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IT'S A WHOLE NEW W..'llORLD

CLOSING THE SKILLS GAP FOR ADULTS AND THEIR FAMILIES




Speech on Need for Adult Education

Introduction

Everyone knows the problems of high unemployment – poverty, economic stagnation, and inflation.  We remember worrying that it might be our job that would go next on the chopping block.  Out of fear of the pink slip, we swallowed requests for raises and curried favor with the boss.  For those of us who remember this fear, it may seem counterintuitive to raise concerns about America’s superhot economy and record-low unemployment rates.  But this economy is running into a stumbling block preventing further expansion.  Ironically that stumbling block is the same low unemployment rate that is the sign of our economy’s success.

We now have a shortage of qualified workers.  Help wanted signs are everywhere.  In the computer field alone 250,000 jobs remain open.  The best employees are moving up from low-end jobs to better positions higher up. This leaves lots of new openings at the lowest end.

Traditionally these openings would provide opportunities for school drop-outs and people on welfare.  But today they are held back by their lack of skills.

The Skills Gap

The skills gap afflicts more people than just those who are labeled illiterate.  In the modern world, even entry-level jobs require a great deal of technical knowledge.  Stores have replaced cash registers with computers linked to inventory databases.  Phone operators must deal with complex computerized phone mail systems.  And virtually everyone is expected to do Windows! 

Although the range of skills needed is rising, more and more workers fall short. A study by the American Management Association found that a third of applicants lack even the basic skills of reading and writing.  Similarly, the 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey found that “more than 40 million Americans over the age of 16 — had only rudimentary reading and writing skills.”  More than 20% of adults read only at or below the fifth-grade level – too low to succeed at most 21st century jobs.  In <state>, <number> scored at the lowest level on this national survey.

This creates a mismatch.  Jobs are going vacant for lack of qualified people, but people are going without jobs for want of skills.  A survey found that 90% of Fortune 1000 business leaders said that low literacy hurts their company’s productivity and profitability. 

People who lack skills also lack jobs.  Over 70 percent of adults at the lowest levels of literacy have no job or only a part-time job.  Two out of five live in poverty.  Almost half of adults on welfare lack a high school diploma or equivalent.  And these welfare recipients without an education are far more likely to stay on welfare for five years or longer than other adults who completed school.   Here in <state> we have <number> on welfare.  Many of them lack the education needed for most current jobs.  

The Solution – Adult Education

This skills gap can be bridged by adult education.  Adult education helps potential workers master the basic literacy skills they need to find and keep a job.  Adult education does not replace the training an employer provides but instead helps the worker master the skills needed as preparation for more specialized training. 

Adult education is more than just GED prep and volunteer reading programs.  Adult education helps teach the skills most of us take for granted, but to many Americans never mastered.  It covers the key skills for entry-level employment – how to read instructions, how to follow step-by-step directions, how to make change and balance one’s checkbook.  It covers job readiness, computer literacy, family literacy, and workplace skills.

Adult education can take place at the workplace, where an increasing number of employers find it necessary to train their employees in basic reading, writing, and mathematics.  It also can take place in schools, community colleges, and special workforce development centers.  In <state> <number> of adults are learning skills they can immediately use for better jobs, better assistance for their children, and better lives for themselves.

Because adult education so frequently focuses on the application of skills in the workplace, it is immediately relevant to adults seeking employment.  They can see the connections between the training and their future and so are willing to work harder and learn more than they did while in school.  Even outside the workplace, adult education helps parents learn how to read to their children and assist them with their schoolwork.  It can help voters learn how to read about campaign issues. 

Government’s Role

Through adult education, thousands of adults are learning how to strengthen their contributions and connections to society.  Support from the federal and state government is critical to helping these adults learn and achieve.  Yet, despite the enormous scope of the problem, government commitment to this effort remains meager at best.  In 1998, for example, the federal government spent only $345 million to help adults upgrade their literacy skills for today’s more demanding world of work. Here in <state>, we provided ____ in state dollars to help educate our adult citizens.  But it is not enough.

Fortunately, a growing number of policymakers and business leaders recognize the crucial role adult education plays in building our economy.  They are working to expand government funding to provide more opportunities for adults to upgrade their skills. Support for adult education is bipartisan because decision makers here in <state> and all parts of America understand how it will benefit needy Americans by showing them how to move from welfare to work.  And adult education has the support of those who see the benefits to business of having a larger, better-educated workforce.  But there is still more the states can do to give a better education to all its citizens who need one.

Cost Effective

Furthermore, adult education is a sound investment that consistently boasts significant returns.  Every dollar spent on adult education pays for itself multiple times.  In <state> we spend $XXX on adult learning programs.  This brings us $XX in savings on public assistance and $XXX in new income and taxes from workers with new and better jobs.  The net savings is $XXX.  Adult education makes great gains at a small cost.

Society

The impact of adult education lasts longer than just the 40-plus hours of the work week. When adults improve their reading and math skills they are better able to help their children with school.  And they set a good example for their children about the importance of education.  Studies show that children of adults who participate in literacy programs improve their school grades and are more likely to stay in school.  

Furthermore, our democracy relies on the wisdom of its citizens and the ability of its voters to make careful choices.  Improving Americans’ ability to read and comprehend will expand their access to information that could help them make better choices of candidates, issues, and actions. And educated adults are better equipped to take care of their health, reducing hospital costs.

Conclusion

<State>’s economic success depends on marshaling the efforts of all of its citizens.  America can no longer continue to depend on just the 22% of our population who have completed college or even the 80% who finished high school.  In the long run, our state cannot afford to force corporations to relocate to other states or even overseas just to find educated workers.  We cannot afford to keep thousands of high-tech jobs vacant for lack of people to sit in front of computers.  And we certainly cannot afford to lose the potential accomplishment of <number lacking literacy skills> of <state name for residents>. 


I’m asking everyone here to think of what their lives would be if they lacked the basic literacy skills you take for granted each day.  Just imagine then what it is like for those who must struggle just to read basic directions or perform rudimentary calculations.  Fortunately, you can help.

If you are a legislator, you can sponsor and support expanded funding for adult education initiatives and talk to the governor about increasing state programs.  If you are a business leader, examine what types of adult education are provided by your company and how you can partner with local organizations and the state to expand these offerings.  If your are a local official, help provide space and greater publicity for adult education programs in your community.  And citizens can show your support for adult education by writing your local representative, and by talking to coworkers and neighbors so that others may learn about these worthwhile programs.   


Education’s transformational power can be as important for our adults as it is for our children.  Skills development and literacy training can shift a person from welfare to work, poverty to progress, and failure to future.  
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