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Student Leaders as Advocates  
 
When we think of a person’s journey through the U.S. educational system, we typically think of 
a straight road or path, what some might call an “educational pipeline.”  This is a journey that 
starts in kindergarten, continues through college or even graduate school, and ends up in a 
productive well-paying job.  These linear metaphors are appealing because they allow for easy 
planning and tell a compelling story of uninterrupted success.  But is it accurate?  Indeed, for 
millions of Americans, the journey through education is far from being a straight path.   
 
In Arizona we have one of the highest dropout rates in the country.  Who are they?  Most of us 
know them… they are our health care workers, our neighbors, our family, and our friends.  
Clearly, a variety of pathways are needed to help the large number of parents, workers, and 
community members who need foundational skills to continue on their educational journey. 
  
The adult education field is beginning to see the scope of the advocacy work necessary to 
survive to provide those pathways.  Several states have cut or tried to eliminate adult education 
funding and we have to protect what federal dollars still exist.  Who should do advocacy work, 
when, and how often are critical questions for a field already taxed with teaching or re-teaching 
everything that students may need to succeed in the 21st century. 

 
We have a great opportunity in adult education to work with and learn from our students and 
share the political context of our communities by laying the foundation for an active network of 
adult education advocates who can effectively connect with key community leaders and 
organizations.   
 
For over 40 years, Pima Community College and the Adult Basic Education Division has served 
adult learners in Pima County.  Student leadership development and civic engagement are an 
integral part of our programming, values and philosophy. Because of the value placed on 
student leadership, we look for opportunities yearlong to connect students to the community 
and to connect the community to adult education.  We do that with legislative visits, open 
houses, student leadership training, involvement in community organizations that share similar 
values, election coverage, voter registration, statewide/national conferences, field trips, 
statewide student to student sharing and program to program sharing. 
 
This is a pivotal moment in the history of Adult Education, a moment when each of us will be 
challenged to stand up and say clearly what we want adult education to be.  If we want to 
continue as a field, we have a responsibility to provide our students with the tools to act on 
their values, as well.  The dismantling of adult basic education opportunities for the hundreds of 
thousands of working people throughout the nation disregards the needs of not just the most 
vulnerable among us, but the future welfare of the nation as a whole.  The development of 
opportunity outside the “pipeline” thinking is precisely what we need to consider when 
planning our advocacy activities.  
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