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Connecting Adults with Low Skills to 
Post-secondary Credentials

Some National Context 
  Millions of American adults have low reading/math 

levels 
  This is a major barrier to post-secondary credentials/

family supporting jobs for individuals and families 
  And a serious challenge for regions/states trying to 

recruit and retain business firms with good jobs 
  The system does not yet have the capacity to fully 

support the advancement of lower-literacy working 
adults 

  Innovative programs around the country are 
achieving significantly better results. 
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Millions of Americans have low reading/
math levels—too low to get into college

88 million 
lack literacy skills needed to enroll 

in college-level occ/tech degree 
programs 

36 million 
lack HS 

credential 

52 million 
ended their 
education 
with a high 

school  
diploma 

50 million 
have skills 

too low even 
to qualify for 

non-credit 
training 
(TABE/ 8th 

grade) 
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Why Worry About  
Low Skilled Adults and  
Community College ?

Community college degree programs are 
the threshold to family supporting wages 

Male Female Male Female Male Female 
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IMPACT ON EARNINGS-- 
WASHINGTON STATE

“The Tipping Point”:   
 One years’ college credits plus a certificate 
 Compared with students who earned <10 credits, 
those who reached the tipping point had an average 
annual earnings advantage of: 

  Entered as ESL students   $7,000 
  Entered as ABE/GED   $8,500 
  Entering w/ a H.S. credential  $2,700-$1,700 

 *David Prince and Davis Jenkins, Community College Research Center 
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Increasing Recognition of Impact on 
State Economies

North Carolina 
“We’re not training enough people to fill the jobs of the 

21st century….And if we don’t adjust quickly 
….we’re going to have a shortage of skilled workers 
for decades to come….It’s going to be hard for our 
children and grandchildren to find the kind of jobs 
that will be generated in the world’s economy.” 
 --Scott Ralls, new President of the North Carolina 
Community College System, in Facing Brutal Facts: 
North Carolina Community Colleges in the New 
Economic Landscape   
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Impact on State Economies--
Michigan

In response to serious setbacks in the auto 
sector, Governor Granholm announced the 
“No Worker Left Behind” initiative, which 
“will accelerate the transition of thousands 
of workers into good-paying jobs by 
providing free tuition for college or other 
training for them to gain the skills they 
need for new careers in high-demand 
occupations.” 
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NO WORKER LEFT BEHIND:  
THE MICHIGAN EXAMPLE

Implementation Challenge: 

 Few low-skill workers who apply to 
community colleges through NWLB 
have sufficient academic skills to pass 
the colleges’ placement exams, and there 
are no mechanisms in place to remediate 
and support interested adults. 



Slide 9 

The System Needs More Capacity 
Washington State

 Cohort entering community colleges 
in mid 90s. 
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The System Needs More Capacity   
North Carolina 

  Since 1999-2000, the percentage of 
North Carolina community college 
students requiring remediation has 
ranged from 48.6% to 54.3% 

  Among North Carolina’s non-traditional 
students 48% leave in their first year 
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Capacity to Be Enhanced
There are two categories of challenges: 
  Policy – federal and state 

 (e.g., financial aid funding and rules) 

  Institutional practice – one-stops, 
CBOs, community colleges, etc. 
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The Focus of Todayʼs Forum is
 Institutional Practice

Our research suggests that there are
 four “high leverage” areas of
 institutional practice that deeply
 affect—for better or worse—the
 success of adults with low skill
 levels. 

 Support services.  Very rare in
 practice, but extremely important. 
 (Not a topic today.) 
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High-leverage Areas 
Topics for Todayʼs Forum

  Program links, content articulation.  In reality,
 programs are seriously disconnected, with
 little content articulation.  But people need
 clear pathways. 

  Pace of instruction.  Does not meet needs of
 adults seeking to advance, requires significant
 reworking. 

  Labor market connections.  Adults need to
 support families, but pre-college programs
 interfere with work, instead of creating pay
-offs for meeting benchmarks.      
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The Agenda of the Education Forum
 and these strategies

  Seamless pathways.  Will present two
 approaches to linking “ABE” programs and
 content to college/college entrance
 requirements, also looking at making the pace
 of instruction relevant for adults. 

  Session I.  Credit for Learning at Work.  Two
 innovative approaches to making work pay
 off in post-secondary credit. 

  Session II.  Adult-Friendly College Design. 
 Re-thinking the way community colleges
 deliver their programs to support working
 adults.   
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Breaking Through 

Background  
Information 

&  
Resources  
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Breaking Through
 A partnership of the National 
Council for Workforce Education 
and Jobs for the Future supported 
by the Charles Stewart Mott 
Foundation, the Ford Foundation, 
the North Carolina 
GlaxoSmithKline Foundation, 
and the Office for Vocational and 
Adult Education. 
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BREAKING THROUGH

 A multi-site, multi-year initiative 
designed to prove that community 
colleges can advance low-skill 
adults (<8th grade) to 
professional/technical degree 
programs in a reasonable time, at 
reasonable cost. 
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Resources
 Breaking Through: Helping Low-Skilled Adults Enter and

 Succeed in College and Careers Jobs for the Future (2004)
 breakingthroughcc.org 

Reach Higher, America: Overcoming Crisis in the U.S.
 Workforce.  Jun 26, 2008.
 www.nationalcommissiononadultliteracy.org/report.html 

North Carolina Insight. Facing Brutal Facts: North Carolina
 Community Colleges in the New Economic Landscape. by
 Scott Ralls …www.ncccs.cc.nc.us/External_Affairs
/President/brutal%20facts%20article.pdf 

 Adult Learning in Focus: National and State-by-State Data.
 CAEL and the National Center for Higher Education
 Management Systems www.cael.org
/adultlearninginfocus.htm  


