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O
nce upon a time, the pursuit of higher education was thought

of merely as a youthful undertaking, traditionally reserved

for those just out of high school. That notion, however, is

becoming more and more obsolete as many later in life are

becoming not only mothers and fathers, but students and

scholars as well. 

As college degrees have graduated in the societal

conscious from beneficial achievements to necessities,

more Hoosiers have headed back to school. Lifelong learning is more than just a catchy phrase

to describe the importance of education throughout a person’s existence.

Success story
One Hoosier Mom who has chosen to embody the parent-student dichotomy is Carol Hughes

of Lowell. Hughes, a mother of three, went back to Purdue University Calumet in 1999 to finish

the undergraduate degree she began pursuing more than 25 years earlier. She had been serving

as the controller of her family’s kitchen and bath business, but then decided the time had come

to do something more. 

After completing her degree in 2001, she was encouraged by one of her professors to take

the arduous CPA exam, known throughout the accounting

community for its rigor. Hughes, however, was determined

to take on the challenge. After hours upon hours of studying

and preparation, she not only passed the test, but also attained

the highest possible score. Hughes was presented with the

Elijah Watt Sells Gold Medal Award by the American Institute

of CPAs, an honor reserved for the person who achieves the

highest score in the nation. 

Hughes’ achievement has not only garnered notoriety from

the accounting world, but has also helped her find work as

a CPA at Merrillville’s Keilman Austgen & Sinal, P.C. While

her success has propelled her into the upper echelon of her

profession, it certainly was never easy battling the rigors of

everyday life as both a student and parent. 

“The most difficult thing was that my mind was always

busy,” Hughes says. “I was constantly worried about who was

going to pick up my kids and all of the various things parents

must deal with. I also had to make time for my family, yet

remain true to myself at the same time.”

Hughes noted that the most relevant advice she could give to other mid-career students would

be to have a strong support system. She feels her achievements would not have been possible

without her husband’s willingness to go grocery shopping and help around the house.

Facilitating success
While Hughes’ achievement is to some degree an anomaly, one must wonder how many

other mothers and fathers in her situation could achieve similar success if only they had the

same opportunity. This begs the question – what can businesses and universities in Indiana do

to facilitate this type of success from non-traditional students?

According to Lou Schmitt, chairman of the Indiana CPA Society, encouraging mid-career

education is paramount in improving the state’s business climate, and thereby improving its economy. 

“I think encouraging education is a great way to increase productivity because when your
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employees are more educated, it ultimately

helps your bottom line,” Schmitt explains.

“People also then see how customer relations

and interpersonal communication can correlate

to better revenue, which means better

salaries for employees.”

Schmitt also notes that there are many

means by which employers can aid their

staff in the pursuit of higher education. He

notes that while assisting with finances is

helpful, there are other ways to encourage

scholastic achievement.

“I see a lot of things employers are doing

to promote this,” he says “Some companies

pay for all or part of a student’s coursework

relating directly to his or her field. Another

thing people can do is to provide a lot of

flex time, which allows the accommodation

of hectic schedules.”

Schmitt also believes that the accounting

profession is one that more non-traditional

students may begin pursuing. He says that

with Enron and other similar scandals,

employees are beginning to see the profound

impact accountants can have in the business

world. He also feels it would benefit society

to have more highly educated individuals

in these accounting positions in hopes of

avoiding similar situations in the future.

School aid
In order for non-traditional students to truly succeed, they

must study and thrive in an environment that is geared toward

their precise needs. After all, schooling is only one facet of a

multifaceted lifestyle for many of these students, and their

respective schools need to find ways to cater to those demands.

According to Wes Lukoshus, assistant vice chancellor for

advancement at Purdue University Calumet, there are a number

of ways universities and colleges in the state can assist non-

traditional students.

“While we are limited as to how we can help them financially,

I think our faculty respect older students for what they are trying

to do and, by and large, try to work with these students as best

they can to accommodate particular challenges in terms of families

and jobs,” he says. “The positive aspect of older students is

that, because of their maturity, they are often more focused

than their younger peers.”

Lukoshus also cites specific ways his university has been

able to assist older students. 

“By offering a child center, fitness center and a Marriage

& Family Therapy Center, we provide services in response to

specific needs,” he points out.

Hughes says many schools could heed the actions of Purdue

University Calumet in order to promote the welfare of non-traditional

students. She appreciated not only the devotion of the university’s

professors, but the way the school found ways to ease the strain

of a busy schedule.

“Online classes are certainly one way to increase convenience

for students,” she says. “By making materials and coursework

available on the Internet, the school made it possible to fit more

classes into my schedule without monopolizing my time.”

As society’s demands on students change, so to will the demands

on Indiana’s colleges and businesses. Many pundits often cite the

perceived mass exodus of educated Hoosiers who flee the state

(known as the “brain drain”) as one of its greatest shortcomings. 

However, the onus must lie on the state’s schools and

businesses to make sure those who do wish to stay and work in

Indiana are properly educated. Perhaps that is one way to help

ensure the Hoosier state’s economic woes are merely temporary.
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Resources: Carol Hughes at (219) 696-9353

Lou Schmitt, Indiana CPA Society at (317) 726-5000

Wes Lukoshus, Purdue University Calumet at

lukoshus@calumet.purdue.edu


