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Solving Worker Shortages Through Education


America’s superheated economy has a hidden flaw—a shortage of educated workers.  Record low unemployment rates combined with the largest peacetime economic expansion mean that virtually everyone who is qualified for a job has one.  But this imposes a limit on businesses seeking to grow since they cannot build new offices and factories without workers. When employers cannot find workers with needed skills, the American economy slows.

Already 88 percent of employers say they have difficulty filling at least some jobs.  The computer industry, for example, reports it has nearly a quarter of a million well-paying jobs that remain open for lack of qualified workers. Here, in <state or community>, with help wanted signs everywhere, businesses are nervously counting the pool of available workers or taking much of their business to other states or even overseas.


If the United States is to successfully compete with other nations, we must expand our available workforce beyond the traditional labor pool and tap the talents of all Americans. We can no longer continue to depend on just the 22% of our population who have completed college.  School dropouts, people on welfare, and those who simply did not do well in school are a largely untapped source of potential employees.  However, many of these adults lack the skills today’s employers need. While studies show a direct relationship between a person’s literacy level and their income, too many Americans languish at the lowest level.  The 1992 Adult Literacy Survey found that “21 percent of the adult population — more than 40 million Americans over the age of 16 — had only rudimentary reading and writing skills.” We need to help everyone develop their capabilities and advance the types of work they can do.  This is especially true for the nearly one out of every five Americans, including <number> in <state>, who never finished high school.  

The bridge over this gap between skills and employment is adult education.  These programs not only help adults improve their ability to read, write, and do math, but they also provide vital job skills and assistance with job hunting.  Adult education provides a second chance for adults whose knowledge and skills no longer meet 21st century needs.  It does not replace training provided by employers but rather provides the basics that prepare these workers to understand more specialized training. 


This vital task of educating the workers who turn the wheels of America’s economy should not be left to chance.  Recognizing the urgency of these workers’ needs, the Clinton Administration has requested expanding funding adult literacy and job training programs so that every displaced worker can receive training.  These plans are winning bipartisan support because they develop America’s greatest resource – its people.  All parts of America understand how increasing grants for local adult literacy programs 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.


<state> is not just waiting for federal money.  We have launched programs that <describe programs>.  We work with <number> of people, helping them learn reading, writing, and mathematics.  Still, federal assistance is critical to expand the services we offer and enable us to help even more people.

Adult education programs can help these potential workers solve America’s employment shortage.  It also can make an enormous difference to our national well-being as a whole as people move from being dependent on welfare to contributors to our society.  Parents who raise their own literacy levels will be better able to provide for their children financially and educationally.  They will be better able to understand medical information and to improve the level of health for themselves and their families.  And they will be better equipped to perform their duty as citizens and voters. Adult education teaches the skills they need to succeed on the job and in life.  

Low unemployment rates are forcing employers to dive deeper into America’s labor pool.  But they cannot hire workers who lack the skills to understand instructions and job requirements.  If we are to expand our supply of workers we must expand adult education to ensure that they master the skills necessary to maintain a healthy economy. Current proposals are a useful first step.  But there’s much more work to be done.  State and federal legislators should sponsor and support expanded funding for adult education initiatives.  Business leaders should examine what types of adult education are provided by their companies and how they can partner with local organizations and the state to expand these offerings.  Local officials should provide space and greater publicity for adult education programs in their communities.  And the general public can show support for adult education by calling or writing their local and Congressional representatives, and by talking to coworkers and neighbors so that others may learn about these worthwhile programs.  Everyone needs to work together to give a better education to all citizens who need one.

<Note:  This op-ed would be most effective if you can get a well-known local business leader to author or co-sign it>
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