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Community colleges are faced with fresh challenges in attempting to serve the needs of low-income working adults, most of whom seek basic education and literacy skills. While many community colleges possess extensive basic education and ESL programs, these are often disconnected from the rest of the institution and staffed by people who are uninvolved in the college’s central activities.  As the demand for these courses increases, some colleges are taking a different approach, linking adult basic education not to GED or ESL programs, but to the programs that motivate low-wage workers to attend community college in the first place: those that prepare students for increased success in the workplace.   

Some success stories:  Northern Virginia Community College collaborated with local medical providers to better align adult basic education with Allied Health degree programs.  The Community College of Denver took a floundering city job training program for entry-level healthcare workers, redesigned its curriculum, and produced college-ready workers in less than six months. Tacoma Community College integrated its ELS and Early Childhood programs to help students earn credits toward a degree in Childcare.  All of these innovations benefit low-wage workers by helping them increase their wages and upward mobility in the job market.

Common to all these examples are three important design elements:

1. Credit and non-credit programs are connected so that adults can move seamlessly into college. 

2. Curriculum is contextual and relates directly to specific occupational fields. 

3. Support services do not stop at a specific literacy level, but instead focus on helping students enter degree programs. 

Thus, basic education becomes a feeder system for the occupational programs of the community college.

There are justifiable concerns about the cost and complexity of these programs, yet they offer a huge opportunity for both students and colleges.  This connection between adult education and college workforce development is precisely what policy makers consider important for the future, as evidenced by the many state governors who are placing adult education programs within their community college structures.  Such programs are central to the mission of community colleges.  Now we must rise to the challenge of making them central to our organizational structures.

For more information:

http://www.nv.cc.va.us/medical/health/index.htm -- Allied Health Division, Northern Virginia Community College

http://www.ccd.edu/com_biz.html -- Community College of Denver, Business and Community page

http://www.tacoma.ctc.edu/academics/programs.shtm#abe – Programs at Tacoma Community College
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