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THE WORKING POOR

The Issue:  In 2000, 6.4 million adults were classified as the “working poor.”  The majority of the working poor—three-fifths— worked full-time but remained in poverty.  To make a “living wage” many of these adults require further education and training.  For many, the lack of a high school diploma and strong literacy skills is a barrier to the training necessary to obtain a job earning a living wage.

Discussion:

· Over six million Americans are working but not making enough money to make ends meet.  Many depend on a variety of federal and state support programs.
· 20% of American workers still earn less than the official living wage of $14/hour; 30% work for less than $8/hour

· The risk of being among the working poor declines substantially for workers who complete high school.  

· Nearly two in three adults without a high school diploma have used food stamps, including 9 out of 10 black women in that category.  The numbers go down as the education level rises.

· The success of welfare reform programs often depends on the education and literacy skills of program participants.  Many adults require additional academic instruction prior to participating in job training and other programs to move them from welfare to self sufficiency.

· A job may get them off welfare but education will get them out of poverty.

· The situation will not improve without a substantial federal investment in adult education programs.  Low- and medium-skilled jobs will be shipped to other countries where labor costs are much lower.  Individuals with limited academic and literacy skills will compete over a limited pool of jobs for unskilled workers.  At the same time, education requirements for the remaining jobs will increase.

Proposed Response:

Ensure every family has access to the education they require to match available jobs. Of the 94 million adults with basic skills deficiencies, only 3 million can enroll in class today.  Not all wish to enroll, but there are waiting lists in some states and full classes in others.

If the country is committed to helping low income families move to self-sufficiency, creating sufficient opportunities for the adults to acquire the education and training they need is the first step.  Increasing adult education funding to $1 billion over four years is a start.[image: image2.emf]
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