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According to the U.S. Census (2000), 42 percent of adults between the ages of 25 and 64 have no more than a high school education. Unfortunately, most new jobs and the vast majority of jobs that pay wages sufficient to support a family require at least some education beyond high school.  Low educational attainment is therefore often associated with high rates of unemployment and poverty. Community colleges are an important entry point to postsecondary education for adults with no previous college education or even a high school diploma and can serve as a pathway for low-skill adults to enter college and pursue career-path employment. 

Unfortunately, little is known about the unique experiences and the educational and employment outcomes of adults who enter community college with limited education. But across the nation, several major research projects are underway to inform policies and practices that support adult student success. The Community College Research Center (CCRC) conducted a study in the Washington State Community and Technical College System that seeks to fill such information gaps about older community college students. 

CCRC found that only 13 percent of the students who started in ESL programs went on to earn at least some college credits. Less than one-third of adult basic education students made the transition to college-level courses.  Nearly 30 percent of the GED students and 35 percent of high school graduates earned two full-time semesters worth of coursework or a credential in five years.  Just 14 percent of GED students and 18 percent of high school graduates earned an advanced certificate or an associate degree in five years.  Only one percent of ESL students who started with less than a high school education earned a GED or high school diploma in five years.

Not surprisingly, the higher students’ educational attainment after five years, the higher the wages they earned on average. Compared with students who earned fewer than ten college credits, those who took at least one year’s worth of college-credit courses and earned a credential had an average annual earnings advantage of $7,000 for students who started in ESL, $8,500 for those who started in adult basic education, and $2,700 and $1,700 for those entering with a GED or high school diploma, respectively.

To enable low-skill adults to achieve the threshold level of one year of college plus a credential or more, community colleges in Washington State and elsewhere should rethink their programs and services. For example, 69 percent of adult basic education and ESL students who make the transition to college-level work with a high school diploma or GED in hand are eligible to receive financial aid and developmental education. These supports would make it two to three times more likely that they would earn a credential, but only one-third of these students receive this kind of support. Therefore, it would be useful for basic skills and developmental education faculty to work together to encourage students to take advantage of developmental courses and to work with counseling and student services staff to ensure that eligible students apply for financial aid.

In addition, support should be given to the far larger group of students who have or earn a high school diploma or GED but never go beyond basic skills in community college. More aggressive efforts to educate them about college education opportunities, combined with “bridge programs” that ease their transition to college, might increase their enrollment and success in college-level programs.

Finally, short-term training that is focused on getting low-skilled adults a job generally doesn’t result in gains in earnings over time when students do not continue their education.  Instead, colleges could help students avoid dead-end starts by ensuring that short-term training options lead to real educational attainment in the long term.

An apt metaphor for an education system effective in serving low-skill adults might be a commuter transit system that is run on the schedule of working adults and that can accommodate on-and-off traffic, but still makes connections to long-term destinations. Such a system provides a clear map of the educational pathways that students can follow to advance in their jobs and pursue further education, indicating where they can depart from education for a time and re-enter as they are able. The system gives students much guidance and support so they don’t get lost as they leave and re-enter college, and allows adults to go farther and faster than they do in the conventional college system.  
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