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Laid-off workers go back to school;  
community colleges offer classes tailored to their needs 

 
 
Thousands of Alabama workers have lost their jobs in recent months, and many of the losses 
were in trade, transportation and utilities, construction and manufacturing, according to the 
Alabama Department of Industrial Relations. Alabama’s community colleges offer a valuable 
resource for those seeking a first or new career, along with plenty of help for jobseekers.   

“We are seeing many factory closings and people are being laid off,” says Donny Sweeney, 
director of the adult education program at Northwest Shoals Community College, Muscle 
Shoals. “This creates a unique opportunity for people to come back and enhance their 
credentials for another job that might be an even better one.” 

For many adults, the first step to getting a first job or a better job is earning a General 
Educational Development (GED) credential – because the path to a good job is often blocked 
without that high school equivalency certificate. The good news is that GED preparation 
courses are free, and they can be tailored to the student’s academic needs. Colleges also admit 
students weekly, so there is no need to wait until a new term begins.  

For example, at Shelton State Community College, Tuscaloosa, students can take advantage of 
several different classes geared to their particular academic strengths and weaknesses, 
according to Fran Turner, adult education program director. Adult learners also can earn credit 
through a partnership with Shelton State and the University of Alabama. University students 
serve as tutors in the community college’s adult education classes, helping adult students 
obtain the knowledge and skills needed for employment and self-sufficiency. Classes are free.  

One of the most effective programs is the free Ready to Work Program, which prepares people 
to be career-ready. Classes meet for eight weeks, says Donna Peck, Ready to Work program 
director at Northwest Shoals.  

“Our community colleges all over the state offer this program to get our people trained in 
basic skills for workforce development,” Peck says. “So, when an employer needs workers, we 
are ready.” 
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Those who complete the classes earn two important certificates. The WorkKeys certification 
measures basic skills in applied math, reading for information, and locating information. The 
Alabama Certified Worker Certificate indicates the person has received training in workplace 
ethics, computer training, manufacturing, job searching and problem solving, along with AIDT 
(Alabama Industrial Development Training) skills assessment and training. Employers value 
these certificates as proof that prospective employees have the skills they need to hit the 
ground running. 

“We provide a lot of broad-based knowledge, and our Ready to Work program not only fully 
prepares a person for work, but boosts the skills of someone who is underemployed – it helps 
them get their foot in the door for a better job. When the economy picks up, employers will 
want people ready to interview.” 

The colleges put each student’s resume on their databases for potential employers, along with 
offering other help to find a job – and with certification, it’s often one that is much better than 
the job they had previously, Peck says.  

Peck tells of a young man who completed the Ready to Work program and talked to his 
supervisor at work about it. The supervisor was so impressed with what he had learned, he 
invited him to apply for a promotion – and he got the job. “He was so elated,” Peck says. “It is 
a win-win situation for everyone.” 

Once adult learners get back into the swing of education, they often decide to pursue an 
associate degree. Many of the high-wage, high-demand jobs coming into Alabama require at 
least a two-year degree. For those who want to go on to a four-year degree, all academic 
coursework earned at an Alabama community college is transferrable to any state four-year 
university. 

Whether an adult is on an academic or career journey, or is uncertain where to turn after 
losing a long-held job, there is help at an Alabama community or technical college. Sweeney 
says many adults could benefit from such programs, even if he or she already is employed.  

“The field is ripe for the harvest,” Sweeney says. “Census records show that a third of 
Alabama’s population needs adult education of some kind, and it really does make a difference 
in people’s lives. The whole community benefits and the economic impact is dramatic.” 
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