
House bails out adult education funding
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Chemeketa Santiam ‘reprieve’ is more workforce training
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Susan Fish is more optimistic than she was six weeks ago.
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She is director of Chemeketa Community College’s developmental education department and was looking at major cuts in federal funding. President George W. Bush’s proposed budget had cut federal funding for adult basic education by 74 percent.
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The U.S. House of Representatives approved an appropriations bill June 24 that restored funding for adult basic education to the current service level. The bill has moved to the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee, which will start working on it July 12.
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Adult basic education includes English as a Second Language, GED preparation and basic skills enhancement in math, reading and writing.
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“This is the way that some people are going to be able to re-enter the workforce,” Fish said. “It really is a second chance for people.”
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Claire Wheeler teaches basic skills and GED preparation at the Santiam campus.
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“It’s really just improving skills,” she said. “Normally it is job-related.”
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Fish described the House’s approval of the bill as a “nice reprieve,” and she is focusing on what the state Legislature is doing.
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The Oregon House and Senate have two different figures for community college funding, Fish said, and the highest is about $5 million less than what the college has budgeted.
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Every $5 million in the state budget is $300,000 for Chemeketa, Fish said, and $300,000 represents 200 sections of classes per term.
[image: image13.png]



“Two hundred sections of classes is significant,” she said.
[image: image14.png]



At the Santiam campus, that means Wheeler will be working fewer hours. She isn’t sure how that will affect her students. Enrollment is down slightly, but Wheeler doesn’t know if that is because classes are less accessible.
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In Silverton, English as a Second Language classes are moving from regular classes to community education classes. In a regular class, students have six hours of classroom time, required homework and mandatory attendance. They study by level and earn a certificate when they have completed their level. Community education classes don’t require homework or attendance, and a certificate is based on participation rather than advancing.
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And in Salem, the English as a Second Language program already has waiting lists.
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“Now we’re going to have that many more waiting,” Fish said.
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Wheeler doesn’t have a typical student.
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“I see all kinds of students from 16 to – there is no limit,” she said. Some have been laid off. When the area mills closed, Wheeler worked with many dislocated workers. 
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Some are working in professional or technical fields and need a few more skills. The typical age of students is rising, Wheeler said. Now many students are in their 30s, and they come from the North Santiam Canyon, the Stayton area and Silverton.
[image: image21.png]



Students study independently, and Wheeler does breakout sessions, usually on math, and she will accommodate the needs of her students. The programs help breach the gap for people who need job skills, she said.
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According to a paper compiled by the state Department of Community Colleges and Workforce Development, American businesses lose $60 billion a year due to employees’ basic skills deficiencies. Approximately 20 percent of America’s workers have low basic skills, and 75 percent of the unemployed have reading or writing difficulties.
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And children whose parents are unemployed and have not completed high school are five times more likely to drop out of high school than children of employed parents.
[image: image24.png]



English as a Second Language is important so that the workforce can speak English, Fish said.
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“The only people really doing ESL in our district is Chemeketa Community College,” she said. And Chemeketa has been a leader in not cutting the program.
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Since 2001, the community college system has been tracking the success of its adult basic education programs. Fish said part of the reason the programs were cut in the federal budget proposal is because there was no record from 1995 to 2000. But for the last four years, the programs have had “rigorous accountability,” she said. “They simply refused to consider the data.”
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According to a 2004 study by Sharlene Walker and Claire Strawn for the Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy, adult basic education accounts for 14 percent of all community college enrollment, and Oregon meets or exceeds federal goals. “However, NRS measures do not completely capture the full range and depth of achievement in Oregon adult education and literacy programs.”
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In the 2003-04 school year, 38 percent of Chemeketa’s adult basic education students gained at least one educational level, which is equivalent to two grade levels.
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Of the students whose goals included entering postsecondary education, 64 percent succeeded. More than half of the students who were unemployed and gave permission to be tracked gained employment, and more than half retained or advanced in employment, according to the college’s records. Chemeketa’s averages were higher than the state’s in those categories.
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And community college programs across the state exceeded their targets in adult basic literacy, secondary education and English literacy.
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While Fish is waiting to see what the budget from the state will look like for programs at Chemeketa, she went into the holiday weekend with hope.
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“In my opinion,” she said, “education is the biggest step toward independence that we can have, and the Fourth of July is a wonderful time to celebrate that.”
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