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A  C O N V E R S A T I O N  O N
HIGHER EDUCATION
Dr. Karen Weddle-West: We could spend 
hours talking about the successes at colleges 
and universities. Describe your greatest 
challenge now and how you’re trying to 
overcome it.

Dr. Tracy D. Hall: As a community college, we 
accept everyone. We have the Phi Theta Kappa 
International Honor Society, for example, 
which includes some of our very academically 
prepared students. For those students who may 
arrive to campus academically unprepared, 
this is where we shine. We provide academic 
support and learning support courses to help 
them progress to success.  

Our greatest challenge is around the social 
and emotional issues facing our students. As 
educators, we provide tutoring and support 
in the classroom, but in past years, we have 
not paid as much attention to students’ needs 
outside of the classroom. Times, however, have 
changed. To operate effectively in large metro 
areas, we have to address those issues. We 
have expanded our student support services 
department. For example, we now have a 
mental health counselor on site. Previously, 

we’d refer students out, but now we can help 
them in their moment of need.  We also have 
partnerships with the University of Memphis 
and Union University to have their graduate 
counseling students assist us. We also hired a 
social services counselor to address 
anything from homelessness to 
domestic violence. 

We can’t have every expert 
on site, but we can have 
someone to whom students 
can go for assistance 
when life happens. We’re 
taking a holistic approach 
to addressing the needs of 
our students. We’re seeing 
short-term success with 
these initiatives including an 
increase in retention this year. 
We’re focusing on students’ needs 
both inside and outside of the classroom. 
That’s our job.

Dr. Don Jones: At Belhaven University, we 
structured our adult program to accommodate 
busy working adults. Classes meet one night 

a week for five weeks. And there is an online 
option if that fits their lifestyle better. The 
structure was to try to be flexible with adults 
who have life issues such as kids at home, older 
parents, or multiple jobs. When they have life 

issues, they are tempted to drop out. 
And every student has life issues at 

one point or another!  
Even with our flexible 

program, life issues cause 
drop outs. If grandma dies, 
for example, and now 
the student becomes the 
matriarch of the family, the 
added responsibility can 
be overwhelming. We’re 

addressing it with counseling 
and a lot of pastoral work since 

we’re a faith-based school. We 
see a lot of students in class for a 

semester, then out for five weeks, then back 
for 10 weeks – it’s a ping pong ball. And for our 
Students Services and Financial Aid workers, 
it’s created quite a challenge.

Lee Jones: At Concorde Career College, it’s 



similar with students we’re recruiting. As 
they come through the doors from the public 
school system and urban areas, we know 
the challenges. Preparing them for career 
planning is important. We have to say, ‘This 
is where you start, but where do you end?’ 
We have to make sure they understand the 
journey. 

Professional development is very 
important. We try to teach life skill classes 
and prepare them for the job market. All of 
our instructors want to prepare them. What I 
try to do is let them know that life is going to 
happen. Through Student Affairs, we want to 
have a relationship with them to help them 
understand the rigor. And in the health care 
field, especially, students have to be well-
trained efficiently. I’m getting older, so they’re 
going to take care of me! 

Many don’t know how to interview or that 
how they dress is important. We see childcare 
issues, transportation issues. So we talk with 
them about their backup plan and the plan 
for that backup plan. I’m proud of what we’re 
doing and how our faculty has prepared them.

Randy Churchey: For EdR Collegiate Housing 
on the financial side of things, we try to 
provide universities an option to build new 
housing, and because the private sector can 
do it quicker and cheaper, hopefully that 
drives down rental rates for students. What 
we’re able to do is to have more of a “live & 
learn” space in the community. That space can 
be both classrooms and faculty living space. 

Our biggest most successful partnership 
is with the University of Kentucky, where we 
provided 6,850 beds, which is essentially all 
of their housing. The university believes that 
the newer accommodations have enhanced its 
recruiting and gets students on campus. The 
challenge is to keep them there. With the new 
housing, the University of Kentucky’s retention 
is higher. They say research shows when 
students drop out there, those students have a 

$2,000-$3,000 unmet need. So the university 
is focusing on scholarships to fit that unmet 
need. 

Our company gave a $1M donation to the 
school when we entered into this partnership, 
and that money is for food for students in 
need. Within this group of students with 
unmet needs is another subset who 
don’t have enough money to eat or 
get the basics like toothpaste. 
So our donation funds a ‘food 
bank’ for students. That’s 
how we’ve addressed the 
unmet need. 

Dr. Weddle-West: We’re 
all dealing with the 
“Beyond Financial Aid” 
movement. The $5,900 
from the Pell Grant doesn’t 
last four years; it covers tuition 
but not the full cost of a four-year 
college or university. At the University 
of Memphis, we use predictive analytics to 
help determine scholarships for unmet need 
and apportion those dollars more. We’ve had 
to look into emergency loans, food banks, 
clothes closets. How are your institutions 
helping with unmet financial needs?

Dr. Hall: We’ve had an increase in enrollment 
for the first time in several years: 10 percent 
head count; 11 percent full time. Most of our 
students receive full Pell grants. We have the 
Southwest Foundation, which helps students 
overcome other financial challenges not 
associated with tuition such as the cost for 
books and fees.  

In addition, we devote some institutional 
dollars in the form of scholarships and 
emergency aid to help those students who fall 
in the gaps, like those who are in the middle 
class who don’t qualify for financial aid like Pell 
grants. They tend to struggle because they 
pay tuition out-of-pocket. Thanks to Tennessee 

Promise and now the new Tennessee 
Reconnect program for adult learners coming 
next fall, students can afford tuition.

L. Jones: Our school is not eligible for 
Tennessee Promise, so we talk with our 
students about financial literacy from the time 

they enter to the time they graduate. Our 
financial staff enters the classroom 

to talk about it; we talk with 
students about needing to 

change their work schedule 
and whether they want to 
be in morning or evening 
classrooms. 

It’s not just about being 
able to make a payment 
– we teach that it’s about 

investing in yourself. We 
help them find employment 

by working with companies such 
as FedEx and International Paper 

for entry-level jobs – we might remove 
students from a retail job to the types of 
companies that have tuition reimbursement.

Dr. Weddle-West: Tennessee has a state-
based funding formula that’s unique – our 
state is the first to provide free community 
college. But gathering different scholarship 
dollars is still important. How else do you 
help students, many of whom can’t complete 
school without these dollars?

Dr. Jones: I love the Tennessee Promise 
program. Living in Mississippi and looking 
at what Tennessee is doing, it’s wonderful 
and breaks my heart that we don’t have it. 
Tennessee is doing it right. I’m hoping other 
states, including Mississippi, will emulate it. 
We look at all the opportunities for young 
people, and now also with programs for 
older students like the TN Reconnect Grant. 
Belhaven is a private college, so we don’t get 
state funds. And as our costs go up and up, 

we’re still trying to keep tuition manageable. 
But education is a large financial investment! 

We have many adults learners – most are 
over 21, some are decades over that. Many of 
them are going to take out loans. So we start 
financial literacy conversations from day one 
of the admission process. We ask, “How are 
you going to fund your education?” If they’re 
not careful, they’re going to go very much in 
debt. We start from the beginning telling them 
not to borrow more money than they need. Of 
course, it’s hard to turn down a large refund 
check! 

At Belhaven, students don’t have to buy 
textbooks. We have a book share program 
– we buy the textbooks and loan them out, 
which saves students a considerable amount 
of money. We’re looking at high student costs 
and trying to minimize loans. 

When we got into adult education, 
employer tuition assistance was 
commonplace. But during the recession, 
companies eliminated that. We encourage 
students to pursue tuition assistance 
programs first if they are available, then to 
look for private scholarships. We know adult 
learners have a good chance for certain 
scholarships for like the Executive Women 
International Scholarship, for example. A 
couple of thousand dollars here and there 
from various scholarships means they’re not 
taking out additional loans that would hit them 
six months after they leave school. 

L. Jones: Understanding repayment of a loan 
and how it affects your life is very important. 
Any student with a payment over $100 meets 
with me to discuss financial literacy. I didn’t 
have funds when I was an undergrad and 
grad student – I’ve been there, I understand 
it. We talk about how to pay off loans and how 
doubling a minimum payment can help, for 
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example.
When you talk about the number of dollars 

students borrow over their lifetime and the 
earning potential over their lifetime until they 
retire – getting this education and how it 
effects them long term is very important – how 
are they going to plan; what’s the end result? 

And I’m looking at B2B opportunities and 
partnering with companies that provide tuition 
reimbursement.

Churchey: In the last recession, there was a 
study that showed about 50% of students who 
graduate do take a loan. It’s actually easier for 
a student to get a student loan than it is to get 
a loan for other reasons. Students are getting 
$20,000-$30,000 loans for college and living 
expenses. 

The average salary differential between 
high school and college graduates happens 
to be $25K – that’s a lot of money, especially 
knowing what your first year’s compensation 
will be. For students who are able to join 
the workforce right away after earning their 
degrees, that debt doesn’t seem egregious 
to me. For students who don’t get into the 
job market right away, those loans can be 
unmanageable. 

Dr. Hall: We don’t participate in the federal 
loan program, so scholarships and our 
foundation are critical. We don’t have the 
option for students to take out loans. If we did, 
it would help with enrollment, but it would 
also create two issues of concern, one being 
student debt. Some students tend to look at 
financial assistance as a source of income as 
opposed to paying for tuition and education-
related expenses. They’re not looking long 
term, only short term. 

When we speak with students about 
financial literacy, we counsel them on how to 
best utilize their Pell Grant refund and how the 
decisions they make today will impact them in 
the future. If they get excessive loans now, how 
does that impact them if they ever want to own 
a home or business? They have to start thinking 
about credit scores and debt-to-income ratio. 
I’m happy we have Tennessee Promise and 
Tennessee Reconnect and don’t participate in 
the loan program, because the second issue 
loan debt creates is a potentially high default 
rate, which negatively impacts the entire 
institution. 

We do have an emergency scholarship 
fund. For instance, when a student has a flat 
tire or can’t pay their utility bill. These types 
of emergencies can stop a student in 
their tracks. They can speak with 
our Foundation office and we’ll 
assist them. They can’t have 
an emergency every week, 
but this fund we have in 
place now is there to help 
them to keep moving 
forward to their goals. 

Dr. Weddle-West: With 
students’ financial literacy 
improving, they have a better 
understanding of how much a 
four-year graduate can save over 
taking six years to graduate. Plus, four-year 
graduates have higher GPAs, affording them 
greater opportunities for jobs. And we know 
that students who live on campus have 
higher graduation and retention rates; the U 
of M encourages students to live on campus 
for at least their first two years. What are you 
doing to accelerate the rate of completion?

L. Jones: Our classes are accelerated. We 
don’t give leave of absences – we get them 
to finish the program. There’s continual 

matriculation, career planning, and making 
sure they stay on pace and graduate. 

Students look at loans as a way of life, but 
we show them that getting into the workforce 
is the quickest way to improve their situation.  
We hold them accountable. If they miss one 
day, our program directors call them. I call 
them, asking where they are and when they’re 
coming back. Connecting with students but 
getting them through process is important.

Churchey: Studies show that students who 
live on or close to campus find “community” 
easier. The more engaged they are, they stay 
at college and get through it quicker. What I 
like about U of M, is that they’ve encouraged 
developments adjacent to campus. I would 
encourage other universities to do the same, 
so they get that benefit of a community of 
more engaged students, whether they live on 
or off-campus.

Dr. Weddle-West: Discussing innovation – the 
way core classes are delivered and structured 
is being reconsidered. We now have online 
learning and competency-based education. 
The average student who comes back to 
college only needs 11 hours to graduate. 
Through U of M’s Finish Line Program, we’ve 
graduated over 300 students who’ve come 
back. And we charge less for that; we have to 
meet people where they are. Describe your 
greatest innovation and how it’s improved the 
quality of education, retention, or graduation 
rates.

Dr. Jones: The “sage on the stage” approach 
to teaching is old school. In programs 
modeled for adults, lecture is a small part of 
the learning experience. Adults are not going 
to passively sit and listen and learn as much 
as they can by participating and sharing their 
considerable experience.  And, as learning 
styles go, only about 25 percent of students 
can learn well by passively listening.

With the “flipped classroom,” the lecture 
is online and students then go to class to talk 
about the lecture in small groups. A four-
hour class for someone who worked all day 
becomes nap time. Our classes are no more 
than a 30-minute lecture, then students talk in 
groups or a student leads the discussion. You 
don’t learn anything as well as when you have 
to teach it! 

L. Jones: We’re finding that some students 
aren’t online learners, and some don’t have 
internet at home. So blended courses are 
gradually bringing them into working online, 

with some online courses plus brick-and-
mortar classes. 

None of our instructors 
lectures the whole class time. 

We do hands-on learning 
where students have to 
participate. They learn CPR 
in the classroom, which 
lets them see and feel. 
Dental hygiene students do 
cleanings in the classroom. 

We solicit the public to 
come to our dental hygienists 

in class. We want students 
to have real-world experiences 

in the classroom. Our labs are open 
from 8am-10pm. We’re having an OTA clinic 
open soon. These innovations help us to be 
successful and keep attrition low.

Dr. Hall: The flipped classroom is a good 
example of the sentiment that faculty have 
moved from being “a sage on the stage to 
a guide on the side.” Regarding innovative 
practices, at Southwest we have implemented 
the use of Prior Learning Assessment, which 
takes into consideration skills that students 
have acquired outside of the classroom. For 
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example, veterans have learned a lot in the 
armed forces. Why would we not recognize 
their skills and what they’ve learned in their 
military jobs? Depending on the situation, we 
can evaluate the college-level knowledge the 
student has gained outside of the classroom 
and, if possible, offer college credit.

Another innovation is our partnership 
with the Memphis Police Department (MPD) 
where recent high school graduates work as 
police services technicians while pursuing 
an Associate Degree in Criminal Justice at 
Southwest. They can earn $26,000 a 
year and will have the opportunity 
to enter MPD’s police academy 
and ultimately become a 
police officer earning over 
$40,000 a year by the 
time they are 21 or 22 
years old.  This is a prime 
example of the power and 
impact of a community 
college education and how 
partnering with businesses 
and industries is critical to our 
mission.

Another example is our 
partnership with Artesian Schools to 
open an early college high school where 9th 
graders attend classes on our Union Avenue 
campus. The early college high school not 
only allows us to dialogue with students 
earlier about college and careers, but it also 
allows the students the opportunity to earn a 
college credential in allied health, business, 
or information technology while they pursue 
their high school diploma. 

If we wait until the 11th grade to start 
talking to 17-year-old students about college, 
it’s too late. In large urban environments, 
colleges compete with the streets for 
students. If someone is hungry right now, 
unfortunately, the streets may seem like the 
best way to go in the short term for financial 
reasons. 

Dr. Weddle-West: To improve education 
at all levels, we have to become very good 
partners. Talk about the importance of 
partnerships and how they enhance the 
quality of education.

Churchey: We have a loose partnership with 
the U of M; we hire interns from the school. 
Our internship program is in accounting/
finance, HR or construction. And we hope 
to turn our interns into positions with our 
company, and most have. We’re looking for a 
basic understanding in those functions. 

With on-the-job training, what we’ve found 
is if you get those students earlier, ideally 
in their sophomore year, that helps direct 
them to what life might be. We’ve had a great 
deal of success, and students have grown 
through this as well. We give them real-world 
experience, a paycheck, and credits. That 
labor isn’t expensive, and it’s new energy. 

We also do this at 80 campuses where 
we manage assets – we partner with 
Student Affairs and hire students to serve 
as Community Assistants while they are in 
school. The students get a ground level look 
at the student housing industry and those 
who enjoy the experience often get full-time 
jobs with us after graduation. Most members 
of the operations team started their careers 
as CAs and have worked their way through 
the ranks. 

L. Jones: Real-world experience in a job 
market in a professional environment is 
extremely important, especially for students 
from urban areas. All of our students have 
externships or clinical rotations. We partner 
with local hospitals and doctors in Mississippi, 
Tennessee, and Arkansas to have articulation 
agreements. We have a nursing program 

articulation agreement with the U of M.
Our goal for externship-to-hire rate is 50 

percent. We call it their first job interview – we 
train them how to speak, dress, interact with 
co-workers, how to be at work on time. We 
want to get them effectively employed.

Dr. Jones: Sir Ken Robinson gave a TED Talk 
where he said we have no idea what the 
jobs are going to be in 25 years. Yet we have 
all these programs telling students what 
they should study. He said there’s more to 

education than that. 
We are blessed to have 
partnerships both domestically 

and internationally. The world 
is much smaller thanks to 
technology. We have a very 
close relationship with 
South Korea. 

Our partnerships in 
the private industry range 
from business education 

to teacher certification. 
For teachers, we partner 

with counties, some of which 
are hundreds of teachers short, 

to identify and fill the need. We can take 
a professional from industry and help them 
transition to teaching in 16 weeks. 

Dr. Hall: We have strong partnerships to 
provide career opportunities for students 
including internships. Methodist Le Bonheur 
is the largest employer of our students. 
They see that we produce quality students 
and they hire them. Siemens presented us 
with a $17,000 check to provide student 
internships. All of our career programs have 
advisory committees comprised of business 
and industry professionals helping us develop 
curriculum to ensure we’re teaching what’s 
needed, not what we want to teach. 

Sometimes the question is asked: 
“What are we (the community) getting 
from Southwest? I can tell you this: We are 
an integral community partner. Our 1,300 
employees and 1,200 graduates annually live, 
work, and play in Memphis, buying homes, 
goods and services locally. Last year we had 
a $45M budget and we spent $20M with 
local vendors over the past two fiscal years. 
Southwest is committed to partnering with 
the community to make a stronger, better 
Memphis.

Dr. Weddle-West: What can we do to support 
each other and make sure we collaborate?

L. Jones: This forum is great, providing us 
the opportunity to meet each other. That’s a 
significant start. We’re all serving the city of 
Memphis and the community, building and 
making Memphis strong. We have some of 
the same challenges – we should talk and 
collaborate about how we approach students 
and how to uplift the city and help it grow. 

Dr. Hall: The Memphis Area College 
Presidents Council meets quarterly. We 
discuss issues and ways in which we can 
partner to increase postsecondary attainment 
in Shelby County to 55 percent by 2025. 
We’ve had very good conversations, and 
along with Graduate Memphis, we recently 
hosted a higher education forum. Although 
our schools have different missions and 
student populations – we still have common 
threads. 

Dr. Jones: We’re not in competition with each 
other, we’re in competition with the streets. 
I don’t see any higher learning institution as 
a competitor. We’re investing in the future. 
Education is the vehicle that transitions 
students from limited opportunities to 
unlimited opportunities.
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