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First, A Story

* My professional transition from high 

school teacher to adult education instructor 

made me realize how negative trends 

formed early in life can have profound 

effects on a person’s future.

*There are a lack of priorities in some of our 

poorest communities that will cause lifelong 

problems for our students unless they are 

addressed and improved upon in and 

outside of the classroom. 



Does my example sound familiar?

* Before we begin, take a minute to consider 

a few questions. Feel free to answer in the 

chat box and share with your fellow 

educators!

- Which soft skill(s) do you find your students 

most commonly struggle with?

- Would that missing soft skill cause 

problems with future professional and/or 

academic endeavors?

- Do you feel most of your students make 

your classes a priority? 



The Counties 
I Serve

Hardin County 

Hardeman County

McNairy County

Chester County (Jail Only) 



The Stats on the Served

The Challenges

*McNairy, Hardin, and Hardeman counties have all 

been deemed economically distressed counties at 

the state level.

*County profiles completed by the University of 

Tennessee in 2019 found that one in four adults 

residing in Hardeman County do not have a high 

school diploma. 

*The number is only slightly  better in McNairy  and 

Hardin Counties, in which one in six does not.

The Successes

*The UT McNairy County profile for 2016 indicated 

63 percent of adults aged 25-64 had a high school 

diploma. That number jumped to 84 percent in last 

year’s profile.

*Prior to acting as adult education instructor in 

Hardeman County, the average number of non-

incarcerated graduates was less than 10 a year. The 

average each year since 2015 has been between 20-

40 graduates.

*Teaming with rehabilitation programs in Hardin 

County has produced an increase in student 

enrollment and graduates. 



“You are where you are.”

*As educators and leaders, we are 

constantly – and rightfully – pushing for 

more funding and resources for our students 

while enrolled in our programs and after 

they graduate.

*Still, we’re doing a disservice to our 

students if we don’t help them under current 

conditions plan for their present and prepare 

for their future. 



The Biggest Problem
We can keep discussing the numerous problems are students living in poverty have: no internet 

access, no transportation options, no support system at home, etc. There’s a common thread running 

through all of these: not making education a priority. 



Shifting Priority on 
Transportation

* Transportation pre- and post-pandemic remains one of 

the most difficult parts of daily life for most of our 

students.

* In the short-term, pursue transportation methods that 

are accessible to your students that can get them to 

class and to testing sites. We have public transportation 

in our counties that is affordable and accessible by 

making an appointment in advance. We have other 

state-funded programs that can offer help in getting 

them to our classes and to other essential locations.

* In the long-term, instructors can encourage students 

to think about transportation as something essential for 

work and most aspects of daily life. Developing a 

consistent plan for getting around pivotal to their 

futures. 



What are your problems with 
public transportation?

* Consider these questions. Feel free to 

answer in the chat box and share with your 

fellow educators!

- Do you have public transportation in your 

area? What are the out-of-pocket costs?

- Do you have local entities that can help to 

cover those costs or provide alternative forms 

of transportation? 

- Do you have an example of students claiming 

transportation was an issue, but it was actually 

a priority issue instead?



Shifting 
Priority on 
Online Access
* Online access to most of today’s students means 

mobile. Your list of online resources may not be used if 

they’re not readily accessible on a phone or tablet. 

*As a result of the pandemic, more options have 

opened at state and national levels to get affordable –

or potentially free – internet access to your students. As 

state programs continue to reopen, more options, like 

public libraries, should be available.

*A student having online access will mean little if they 

don’t prioritize your resources. Giving students smaller, 

quicker tasks to do on any device will more than likely 

be the best route to go. 



What are your problems with 
online access?

* Consider these questions. Feel free to 

answer in the chat box and share with your 

fellow educators!

- How many homes in your community have 

access to reliable internet access?

- Are there no-cost or low-cost options available 

for your students? 

- During the pandemic, do you feel like online 

instruction was an adequate substitute for in-

person instruction? If so, why? If no, why not?



How many of these soft skills are lacking 
in your students?

As adult education educators, we often get so thrilled when students simply show up or do expected 

tasks that we fail to require more. This will not be helpful to our students post-diploma. 



Lack of Time 
Management

* For showing up late to class, the response is 

normally, “Come on in and sit down.” For showing up 

late to work, the response is normally, “You’re fired.”

* Students need to learn the importance of getting to 

class and testing on time. This doesn’t have to met 

with punishment but should be met with 

acknowledgement.

* Students should learn to  prioritize time for 

instruction and studying. Creating consistency is key. 

Students should pick a time and location each day 

that they can return to study material, even if it’s for a 

few minutes. 



Lack of Communication
Students must learn the power of communication. Instructors should emphasize to students during their 

initial sessions and classes the importance of calling or texting when they are running late, can’t show up, or 

are having difficulties in their professional or personal lives that prevent them from during the work. 



Lack of Problem Solving

* In some of the poorest communities,  

problem solving is more than just an issue 

for the Hi-Set exam. Problems at work can 

result in quitting a job. Problems at home 

and in the community can result in anger 

and violence. 

* The Snickers principle: you’re more 

rationale and effective when you’re calm. 

Lowering student’s agitation by getting them 

solve problems one step at a time will reap 

major dividends on both the exam and their 

everyday lives. 



Lack of Understanding Options

Higher Education

* Many students don’t know where to begin 
when it comes to applying to tech schools, 
community college, or a 4-year university.

* Informing students on degree options, 
testing requirements, and financial aid prior to 
completion helps direct their minds to the 
bigger picture.

* Bring resources to the students or form 
connections with local education options to 
ensure to students are showing up to develop 
their understanding. 

Employment 

* Outside of “You need a diploma,” students 
may not know of other requirements certain 
jobs have. 

* Ask students about where they’re applying 
for work and for what position. You can provide 
input on additional requirements, such as on-
the-job training and protective equipment.

* Some state and federal programs now 
provide funding for protective equipment and 
other items needed to obtain work. Inform 
students of these. 



Teacher
turned 
Financial
Advisor

* Prioritizing education also means prioritizing 

financial education. Students can become a graduate 

and newly employed, and if they still don’t know how 

to handle money, they will still be near or below the 

poverty line. 

* Find ways of incorporating financial principles in 

your instruction. I often use questions on interest 

accrued in my math instruction to show how debt can 

pile up  and the benefits of saving and investing. I also 

use essay examples that deal with financial topics 

where students can see the pros and cons of certain 

situations. 

* Most students have a baseline understanding of 

checking and savings accounts, but no clue on 

retirement (401k) or benefits. Keep this in mind.



Financial Education 
Hi-Set Question Example

Sam takes out a loan from the bank for 12,500 for a new car. The simple yearly interest on his 

loan is 15%. He plans to pay off the loan over 5 years, which is 60 month payments. What would 

Sam’s monthly payment be?

A. $156.25

B. $364.58

C. $276.98

D. 306.58

This question does a great job of introducing the topics of loans, interest rates, and payment plans 

to students. It also gives students who have a long-term goal of acquiring a car a realistic depiction 

of what that process is like. 



Financial Education 
Hi-Set Essay Example

Leasing is the Way to Go

Have you ever wanted a new vehicle at a low 

cost without worrying about excessive costs 

or the debt that comes along with a car 

purchase? For many Americans today, 

leasing has become the new standard for 

obtaining a car. Leasing for an affordable 

monthly payment can be the easiest way to 

get in a safe, reliable vehicle.

Car Ownership is still King

Leasing may look more and more attractive 

to today’s buyers. It’s normally an affordable 

monthly payment and ensures buyers will be 

in the newest and most reliable vehicles. 

After months and months of payments, 

though, the buyer doesn’t really “own” the 

car. Buying a car the traditional way may 

carry more up-front costs but can lead to 

long-term gains. 



Teacher turned Counselor
Many of our students suffer from a lack of support at home. This is not something we can obviously 

manufacturer for them. We can listen to their stories, though. Just having someone to listen is important.



Teaching Proper Social Media Behavior

Things to do on Social Media

* Post positive pictures, videos, and 

memories of time spent with family and 

friends.

* Personal, professional, and/or academic 

accomplishments.

* Handling any topic – social, political, or 

professional – in a constructive tone that 

does diminish or demean other people in 

your community or their viewpoints. 

Things to not do on Social Media 

* Negative words, images, videos, or 

comments that seek to belittle another 

person and/or entity. 

* Anything that promotes or instigates 

violence of any kind.

* Anger towards your current professional or 

academic position. 



Changing one Family Tree 
Takes a Forest 

* The success of an adult education 

program in pulling students out of poverty 

relies on the connections it forms with other 

educational institutions in a community.

* Partnerships with local school systems, 

tech schools, community colleges, and 

universities can ensure our students know 

how ladder of learning operates for their 

own needs and those of others in their 

families. 



Support from 
Non-Profits & Local Businesses

* Educators and students don’t have to go 

through this priority switch-up alone! A range of 

non-profits and local businesses can provide 

funding for your students’ needs, but it 

requires building a relationship with them and 

flexibility in what can and can not be provided.

* Entities tend to donate more with more 

frequency when the approach is personalized.

* If an entity supports your cause, be sure to 

thank them, but be careful how you do so. 



Life after 
Graduation

• As adult educators, we have so much on our plates 

that just dealing with our current list of students can 

be enough work. Still, following up with students who 

have graduated and motivating them to continue their 

education and/or stick with their current job is 

essential in overcoming poverty. 

• When you find time, make a short call or send a short 

message to graduates asking how they’re doing. They 

will not only be glad you thought about them, but also 

be eager to tell you of any accomplishments or 

setbacks. 

•Link them with resources that can reach out to post-

graduation to help with personal and professional 

issues. 



An investment in knowledge 
always pays the best interest.

- BENJAMIN FRANKLIN


