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Later in Life 
Kids aren't the only ones in classrooms this fal l 

BY KATHI SANTORA I For Harford Magazine 

I 
n May, Sonny Baldwin, 39, stepped forward to 
receive his certificate in information systems 
security during Harford Community College's 
commencement ceremony. Through the applause, 
he heard just one voice. It was his 9-year-old 

daughter, who yelled, "That's my dad!" 
Once a temporary stop for recent high school grads, 

colleges and technical school classrooms now also fill 
with adult students like Baldwin. Individuals over age 
25 make up about 30 percent of Harford Community 
College's credit course enrollments, according to Deborah 
Cruise, vice president for student affairs and institutional 
effectiveness at the college. That ratio mirrors national 
numbers, with about 40 percent of college students, or 
8.2 million, over the age of 25, according to the U.S. 
Department of Education. 

Most also arrive at the admissions office, Cruise adds, 
with the challenges of adulthood that set them apart from 
students who have just completed high school: full -time 
jobs, spouses, children, aging parents, house payments 
and rusty academic skills. 

To help them succeed, college admissions staff members 

and veteran students like Baldwin offer 
plenty of support and advice to help adults 
make that walk across a graduation stage. 

Baldwin savors his daughter's graduation 
shout-out. Laid off in 2008 from a job in the 
housing industry, he went back to school as 
part of his journey to find other employment. 

Though determined to build a future for 
himself and his family, Baldwin, like most 
adults, came back to school with some 
trepidation. 

"It was nerve-racking;' he says. "I went 
into class, and there were all of these young 

CCrt's OK 
to be scared 
about 
returning to 
school, but 
you can do 
it.,, 
- Sonny Baldwin 

kids. I was thinking, ' l am going to stick out: Really, it 
wasn't like that. l found myselfin the role of them asking 
me questions. It turned out that I sometimes mentored 
them. It was pretty cool:' 

There were times since he was laid off when family 
issues took priority and he wasn't able to take classes. 

"In the beginning, [being laid off] wasn't the best of 
times;' he says. "But we made it through~ 

After eight years, Baldwin completed his certificate 

Opposite: Inspired by her husband Sonny's return to school, Wendy Baldwin, right, recently enrolled in HCC's Health Information Technology 
program to improve her own technology skills. PHOTO BY BRIAN KRISTA 
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Haneefah Khaaliq spent 11 months in a Towson medical assistants program so she could have a job with regular workday hours and make a better life for her two 
children. PHOTO BY JEN RYNOA 

program. Currently employed as a Harford 
County Public Schools custodian, he's looking 
to eventually start a technology-related career 
and is returning to classes in the fall continue 
learning. 

Wendy Baldwin watched her husband 
tackle the challenges of school and realiud 
that education not only improved his career 
prospects, but also provided him with a new 
outlook on his life. 

"He had so much pride in himself and the 
work he put into school;' she said. "We've been 
married 16 years. and it was the most motivated 
IC! seen him. It was a joy to watch:' 

Inspired by her husband, Wendy, a medical 
receptionist. recently enrolled in HCC's Health 
Information Technology program to improve 
her own technology skills. With the couple both 
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working full-time and attending school, the 
Bald wins say they had to focus on maintaining 
balance in family and children responsibilities. 

"We had to talk things out;• Wendy says. 
"Weo plan out the whole semester and make 
time for study. Ifhe had to attend online classes 
at home, IC! plan something for the kids so he 
was not distracted." 

According to Cruise, admissions and 
academic counselors have expanded their 
knowledge about the financial, child care, 
transportation and academic issues that matter 
to adult students. Virtually all who enroll at 
HCC meet with an admissions counselor as 
part of the orientation process. 

"Frequently, people go back to school 
because they have had a big change in life. 
They may have had a job loss, a divorce or the 

last child has left home; she says. "All of these 
life changes are very traumatic on their own. 
Then they come to college after having been 
out of school for a long tin1e:· 

Haneefah Khaaliq, however, simply looked 
at her life and decided that something had 
to change. Now a 30-year-old single mother 
of two, Khaaliq worked two entry-level retail 
jobs for more than a decade. Family time was 
limited to a few late evening hours and one 
weekend day. 

When her second child was 3 months old, 
she enrolled in Fortis Institute in Towson to 
become a certified medical assistant. She always 
regretted starting. but not finishing, the same 
medical assistant program when she was just 
out of high school. Her goal was a job that 
offered regular workday hours, 



LESSONS LEARNED 
Heading back to school after years-or 

even decades-can be nerve-racking. But 
with the right approach t can be doable 
- and even enjoyable. Consider these 
tips from academic counselors and recent 
graduates. 

Don't sweat standing out At Harford 
Community College, 30 percent of credit 
course students are over the age of 25. 
You're not likely to be surrounded by 
teenagers. but even 1f you are, they may 
loo up to you, notjudge you. 

Consult with a counselor. Academic 
counselors are more informed than ever 
about the unique social, financial and 
professional challenges older students face, 
and can connect you with more resources. 

Ask for assistance. Employers are 
ofrt wi ling to provide tu1t1on assistance 
or flexible scheduling if you ask for 1t. You 
may also qualify for a programs like those 
of the Havre de Grace Housing Authority, 
whteh offers rent based on income. among 

th support rvices. 

Match classes to financial aid. 
Avoid debt by adjusting your course load 
to any tuition assistance you receive. 

Embrace your fear. It's OK to be scared 
of the new environment and stressful 
schedule. Graduates say sticking with it 
ISWOrth it. 

Once in school, Khaaliq reduced her work 
hours. She participates in the Family Self 
Sufficiency Program operated by the Havre de 
Grace Housing Authority. Her rent 1s based on 
income, so some financial stresses temporarily 
eased. The program, which provides multiple 
support services and case management, is 
designed to help people pursue education, 
establish credit and move on to their own rented 
or purchased home. 

Dc~pi le the reduced work hours, KhaaJiq 
endured a marathon of a packed daily schedules 
while enrolled at the Fortis Institute. 

"I left the hou~e at 6:30 la.m.] to take my 
kids to day care. As long as 1 could get to [the 
Baltimore beltway] by 7, I could be at school 
in 1owson by 8. Not 8:05 - they counted that 
as late~ Khaaliq said. "At I [p.m.], I would take 
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