Testimony of
Israel Mendoza, Chair

National Council of State Directors of Adult Education


Mr. Chairman, I want to thank you for the opportunity to share with you and the other Members of the Subcommittee information on the importance of increased funding for adult education programs.


My name is Israel David Mendoza and I am the Chairman of the National Council of State Directors of Adult Education as well as the current Director of the Adult Basic Education state office in Washington State.

I want to emphasize that the Council is not requesting increased funding at the expense of funding for K-12 and other key education programs.  We see adult education as part of a continuum of lifelong education services.  We recognize there is a great need, across programs, for increased funding.  
It is my goal today to demonstrate why you should consider a substantial funding increase for adult education.

As you may be aware, adult education plays an instrumental role in the success of a variety of other federal programs, including job training, welfare, citizenship, health care, aging, and the education of our nation’s children.

To clarify, many individuals seeking job training services, our unemployed and underemployed individuals, as well as welfare recipients, need to improve their academic and literacy skills before they can benefit from job training programs.  Adult education fills that need.

Adult education also provides parents with the educational skills they need if they are to help their children succeed in school. Parents want to help their children with schooling but are challenged to do so if they themselves lack an adequate education. Adult education helps empower parents to become more involved in their child’s education, such as attendance at school functions and parent/teacher conferences.
To immigrant populations, adult education provides a pathway to citizenship and the key English language and academic skills they need to assimilate and become part of the fabric of our great nation and local communities.

Adult education plays an important role in keeping our nation competitive.  Only two percent of the annual workforce is recent graduates.   Eighty percent of individuals who will make up the 2018 workforce are in the workforce now.  Investing in the future workforce is important, but investing in the current workforce is critical.

As the demands of the workforce change, we must have a way to train and retrain our current workforce.  Today’s workers face more and more challenges as technology is constantly changing job requirements.  We must ensure a well-educated workforce today at the same time as we prepare our children to be part of tomorrow’s workforce.  For those lacking a high school diploma or adequate literacy skills, the challenge of keeping current can be extremely difficult.  We face the real prospect that jobs will be sent overseas merely because we do not invest in upgrading our workers’ skills to meet current and future occupational demands.

We also have begun to recognize the unique connection between adult education and health care.  According to the American Medical Association, forty six percent of adults cannot read and follow medical instructions.  In addition, according to the National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), many of our nation’s seniors have low levels of health literacy.  Among adults who received Medicare or Medicaid, 27 percent and 30 percent, respectively, had below basic health literacy.  Imagine you are a Medicare recipient trying to understand health care or prescription instructions or Medicare forms and you have low literacy skills.  The same is true for Hispanic adults, who had lower average health literacy than adults in any other racial/ethnic group.  For any of these individuals, not being able to understand health care instructions could have devastating results.  Adult education programs are already working with health care organizations and senior groups forging relationships to create services to benefit seniors and other adults with low literacy skills.

A more recent target population for adult education is coming from adults who need to further their education but who are not yet college ready.  Too often these individuals are placed in low level developmental or remedial education classes in colleges where they use Pell grants to pay for these classes.  If the students succeed in making it through these courses, they often find that their Pell grant resources have been depleted.  Adult education could provide much of the instruction offered in developmental education that covers the secondary level academic skills.  By utilizing adult education, the student would retain access to Pell funds that could actually be used for college level coursework.
The need for adult education services nationwide was set forth in the National Assessment of Adult Literacy, conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics and released in December, 2005.  According to the NAAL, approximately 93 million individuals (43% of the adult population) could benefit from adult education services.  Thirty million of these individuals are at the lowest levels of literacy and have few of the skills they need to provide for the basic needs of their family.  We know at this time there are more than 100,000 of these individuals waiting for services in programs throughout the United States.  In a recent survey, forty of the forty-three states reporting had adult education programs with waiting lists.  For example, 22 of 42 programs in Wisconsin reported waiting lists.  Similar reports came from California, Connecticut, Idaho, Illinois, Maryland, Minnesota, New Mexico, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Rhode Island.  An increase of $100 million would enable us to greatly reduce our waiting lists. 
Mr. Chairman, we know the federal adult education program works.  According to the Office of Management and Budget, Performance Assessment Rating Tool (PART), adult education is currently one of only four programs deemed to be “Effective”—OMB’s highest rating.    By OMB standards, adult education and literacy is a good investment of federal dollars.  Although adult education has a proven track record, at the present time the system is able to serve only 3 million individuals in need a year, combining federal, state and local funds.  The need is great.  

We encourage you to increase funding for adult education state grants to a total of $750 million for FY 2009.  With additional funds we can eliminate the waiting list and modestly expand our services and help many more high school dropouts, unemployed and underemployed individuals, parents, and new immigrants gain the skills they need to lead productive lives and contribute fully to their families and their communities.
We would also like to suggest a funding level of $99 million for Even Start.  This unique program combines adult education with early childhood education to break the cycles of illiteracy that currently exist in many families throughout the United States.  

Thank you again for allowing me to present our request for funding for adult education programs.
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