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Good morning and thank you for the opportunity to  testify regarding House Bill 1701, the Rural, 

Regional Community College Program for underserved counties within the Commonwealth. I 

am Duane Vicini; retired teacher, high school principal, and superintendent of schools. I have 

resided in northwestern Pennsylvania my entire life and have served three plus decades within 

the public school system of rural, northwestern Pennsylvania. I am currently serving as the 

President of the Education Consortium of the Upper Allegheny. I am here today to  strongly 

encourage your support for Rural, Regional Community College Bill 1701. In all my time as a 

public school teacher or administrator, as I would talk with our students about their options 

after graduation, one option was never discussed -the option of being able to  stay in their 

hometowns, with their families, and attend an affordable, accessible community college. That 

simply was not an option for these students, whom I will contend needed this option as much 

or more than students residing south of Interstate 80 who do have this option. One need look 

no further than the economic conditions found in northwestern Pennsylvania to  realize how 

important this option would be to  our students, our families, our businesses, and our 

communities. The students who have the academic ability and monetary means leave our high 



schools eager to pursue a four-year degree. Those who are successful rarely return to the area 

due to lack of employment opportunities and comparatively lower salaries to be earned. In 

research, this is known as the "Hollowing out the Middle" syndrome as our students believe 

they need to leave the area to pursue higher education and a future. We know through 

research that, on average, 63% of our high school graduates from the 11-county area choose to 

pursue a post-secondary option. We also know, unfortunately, 76% of those students do not 

complete their four-year degree for a myriad of reasons. They have very few options if they 

return home, which include working a low-skill, low-paying job or joining the ranks of the 

unemployed. Some also return home with insurmountable debt and little hope of having a 

means by which to  pay it off. 

During the past three years, as we have talked about the concept of a rural, regional 

community college, I have yet to encounter anyone in our 11-county area who has stated, "It is 

not needed." I believe it was a need identified in the original Community College Act of 1963 

that called for the construction of 28 Community Colleges encompassing the entire 

Commonwealth, but, unfortunately, only 14 were built --none in the northwestern or 

northcentral part of the state. That leaves a land mass roughly the size of the state of 

Massachusetts and i t s  populace not being served by a community college. This need was 

further reinforced with the publishing, in December of 2011, of a Report entitled The Need for 

Public Community Colleqe Proqrams in Rural Pennsylvania, conducted pursuant to Senate 

Resolution 2011-147, by the Pennsylvania Legislative Budget and Finance Committee. In their 

findings, they stated, "PCCs help meet the demand for increased workforce skills required to  

compete in the global economy and increased economic opportunity. Most jobs in 2018 will 



require post-secondary education training. For Pennsylvania working-age adults with an 

associate degree, their median income is 50% higher than those with just a high school 

diploma. Most (25 out of 26) rural counties have no community college and rural students have 

little opportunity to attend a PCC. Annual tuition for out-of-district students averages about 

$6,000. This is a heavy burden for rural students and their families, for whom post-secondary 

education is often least affordable. It is also about twice the cost charged to in-district 

students." 

In another study completed in April 2013 entitled, Providinq Educational Opportunity: The 

Viability of a Reqional Community Colleae in the Upper Alleaheny Reqion, conducted by the 

Rural Community College Alliance, the Verification of Need is again expressed. "'The need for 

open access, affordable post-secondary education in the Upper Allegheny region is emphasized 

by two factors: a declining population and a loss of jobs. Between 2000 and 2010,lO of 11 

counties in the region experienced population declines. Two of the counties in this region had 

the highest percentage of population loss in the state and seven are among the 14 counties in 

the Commonwealth with the greatest percentages of population loss." In regard to 

employment, the study pointed out, "Within the six counties that comprise the northcentral 

region, manufacturing jobs decreased by 32.4% between 2001 and 2012. Within the five 

counties of the northwest region, there was a 33.6% decrease in manufacturing jobs during the 

same time period. Given that the state median income in this region is significantly lower than 

the state median, affordable educational opportunity is of even greater importance." 

So, who would be served by the rural, regional community college? We feel there would be 

three primary groups: 1.) Those students who perhaps did not do well in high school, need 



remedial work, can't afford a four-year school, and/or need to live at home and work while 

taking classes. 2.) Those students who attended a four-year institution and returned home after 

a semester or two and are in need of post-secondary training leading to a family-sustaining job. 

3.) Those adult learners who have lost their job, want to improve their job status, skills, 

credentials, and pay, or those who have raised their families and are now preparing to enter 

the job market. 

The need is real, and long overdue. The local support is real, as we have received resolutions of 

support from over 30 school districts, community charter schools, and career centers within the 

l l -county area. We have received financial support from community foundations, area 

businesses, individuals, and financial institutions. We have a strong working relationship with 

the area's Community Education Councils. We are currently providing associate degree training 

in eight locations within the region through the use of Interactive Television and a creative 

partnership with Gannon University, This summer, we will have our first associate degree 

graduates from the program. 

It is about fairness and equity within this state. For over 60 years, the state has contributed 

millions of dollars collected from all of the residents in this state to support the existing 

community colleges, and you are to  be commended for doing so. But it's time to address the 

issue of fairness; IT IS OUR TURN. The students of northwestern Pennsylvania need, deserve, 

and should rightfully be served by a community college. The need cannot be more evident for 

affordable and accessible community college opportunities with remedial help for students, 

open admissions, and transferability of the credits earned. Please give them this opportunity - 

it's about fairness, it's about equity, the time is now, it's the right thing to  do. 



I would again like to thank this committee and its leadership for the opportunity to offer 

testimony this morning. I would like to also thank Representative Causer for his leadership in 

bringing this vitally important bill to this committee. 




