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Community partnerships key to serving adult learners 
 

Don’t stereotype adult learners, cautions Carolyn Douglas, Community and Economic 
Development Initiative manager of the South Alabama Community Foundation. 

“A GED is not the end goal for everyone, and one size does not fit all,” Douglas says. “I tutored 
a man in his fifties who read at a second-grade level. He had a good job at an area shipyard. 
His concern was that he wanted to be a better parent.” 

Douglas says that adult learners come into the “pipeline” from different places: A man just out 
of jail, a pregnant teen, a woman laid off from the sock factory, a senior citizen needing to re-
enter the workforce to supplement retirement.  

Moreover, literacy may be defined by functional ability in specific areas such as personal 
finance, health, or computers, as well as reading ability.  

Douglas uses the examples to emphasize that every adult learner is unique, and that “it takes a 
community to support an adult learner” through multiple delivery systems. By “community,” 
Douglas means all the community colleges, public agencies, non-profits and faith-based 
organizations that provide a wide array of related services, not only to help people become 
more literate, but also to address individuals’ barriers to learning.   

Creating that community in the region served by the Mobile-based Foundation has been a 
two-year journey marked by meetings, fact-finding and collaboration in an eight-county 
region.  

“We’ve been breaking down barriers and talking to each other for the first time,” Douglas said. 
“We’re creating a network of networks, and working together to get the word out to the 
community about the need for and the importance of the services we provide, and how to get 
involved.” 
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Sometimes the ideas that come from these collaborations produce elegantly simple solutions 
to thorny problems. Douglas said that the group is now developing a standardized 
employment application that clients can fill out ahead of time and use as a reference when 
they go to a job interview. “We want to remove as many barriers to success as possible,” 
Douglas said. 

Susan Y. Price, vice-chancellor for Instructional and Student Services for the Alabama 
Community College System, says that the work being done in South Alabama will serve as a 
model for the rest of the state. 

“The need for adult education services is growing exponentially,” Price says. “This kind of 
community-wide response is the only way to address those needs effectively and reach as 
many people as possible throughout Alabama.” 
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