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Why A Focus on Adult Students? 

A focus on postsecondary access and success for adult students, age 25-64, is a new direction 

for WHEF but also an important one if WHEF is to achieve its mission of helping “more 

Mississippians obtain postsecondary credentials, college certificates, and degrees that lead to 

meaningful employment.” Postsecondary education is crucial for adults seeking to succeed in 

the contemporary job market. In Mississippi, for example, 61% of all jobs require some type of 

postsecondary education or training.1 Among the 50 “hottest jobs” in the state, as determined 

by the Mississippi Department of Employment Security based on demand and wages, all but 

two require medium to extensive preparation, typically including a postsecondary credential.2  

Adults are often well aware that additional education can help them improve their economic 

status. As of 2019, 44% of adults without college degrees in Mississippi felt that they needed 

additional education to advance in their careers. Nationally, this perception is particularly 

strong among adults who are female, age 25-44, Hispanic or Black, and/or who do not have a 

high school diploma or GED.3 

As a state, Mississippi can also benefit from increased educational attainment among its adult 

residents. An educated workforce can attract new employers and industries to the state and 

help existing employers fill job openings. In addition, a model by research firm Ithaka S+R 

projects that the state’s new postsecondary attainment goal could be achieved by 2035 simply 

by increasing adult attainment by just 1 percentage point.4 

Increasing adult educational attainment in Mississippi is also an equity issue. The state’s overall 

postsecondary attainment rate for white adults age 25-64, excluding non-degree credentials, is 

39%, while a similar percentage of white adults (38%) have no college experience. For black 

adults, on the other hand, the postsecondary attainment rate is only 26%, and 50% of black 

adults have no college experience.5 

Addressing Adult Student Needs 

Recent research on current and prospective adult students clearly demonstrates that adults 

enroll in postsecondary education primarily for work-related reasons. For instance, a 2018 

survey of prospective adult students found that 61% cited career or financial reasons for 

considering further education. Specific reasons given included advancing their career, changing 

 
1 Skill Up Mississippi. 2019. Talent Pipeline. https://skillupmississippi.com/employers/mississippis-talent-pipeline/. 
2 Mississippi Department of Employment Security. 2018. Mississippi Occupations in Demand. 
https://mdes.ms.gov/media/95511/occdemand_ms.pdf. 
3 Strada-Gallup Education Consumer Survey. 2019. Back to School? What Adults Without Degrees Say About 
Pursuing Additional Education and Training. https://cci.stradaeducation.org/report/back-to-school/. 
4 Pisacreta, Elizabeth Davidson. 2021. Postsecondary Attainment in Mississippi. New York, NY: Ithaka S+R. 
5 U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2019. 

https://skillupmississippi.com/employers/mississippis-talent-pipeline/
https://mdes.ms.gov/media/95511/occdemand_ms.pdf
https://cci.stradaeducation.org/report/back-to-school/
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careers, increasing their earning potential, and getting a better job.6 Adults considering a return 

to education do also cite reasons such as wanting to complete what they began and serving as a 

role model to others, but these reasons are not mentioned nearly as often as work-related 

ones. 

This research also indicates that, for most adult students, a major life event is the push to begin 

thinking about enrolling. Whether it’s a work-related event such as losing a job or being passed 

over for promotion or a more personal event such as getting married or having children leave 

home, life changes can spur adults to think about furthering their education.7 

 When asked what is preventing them from enrolling in college, adults without college 

credentials most often cite reasons related to time and money. A 2017 survey of prospective 

adult students, for example, found that the top concerns adults had about returning to school 

were taking on too much debt and balancing work and family responsibilities with the demands 

of school, both cited by two-thirds of survey respondents.8 These barriers, however, do not 

affect all adults in the same way. Research indicates, for instance, that adults who are currently 

employed are significantly more likely to consider enrolling in college than those who are 

unemployed, suggesting that the need to earn money may be a bigger barrier to postsecondary 

enrollment than balancing studies with work obligations. 9 

Adults are not a uniform population and can also face barriers specific to their circumstances. 

Educational attainment is an obvious factor that differentiates adults. An adult who needs only 

a few credits to complete a degree will face very difference obstacles than one who has never 

attended college and may not even have a high school diploma or GED. Adults who live in rural 

areas may find it difficult to find a postsecondary institution that meets their needs,10 and older 

adults may find the prospect of returning to school more daunting than their younger 

compatriots.11 

Addressing the barriers faced by adult students requires consideration of all these factors. 

Adults may need helping figuring out how to pay for college and how to fit their studies into a 

life already full with work and family obligations. Moreover, because adults generally have 

work-related motivations for enrolling in college, they often need career advising to help them 

 
6 Education Advisory Board. 2018. Understanding the Shifting Adult Learner Mindset. 
http://pages.eab.com/rs/732-GKV-
655/images/Understanding%20the%20Shifting%20Adult%20Learner%20Mindset.pdf. 
7 Education Advisory Board. 2020. Understanding and Recruiting Adult Degree Completers. 
https://pages.eab.com/Adult-Degree-Completion-Whitepaper.html. 
8 Public Agenda. 2018. A Major Step: What Adults Without Degrees Say About Going (Back) to College. 
https://www.publicagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/PublicAgenda_A-Major-Step_Adults-Without-
Degrees.pdf. 
9 Champlain College Online. 2017. Online Learning and the Back-to-School Decision. 
https://online.champlain.edu/sites/online/files/2019-12/adult_viewpoint_2017_survey-
champlain_college_online-final1.pdf. 
10 Public Agenda. A Major Step. 
11 Strada-Gallup. Back to School? 

http://pages.eab.com/rs/732-GKV-655/images/Understanding%20the%20Shifting%20Adult%20Learner%20Mindset.pdf
http://pages.eab.com/rs/732-GKV-655/images/Understanding%20the%20Shifting%20Adult%20Learner%20Mindset.pdf
https://pages.eab.com/Adult-Degree-Completion-Whitepaper.html
https://www.publicagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/PublicAgenda_A-Major-Step_Adults-Without-Degrees.pdf
https://www.publicagenda.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/PublicAgenda_A-Major-Step_Adults-Without-Degrees.pdf
https://online.champlain.edu/sites/online/files/2019-12/adult_viewpoint_2017_survey-champlain_college_online-final1.pdf
https://online.champlain.edu/sites/online/files/2019-12/adult_viewpoint_2017_survey-champlain_college_online-final1.pdf
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select a career path and identify the credentials and programs that will meet their needs.12 

Adults who have never attended college often lack important information about the admissions 

and financial aid process. Adults who have earned some postsecondary credit, on the other 

hand, may need assistance with obtaining transcripts, determining how their credits will 

transfer, and resolving issues such as loan defaults or debts owed to a postsecondary 

institution.13  

In addition, there are a number of adult populations that may have special needs when it 

comes to engaging in postsecondary education. Adults who are parents may need help finding 

childcare, for example, while adults who are veterans may need assistance with applying 

training received during their military service to a postsecondary degree program.14 Adults with 

disabilities and those who have been impacted by the criminal justice system are further 

examples of adult populations who often need significant support in gaining access to and 

succeeding in college. 

A final consideration in expanding college access and success for adults is that most adults are 

place-bound, with ties to family, friends, and work keeping them in the local area. In 

Mississippi, for instance, only about 6% of residents moved out of their county over a five-year 

period from 2014 to 2018.15 This factor means that adults need educational and job 

opportunities near their homes and suggests a need to consider local factors in any strategy 

that focuses on adults. 

Strategy 1: Targeted Local Interventions 

The factors listed above illustrate the complexity of developing a strategy to increase access 

and success for adults in Mississippi. However, both the research literature and practitioners in 

the field emphasize some key points: 

• Adults pursuing postsecondary education are typically focused on career development 

or job opportunities; 

• They are looking for education programs that are affordable and can fit into their busy 

lives, and 

• They will most likely remain in the local area where they currently live and work. 

 
12 Odle, Taylor K. 2020. Strategies to Support Adult Learners and Some College, No Degree Students “To and 
Through” a Postsecondary Credential. Rockville, MD: Society for Research on Educational Effectiveness. 
https://www.sree.org/assets/Summer_Fellows_Reports/Executive%20Summary_Literature%20Review_Opportuni
ties.pdf. 
13 Erisman, Wendy, and Patricia Steele. 2015.  Adult College Completion in the 21st Century. Washington, DC: Higher 
Ed Insight. https://higheredinsight.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/adult_college_completion_20151.pdf. 
14 Erisman and Steele. Adult College Completion.  
15 U.S. Census Bureau. County-to-County Migration Flows: 2014-18 American Community Survey. 
https://www.census.gov/topics/population/migration/guidance/county-to-county-migration-flows.html. 

https://www.sree.org/assets/Summer_Fellows_Reports/Executive%20Summary_Literature%20Review_Opportunities.pdf
https://www.sree.org/assets/Summer_Fellows_Reports/Executive%20Summary_Literature%20Review_Opportunities.pdf
https://higheredinsight.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/adult_college_completion_20151.pdf
https://www.census.gov/topics/population/migration/guidance/county-to-county-migration-flows.html
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Given these parameters, it makes sense of to make WHEF’s grant-making strategy for adults a 

fundamentally local one, targeting key areas of the state and tailoring the work to the needs of 

local residents. 

For the initial phase of the adult strategy, over the next three years, WHEF will identify several 

Mississippi community college districts in various parts of the state in which there already exist 

effective partnerships between the community college and employers in one or more local 

industries that offer in-demand occupations and family-sustaining wages. WHEF will then work 

with these community college and their partners to identify adult populations within the 

selected districts that are not taking advantage of these educational opportunities and develop 

plans to address this gap. By focusing on existing partnerships between postsecondary 

education and industry sectors, WHEF will be able to focus its attention on the needs of 

underserved adult students. 

A crucial part of this strategy will be understanding the local context and stakeholders in each 

area. In particular, it will be important to identify local partners—from government agencies to 

community-based organizations—that have existing relationships with underserved adults and 

can serve as resources for those individuals as they undertake the college-going process. To 

develop an understanding of the local context, WHEF can work with community colleges to 

convene stakeholders relevant to the target adult populations. Depending on the circumstances 

in a particular area, WHEF may also choose to commission research on the target student 

population and/or identify state or national experts who can offer possible solutions to the 

obstacles that adults encounter when seeking to further their education. 

Once plans are fully laid to better connect underserved adults with postsecondary education 

and, ultimately, employment opportunities, WHEF can issue a request for proposals to local 

organizations serving the target adult population and make grants to help these organizations 

incorporate or expand college access work with this population. Grantees might include the 

community college or local workforce investment board and also include community-based 

organizations along the lines of Goodwill Industries or similar local entities with programs 

aimed at connecting underserved adults with educational and employment opportunities.  

WHEF also has an important existing resource to draw on in these local interventions: 

Get2College. Get2College staff already have deep knowledge of college access issues, many of 

which are just as relevant to adults as to traditional-age students. Supporting adult students—

whether directly through a G2College Center or indirectly by training local partners to provide 

college access information—will likely also take Get2College staff in new directions. In addition 

to college admissions, ACT, and FAFSA advice, they may find themselves assisting adults who 

have some college but no degree with transferring college credits or advising an adult about 

local workforce programs. Either way, the statewide credibility of Get2College and the solid 

foundation of college access knowledge held by its staff will make it a crucial part of WHEF’s 

adult strategy. 



    

 

5 
July 2021 WHEF Proposed Adult Programming Strategy 

 

Strategy 2: Promoting Change Statewide 

While the bulk of any grant-making done as part of WHEF’s adult strategy will be targeted 

toward organizations that serve adults and will take place within the local interventions 

described above, WHEF will also incorporate issues related to increasing postsecondary 

educational attainment for adults into its work as a convener and thought leader throughout 

Mississippi.  

Given the many factors involved in expanding educational attainment for adults, there are a 

great many statewide players involved in this work. These include not only the state’s higher 

education and workforce agencies, but also state agencies such as Corrections, Health and 

Human Services, and Rehabilitative Services, all of which fund some forms of postsecondary 

education for specific populations. Conversations with representatives from some of these 

entities has raised the need for better coordination. WHEF has an opportunity to assist in this 

area by working with agencies such as the state Workforce Investment and Community College 

Boards to offer focused, action-oriented convenings on key topics such as what credentials are 

valued by local employers, what funding sources, services, and postsecondary programs are 

available for specific adult student populations, and other similar topics related to workforce, 

community college, and employer alignment. 

As WHEF continues its work with the Education Achievement Council, staff will also work to 

ensure that this group considers policy issues of importance to adult students. State financial 

aid for adults is a particular challenge. Unlike the HELP grant, the Mississippi Resident Tuition 

Grant has no eligibility requirements linked to date of high school graduation, but only full-time 

students are eligible.16 As of Fall 2019, approximately 43% of students age 25-64 at Mississippi 

public colleges and universities were enrolled part-time.17 Similarly, recent legislative bills 

proposing that the state offer free tuition at community colleges have included limitations 

based on age or date of high school graduation, which excludes most adults from such 

proposals.18 Other key issues related to increasing educational attainment for adults include 

consistent access to credit for prior learning, competency-based education, and online degree 

programs as well as ensuring that the state makes available data on enrollment, persistence, 

and completion disaggregated by age.19 

  

 
16 Education Commission of the States. 2017. Adult Inclusion in State Financial Aid Policies: Mississippi State Profile. 
https://ecs.secure.force.com/mbdata/mbprofallNSrt?Rep=FMS. 
17U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). 2019. 
18 Education Commission of the States. 2018. Free College and Adult Student Populations. 
https://www.ecs.org/free-college-and-adult-student-populations/. 
19 Erisman, Wendy. 2019. Recent State Efforts to Better Support Adult Postsecondary Learners. Washington, DC: 
Higher Ed Insight. https://higheredinsight.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/acc-state-policymakers-2019_5_2-
v3-1.pdf. 

https://ecs.secure.force.com/mbdata/mbprofallNSrt?Rep=FMS
https://www.ecs.org/free-college-and-adult-student-populations/
https://higheredinsight.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/acc-state-policymakers-2019_5_2-v3-1.pdf
https://higheredinsight.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/acc-state-policymakers-2019_5_2-v3-1.pdf
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Focus Area: Adults Impacted by the Criminal Justice System 

A particular interest for WHEF is expanding college access and success for adults who have 

been impacted by the criminal justice system. This group includes individuals currently in 

prison, individuals on probation or parole, and those who may be “off paper” but are still 

affected by their criminal history, especially when looking for housing or a job. Educational 

opportunities for individuals imprisoned in Mississippi are particularly limited.  In April 2021, a 

report from the Joint Legislative Committee on Performance Evaluation and Expenditure 

Review identified the following issues: 

• The Mississippi Department of Corrections spends less than 2% of its budget on all 

prison programming, which includes adult, postsecondary, and vocational education as 

well as cognitive behavioral therapy, substance abuse treatment, life skills classes, 

restorative justice work, and religious programs.  

• Programming is inconsistent across correctional facilities. Postsecondary education 

(other than vocational education) is available at only one state prison and three of the 

fifteen county facilities, and the only available degree is in Christian Ministry. 

• Nearly half of the programs currently offered have no evidence of effectiveness.20 

Despite these challenges, Mississippi has in place a new Commissioner of Corrections who has 
expressed support for prison education programs and several new statewide coalitions that are 
working to address these inequities. WHEF has a unique opportunity to be actively involved 
with these groups as they are beginning to ramp up their work. 
 
The Helping Offenders Prepare for Excellence (HOPE) Alliance, coordinated by Mississippi Prison 
Industries Corporation (MPIC), is focused on vocational training and post-release employment. 
MPIC has a U.S. Department of Labor-certified apprenticeship program in welding and is looking 
at developing apprenticeships in other areas as well as building relationships with employers 
that have agreed to hire program completers when released. Participants in HOPE programs will 
also receive important support services after their release from prison.  
 
A second group, the Mississippi Consortium for Higher Education in Prison, has just begun to 
form, drawing on effective practices identified in other states. Led by the Mississippi Humanities 
Council, with funding from The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, this consortium is intended to 
provide a unified presence among postsecondary prison educators and to coordinate efforts to 
ensure the quality of the educational programs offered to individuals while in prison. With 
imprisoned persons expected to regain access to Pell Grants in the near future, the consortium’s 
goal is to have policies in place to support the expansion of higher education offerings in 
Mississippi prisons. 
 
  

 
20 Joint Legislative Committee on Performance Evaluation and Expenditure. 2021. Mississippi Department of 
Corrections Accountability Program Inventory. https://www.peer.ms.gov/Reports/reports/rpt652.pdf. 

https://www.peer.ms.gov/Reports/reports/rpt652.pdf
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Appendix: WHEF Adult Strategy Contacts 

 

MISSISSIPPI 

Mississippi Community College Board 

Division of Workforce, Career, Technical, and Adult Education 

Sandy Crist, Assistant Executive Director 

Beth Little, Director of Adult Education and HSED 

https://www.mccb.edu/offices/workforce-CTE-AE 

Mississippi State Workforce Investment Board 

Patrick Sullivan, Chair 

https://swib.ms.gov/ 

The Mississippi Skills Foundation 

Garrett McInnis, Executive Vice President 

https://skillsfoundationms.com/ 

Mississippi Delta Workforce Funding Collaborative 

Foundation for the Mid-South 

Martha Claire Drysdale, Community Development Director 

https://nationalfund.org/collaborative/delta-workforce-funding-collaborative/ 

Mississippi Construction Education Foundation 

Mike Barkett, President 

https://www.mcef.net/ 

Moore Community House  

Ruth Mazara, Program Director 

https://www.moorecommunityhouse.org/winc 

Goodwill Industries of Mississippi 

Vicki Burton, Vice President of Workforce Development 

http://goodwillms.org/ 

Helping Offenders Prepare for Excellence (HOPE) Alliance 

Mississippi Prison Industries Corporation 

Bradley Lum, CEO 

Charles “Bubba” Wier, Chief of Staff 

https://hopealliancems.com/ 

Mississippi Consortium for Higher Education in Prison 

Mississippi Humanities Council 

Carla Faulkner, Project Coordinator 

http://mshumanities.org/program/prison-education/ 

  

https://www.mccb.edu/offices/workforce-CTE-AE
https://swib.ms.gov/
https://skillsfoundationms.com/
https://nationalfund.org/collaborative/delta-workforce-funding-collaborative/
https://www.mcef.net/
http://goodwillms.org/
https://hopealliancems.com/
http://mshumanities.org/program/prison-education/
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NATIONAL AND OTHER STATES 

Graduate! Network 

Kathy Zandona, Senior Vice President, Network Strategy & Development 

https://graduate-network.org/ 

Goodwill of North Georgia 

Jenny Taylor, Vice President of Career Services 

https://goodwillng.org/ 

Forcing Out Recidivism Through Education (FORTE) House 

Tia Ryans, Founding Executive Director 

https://www.njfortehouse.org/ 

https://graduate-network.org/
https://goodwillng.org/
https://www.njfortehouse.org/

