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Last week we discussed the community college system in California. This week we will take a look at 
some people who went to community college and what they are doing now. Next week we will explore 
what internships, apprenticeships and hands on learning can mean. 

 
Vocabulary Preview:  Read these words and match them to their meanings.   
 
1. to aspire (uh-SPY-er) A. a group of musicians who play a style of 1980s rock music that 

uses electronic sounds 

2. bassist (BAY-sist)  B. a single job or performance for a musician or comedian 

3. bestseller (BEST-sel-er) C. a ceremony for graduating from a high school or college 

4. bodybuilding  
(BOD-ee-bil-ding) 

D. a person who plays an acoustic or electric bass which 
produces low, deep tones  

5. commencement  
(kuh-MENS-muhnt) 

E. a person who gives advice and help with personal or career 
problems 

6. counselor (KOWN-suh-ler) F. a historical account or biography written from personal 
knowledge. 

7. gig (GIG) G. a product, usually a book, that sells in very large numbers  

8. linguistics (ling-GWIS-tiks) H. to strongly hope or want to achieve something great 

9. memoir (MEM-wahr) I. to excite, stir up, or awaken interest or curiosity  

10. new wave band  (NYU wayv 
band) 

J. the activity of growing and strengthening muscles through 
heavy exercise like weightlifting and diet 

11. to pique  (PEEK) K. high reputation or influence due to success, achievement, or 
other well-regarded traits 

12. prestige  (preh-STEEZH) L.  the scientific study of human language 

Answers: 1-H; 2-D, 3-G; 4-J; 5- C; 6- E; 7-B; 8- L; 9 – F; 10 – A; 11 – I; 12 - K 
 
 
Dialog Practice with Vocabulary Words 
 
Setting: A local coffee shop. Andi and Tess are sitting at a table when Sal walks in. 
 
Andi: Can you believe that our graduation commencement is just a few weeks away? 
Sal: I know! The past two years of community college have flown by so quickly. I loved all my 

linguistics and music classes. 
Tom: Do you aspire to continue your studies at a four-year school?  
Andi: I thought you wanted to be a bassist for the new wave band your brother started. 
Sal: Actually, I talked to my counselor for some guidance. She told me about some colleges with 

prestigious linguistics and music programs.  
Tom: That must have piqued your interest.  
Andi: Do you plan to apply? Is the tuition expensive? 
Sal:  In state tuition is not bad, but I’ll have to work some gigs to afford it. One school has a well-

known professor who has written several bestsellers about music including a memoir. 
Tom: It’s worth trying. My plans after graduation are so different from yours. I aspire to enter the 

international bodybuilding competition at the end of the year. The first-place prize is $750,000! 
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Some Famous People Who Attended Community College 
 
Many leaders, famous actors, musicians, authors, doctors, engineers, Olympic athletes and more have 
started their journey at California’s community colleges. Here are some stories about how community 
college started their careers and, in many cases, changed their lives and communities for the better. 
 
Amy Tan 
Before writing her 1989 bestselling novel The Joy Luck Club, Amy 
Tan took classes at five colleges, including San Jose City College, a 
community college in California. Her time at these colleges led to a 
bachelor’s degree in English and linguistics and a master’s degree 
in linguistics at San Jose State University. 
 
Since then, Tan has written six New York Times bestsellers, 
authored several memoirs and books for children, and served as the 
co-producer and co-screenwriter for the 1993 film adaptation of The 
Joy Luck Club. Tan's work has been translated into 35 languages, 
including Spanish, French, Finnish and Arabic.  
 
Her latest book is The Backyard Bird Chronicles, which she started 
ten years ago. In the book she recounts her growing fascination 
with birds and how the birds that visited her yard were a comfort to 
her. She also illustrated the book. 
 
Arnold Schwarzenegger 

Arnold Schwarzenegger moved to the United States from his native 
Austria at age 21 in 1968. He spoke very little English, so he began taking 
English as a Second Language classes at nearby Santa Monica College, a 
community college in southern California, in the early 1970s. 
 
“I started by taking English as a Second Language, because I knew if I 
wanted to make it in America, I needed to speak English well,” said 
Schwarzenegger during a commencement speech at Santa Monica 
College in 2005. “I was scared when I first drove up to Santa Monica 
College – scared I wouldn't fit in, scared that I would look like an idiot.” 
 
While Schwarzenegger attended Santa Monica College to learn English, a 
guidance counselor convinced him to take math and business classes. 
“That counselor is one of many reasons I don’t call myself self-made,” 
said Schwarzenegger. He is among Santa Monica College’s most famous 
alumni. 

 
He seamlessly transitioned from a legendary bodybuilding career to Hollywood, and in 1984 starred in 
his acting career’s signature role in the science fiction thriller The Terminator. In 2003, he was elected 
governor of California. He served until 2011. 
 

Amy Tan. By Library of Congress Life - 
20180901SM1138.jpg, CC0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/ind
ex.php?curid=146634161 

Photo by Bernhard Holub; Arnold 
Schwarzenegger - Austrian World 
Summit 2026 BHO-2906.jpg 
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Beverly Cleary 
Author Beverly Cleary – who lived to be 104 – got her start in the literary 
world at Chaffey College in southern California. She graduated from 
Chaffey College in 1936 with an associate’s degree in English.  
 
Afterwards, she was accepted to the University of California, Berkeley, 
where she earned a bachelor’s degree in English in 1938. Over her 
lifetime, she authored more than 30 books for children and young readers 
and sold more than 91 million copies globally.  
 
Her book series "Ramona" was adapted into a Hollywood film in 2010 
titled "Ramona and Beezus," which starred Selena Gomez and Joey King. 
Cleary's books went on to win more than 35 statewide awards, and she 
was named a Living Legend by the Library of Congress, among other 
major honors. 
 
Adam Steltzner 

Adam Steltzner credits his experiences at College of Marin for setting 
him on a trajectory to the solar system and beyond. The educational 
journey for the NASA engineer started at this Bay Area community 
college, and he looks back at that journey with fondness. 
 
“I’m a big believer in community colleges,” he said from his office at 
NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena.  “It’s not about 
prestige, it’s not about your SAT scores. It’s from-the-heart education, 
and I really resonated with that.” 
 
Steltzner is the lead engineer of the team that landed the Curiosity 
rover safely on Mars in August 2012. It was his job to oversee the plans 
and execution of getting Curiosity through the thin Martian 
atmosphere and lowering the rover to the surface.  
 
Steltzner’s interest in the cosmos was piqued one starry Bay Area 

night in 1984 while returning from a gig as a bassist for a new wave band when he noticed that Orion 
had shifted in the early-morning sky. That fascinated him and he went to the College of Marin to take 
an astronomy class to learn more. 
  
Steltzner said, “So, I tried to sign up for Astronomy 101 but learned that there was a prerequisite to get 
in – a non-math physics course taught by Dr. Stephen Prata. I cannot speak highly enough about Dr. 
Prata. He conveyed an excitement of learning. I was hooked from there.” 
 
Three semesters later, Steltzner transferred to UC Davis and earned a bachelor’s degree in mechanical 
engineering. Then came a master’s degree in applied mathematics from the California Institute of 
Technology and a Ph.D. in engineering physics from the University of Wisconsin. Steltzner now serves 
as the Chief Engineer for Special Projects at NASA Headquarters. 
 

Cleary as a senior at the 
University of California, 
Berkeley, 1938, UCB. 

Adam Steltzner, Mars Science Lab 
(MSL) Photo by NASA/Bill Ingalls 

https://www.usnews.com/education/community-colleges/chaffey-college-CC01288
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George Lucas 
George Lucas aspired to become a professional race car driver, but a near-fatal accident just after his 

high school graduation put an end to those dreams. He enrolled at 
Modesto Junior College instead, took classes in anthropology, 
sociology and literature, among others, and began filming with an 
8mm camera. 
 
After transferring to the University of Southern California (USC) 
School of Cinematic Arts, Lucas became part of a young group of 
film students known as The Dirty Dozen and later became good 
friends with fellow student filmmaker Steven Spielberg.  
 
In 1967, he was awarded a chance to observe Francis Ford Coppola 
work on a film. Lucas and Coppola developed a strong friendship, 
and in just two years, they formed a company called American 
Zoetrope. A short time later, however, Coppola went on to make 
The Godfather, and Lucas decided to create his own company, 
Lucasfilm Limited. 
 
In 1973, he wrote and directed the hit movie, American Graffiti, and 
from there began writing the screenplay for Star Wars: Episode IV – 

A New Hope. Lucas later established Industrial Light and Magic to produce the visual effects needed for 
the movie.  
 
Lucas also teamed with Steven Spielberg in creating the hugely successful “Indiana Jones” series. Since 
then, he went on to make several more movies and develop new technologies that have created major 
breakthroughs in film making. In 2012, Lucas sold Lucasfilm to The Walt Disney Co. for $4.05 billion. 
 
Discussion Questions: 
1. What do you think all these people we read about today have in common? 
2. Do you think they cared more about learning or going to a prestigious school? What do you think 

Dr. Steltzner means by his statement, ““It’s not about prestige, it’s not about your SAT scores. It’s 
from-the-heart education, and I really resonated with that.” 

3. How would you describe a self-made person? Do you know anyone who you think is a self-made 
person? 

4. What is the Orion constellation? (see answer below) 
5. Look at this list of well-known people in their fields. Which of them do you think went to 

community college? 
a) Jackie Robinson, Baseball Hall of Famer 
b) Jim Sinegal, co-founder of Costco Wholesale Corp. 
c) Bill Gates, co-founder of Microsoft 
d) Oprah Winfrey, television host and businessperson 
e) Steve Wozniak, co-founder of Apple 
f) Melinda French Gates (Co-founder of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation) 
g) Tom Hanks, actor and filmmaker 
h) Taylor Swift, singer, musician, businessperson 

George Lucas speaking at the 2025 San 
Diego Comic-Con, California. Photo by 
Gage Skidmore. 



Saratoga Library English Conversation Club 
Community College, Part 2 

August 20, 2026 
 

For Library Use Only, Saratoga ECC Conversation Guide – Community College Pt 2– August 20, 2026 | 5 

Answers to Question #4 above: 
a) Jackie Robinson attended what is now Pasadena City College in California  
b) Jim Sinega was a student at San Diego City College, known then as San Diego Junior College. 
c) Bill Gates attended Harvard University, a prestigious four-year private university, after graduating 

from high school in 1973. He dropped out during his junior year in 1975 to co-found Microsoft. 
d) Oprah Winfrey got a full scholarship to Tennessee State University, a four year college.  
e) Steve Wozniak attended De Anza College, a community college in Cupertino, California, for his 

sophomore year. For his freshman year, Wozniak attended the University of Colorado at Boulder. 
For his sophomore year, he returned to California and studied at De Anza College. He later went to 
the University of California, Berkeley, eventually returning to finish his bachelor’s degree in 
electrical engineering and computer sciences in 1986.  

f) Melinda French Gates attended Duke University, where she earned a bachelor's degree in computer 
science and economics and an MBA. 

g) Tom Hanks, the Oscar-winning actor started his education at Chabot College in Hayward, 
California, where he first fell in love with acting. 

h) Taylor Swift did not attend college. She attended Hendersonville High School in Tennessee for two 
years, then switched to homeschooling to accommodate her rising music career. She did receive an 
honorary Doctor of Fine Arts degree from New York University on May 18, 2022, where she also 
delivered the commencement speech at Yankee Stadium.  

 
More Information about the Orion Constellation 
Orion is located on the celestial equator and can be seen throughout the world.  
The constellation is named after the hunter in Greek mythology is one of the most obvious and 
recognizable constellations in the sky.  
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