dropped 

by 40,000 following the storm and more 

than 68,000 homes were destroyed, the 

number of residents has climbed to 96 

Three years after Katrina, colleges on track

See KATRINA, Page 12

Nearly 50 current and former com-
munity college students participated 
in this year’s Summer Olympics in 
Beijing, representing 15 countries and 
the Virgin Islands. Several of the athletes had excep-

tional performances, landing med-
als and breaking records. Jamaican 
Melanie Walker, a former student 
at Essex County College (ECC) in 

New Jersey, won gold in the women’s 
400-meter hurdles in Olympic-record 
time. Teammate Kerron Stewart, also 
a former ECC student, won silver in 
the women’s 100-meters and bronze 
in the women’s 200-meters. Meanwhile, Jamaican Veronica 

Campbell-Brown, an alumna of 
Barton County Community College 

Proving their mettle  at the Olympic Games

See OLYMPICS, Page 18
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A career  
takes flight

FLORENCE, Ala. (AP)—A comment made in 
passing by her dad changed the course of Sophie 
Repolt’s life. 

“We lived near an airport at the time, and my dad 
said something about how neat it would be to fly,” 
she said. “The thought had never occurred to me. I’d 
never been exposed to aviation in that way. I’d never 
even toyed with it. But the day my dad said that, I 
thought ‘yes.’ And the next day I went and picked up 
a brochure about flight schools, and I’ve been in love 
with it ever since.”

Repolt wasn’t just out of high school. She wasn’t a 
recent college graduate. She was a wife in her early 
40s in 1999, and she was living in Delaware. 

A decade later, Repolt can fly just about any plane 
you put her in, and she has since moved from Del-
aware to the Crooked Oak community in Colbert 

County, where she operates a pine tree farm. Flying 
and farming weren’t enough to keep her busy. Repolt 
added flight instructor to her list of to-dos a couple 
of semesters ago. 

Although she has five regular students now, she 
has taught 45 students since she began in 2002. Mat-
thew Hea, airport director, said the skies often hold 
an allure for people who take the classes to become 
licensed to fly. 

“Everyone comes with a little bit of a different slant 
on what their expectations are and what they want 
to get out of it,” he said. “Some want to get into it as 
a profession, and it does lead into that for them as a 
corporate pilot or for an airline, in crop dusters or 
flying cargo. There are many different areas pilots go 
into, and a lot of them do want to make their living 
by flying.” 

Repolt supplements her instructor’s salary with a 
part-time job she has flying out of Huntsville once a 
week for an individual there. 

In between everything else, she manages to find 
time to complete online assignments for her professors 
at Embry Riddle Aeronautical University as well as 
Northwest-Shoals Community College (NSCC). 

“Online classes were great for me because I could 
do my assignments when I was in a hotel in Chicago 
after flying up earlier that day from Huntsville,” she 
said. “My goal is to keep learning because I love that 
process. I might even go after a higher degree.” 

Sherry Crabtree was one of Repolt’s math instruc-
tors at NSCC. She said Repolt was perfectly suited for 
the online course because she was disciplined about 
completing assignments. 

“She was dedicated, and she knew this was some-
thing she had to do to go on,” Crabtree said. “She was 
so motivated to complete the course, she finished all 
the work by spring break.” 

Even with all the flight time she logs as an instructor 
and as a contract pilot, as well as the time she spends 
working toward a degree, Repolt said she never gets 
tired of the thrill she gets each time she flies. 

“I still get the same joy from it as I did initially,” she 
said. “When you get behind the controls, and you’re 
flying that airplane through the clouds and you’re 
talking to air traffic control, and I’ve gone through so 
much in my life to get to this point that, when I’m in 
the plane and I look down at the ground, it’s something 
I never get tired of. It’s so fulfilling. It really is.”

of many community colleges nationally 
offering training for jobs that appear to 
be less dependent on the swings of the 
national economy.

“Any community college that is train-
ing students to get into a high-tech or 
service-oriented job is very much on the 
right track in today’s economy,” says 
Laurence Shatkin, author of 150 Best 
Recession-Proof Jobs.

“There is always going to be a need 
for health care services, which means 
that jobs for nurses, medical assistants 
and the various types of therapists will 
remain in demand,” Shatkin says. “The 
same holds true for jobs in education. 
Kids have to go to school, whether there 
is a recession going on or not.”

Economic downturns also tend to 
make popular services that might be 
taken for granted when the economy is 
stronger, such as automotive and com-
puter repair.

“The auto companies right now are 
not selling that many new cars,” says 
Jerry Nissen, program chair in the de-
partment of automotive technology 
at Iowa Western Community College 
(IWCC). “But that doesn’t mean that 
there aren’t a lot of cars out there that 
need work done on them. Anyone pos-
sessing repair skills today is going to be 
able to find a job.”

With up to 60 students taking auto-
motive technology classes at IWCC each 
semester, Nissen says that employment 
prospects, particularly with indepen-
dent dealerships, remain strong.

“We don’t know what all of the GM 
dealerships are going to be doing, which 
ones will be closing down and which 
ones are staying open,” Nissen says. 
“But the independents and after-market 
dealerships continue to do well.”

Nissen notes that in down times, repair 
work usually increases because owners 
are not in the market to buy new cars.

Job training during an economic 
downturn needs to also reflect changes in 
specific industries, according to Candace 
Moody, vice president for communica-
tions at WorkSource in Jacksonville. 

“There is a lot of unemployment 
right now among mortgage brokers,” 

says Moody, whose WorkForce has 
partnered with Florida Community 
College at Jacksonville on job training. 
“But jobs in collections are stronger 
than ever, and the same goes with fore-
closure specialists.”

“We talk to people about transition-
ing their skill set just a little bit to the 
other side of the house, so to speak, in 
order to make themselves more employ-
able,” Moody adds.

A demand for services and goods re-
flecting the fact that many people tend 
to stay home more during recessions 
may also provide unexpected job op-
portunities, she says.

“People right now are much more like-
ly to cook at home than eat out, which 
is a good thing for wine and cooking 
stores,” Moody says.

Bakeries are also doing well, observes 
Kay King, division chair of lifestyle, 
arts and design at Houston Community 
College in Texas. 

“Our culinary arts program had a 15 
percent increase in students this year 
from 898 to 1,055, while our pastry arts 
enrollment went from 293 to 371—a 21 
percent increase,” King says.

The reason is that students who have 
seen their career plans altered by the 
recession often decide to take a different 
route and go into something that they 
feel passionate about, such as baking, 
King says.

Such career path changes often prove 
promising. A representative for the super-
market chain H-E-B, based in Texas, re-
cently told King that he would “hire every-
one who graduated in the pastry arts.”

“They have something like 240 in-store 
bakeries throughout the state and des-
perately need people who can make the 
bread, tortillas and cakes,” King says.

Some jobs that are even more directly re-
lated to home life are proving to be among 
the most stable. Students enrolled with the 
National Apartment Association Educa-
tion Institute (NAAEI) learn about an in-
dustry that doesn’t shift much, no matter 
what is happening on Wall Street.

“There will always be apartments and 
people who need to live in them,” says 
Maureen Lambe, executive vice president 
at NAAEI. The organization’s program 

is currently offered at Rio Salado Com-
munity College (Arizona), Trident Com-
munity College (North Carolina) and Ivy 
Tech Community College (Indiana).

“What many people are not aware of is 
the wide number of jobs that are an im-
portant part of the apartment industry,” 
says Lambe, as she lists an ongoing need 
for the services of managers, plumbers and 
electricians, among other professions.

Offering courses specific to the apart-
ment business in leasing, maintenance 
and management, the NAAEI program 
opens students to an industry that is “if 
not recession-proof, very close to it,” 

Lambe says.
“It’s an industry that few people really 

think about, which is why they are sur-
prised when they learn about the careers 
that go along with it,” she says.

Such surprises are typical of job mar-
ket fluctuations in a recession, says au-
thor Shatkin. 

“Old jobs go by the wayside and new 
ones appear when an economy is going 
through major changes” he says. “The 
challenge for community colleges is not 
just to recognize these kinds of trends, 
but to also figure out a way to use them 
to the advantage of their students.”

Below are sample salaries from 
careers in the apartment industry.

Source: National Apartment Association Education Institute

Leasing
Leasing consultant $20,000+
Leasing manager $30,000+
Concierge $20,000+
Regional marketing manager $70,000+

Management
Assistant manager $30,000+
Apartment manager 
(300-500 units) $50,000+

Senior apartment manager $60,000+
Regional manager - property 
operations

$90,000+ 
to 

$130,000+
Vice president - property 
operations $160,000+

Maintenance
Groundskeeper $20,000+
Maintenance technician $30,000+
Maintenance manager 
(300-500 units) $40,000+

Multi-site maintenance manager $50,000+ 
Regional maintenance manager $70,000+

ECONOMY,  from page 1


