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Economic woes fuel need for more adult education; 
educators strive to bridge the gap at Birmingham conference 

 
 

BIRMINGHAM – More than a half-million working-age Alabamians do not have a high 
school diploma or GED (General Educational Development) credential, and lack basic 
literacy and workplace skills. In the current economic climate, that’s a recipe for disaster, 
especially since lower-skill jobs are disappearing and the new jobs arriving in Alabama 
require education or professional certifications beyond high school. 

How to bridge that gap? Some 500 adult education providers and GED examiners from the 
Alabama Community College System will gather July 15-17 at the Sheraton Birmingham-
Jefferson Convention Complex, to address the urgent need for expanded adult education 
services in Alabama. Keynote speaker for Wednesday afternoon’s opening session is Cheryl 
Keenan, Director, Division of Adult Education and Literacy, Office of Vocational and Adult 
Education, U.S. Department of Education. 

The “Bridging the Gap” 2009 Adult Education Conference is sponsored by the Alabama 
Association for Public and Continuing Adult Education. (The conference agenda is attached.) 

Since 2002, the Alabama Community College System (ACCS) has administered state and 
federal funds for the two-year colleges and their nonprofit and faith-based partners to 
provide adult education and literacy services at no cost to their students.  

“This conference is more important than ever because adult education programs are being 
asked to greatly expand their services,” said Joan Y. Davis, interim chancellor of the two-
year college system. “It is incumbent on these participants to create a new future for adult 
education, improve their programs, and collaborate in order to avoid duplication of 
services. All of our adult education providers must heighten their awareness that 
maintaining the status quo won’t do. The need is far too great.” 
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A case in point is in North Alabama – an area once known as the “Sock Capital of the World” 
– where the textile industry has been declining for decades but in the last year has all but 
disappeared, taking with it thousands of jobs. Northeast Alabama Community College, 
Rainsville, has obtained grant funding to ramp up services to these dislocated workers and 
help them prepare for a new career. For many of these newly unemployed workers, that 
means more education, including ESL – English as a Second Language – courses for a 
growing immigrant population. Northeast Alabama’s adult education programs have the 
largest ESL enrollment in the state. 

Through ACCS and its partners, citizens can access a wide variety of free adult education 
programs that help them to:  

 Become literate and obtain the knowledge and skills necessary for employment and 
self-sufficiency 

 Obtain the educational skills necessary to become full partners in the educational 
development of their children 

 Complete secondary school or complete the equivalent of a secondary school 
education 

 Prepare for the next step: Postsecondary education in academics or professional 
certification 

(For more information on ACCS adult education services, go to www.accs.cc .) 

Susan Y. Price, vice chancellor for Instructional and Student Services, said the ACCS Adult 
Education Division is committed to an aggressive program of community partnerships, 
outreach and instruction to substantially increase the number of successful GED test-takers.  
 
“Our success rates for adult education are among the highest in the nation,” Price said.  

Alabama’s adult education programs rank: 

 1st through 4th nationally in moving students’ literacy rates up to target grade-levels, 
with success rates far superior to the national average 

 15th nationally in helping students obtain their high school diploma or GED 
 19th in students entering postsecondary education or training 
 6th  in students entering employment 
 4th in students retaining employment 

 
The state’s ESL programs also receive top marks across the board.  

 “These are all terrific markers of success,” Price said, “but what we really have to work on is 
getting more people to take advantage of our free classes, especially our free GED 
preparation classes.  

“The GED exam is more difficult than a lot of people realize, especially if they have been out 
of high school for very long,” Price said.  “If a person walks into a GED test center, pays the 
$50 fee, and doesn’t pass it on the first try, he or she might become discouraged. We want 
to help them be successful, and the best way is for them to enroll in one of our free GED 
prep courses.” 
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The dropout rate is of particular concern to educators. More and more of the adult 
education clients read below the 9th grade level and are age 16-24 and getting younger 
every year.  

About 40 percent of all Alabama students drop out of high school before earning a diploma, 
a situation that the Southern Education Foundation contends is the state’s “number one 
education and economic problem.” Price said the K-12 system and the two-year college 
system are partnering to develop a new dropout referral initiative to identify and serve 
potential GED students at an earlier age. 

Adult education is not just about earning a GED, Price added.  “We offer a wide range of 
courses: basic literacy, ESL, and courses designed to help adults update their skills, improve 
their employability, and increase their confidence, to name a few,” she said. Instruction is 
based on individual student need and ranges from one-on-one tutoring to group 
instruction, computer-based and distance education programs, and day and evening classes 
in a variety of facilities conducive to adult learning. 

 “We see these classes as every bit as important as our academic mission,” Price said. “We 
want adults to become comfortable on our campuses and to begin to think of education as 
a lifelong endeavor.”  

### 

 

Family tradition: Paul Ramage inspired his mom, Lynn Vick (center) and sister, Jessica 
Ramage, to earn their GEDs at Bevill State Community College, Jasper, and to obtain career 
readiness certifications. 
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