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Adult Education and Literacy Act of 2014

This bill represents an important
opportunity gain for Colorado, and the Bell
Policy Center strongly supports it. The state
appropriation provided by the bill will fund
adult-education providers that are part of
collaborative “workforce development
partnerships,” and will increase the number of
low-literacy, low-skilled working-age adults
who aequire basic literacy and numeracy skills
and help them move as quickly as possible to
additional skill acquisition, post-secondary
credential attainment and employment. In
addition, the bill will help employers meet their
need to fill critical “middle-skill” jobs and
bolster Colorado’s economic competitiveness.

Summary of legislation

House Bill 14-1085 was recommended by the
Economic Opportunity and Poverty Reduction Task
Force. It provides a $1.2 million state General Fund
appropriation to fund and refocus adult education
and literacy programs in Colorado through a new
grant program administered by the Colorado
Department of Education. Adult education and
literacy programs are defined broadly in the bill to
include adult basic education, adult education
leading to a high school equivalency credential,
English-as-a-second-language instruction or
integrated basic education and skills training.

Of the total appropriation, $1 million will be
awarded as grants to eligible adult-education
providers. To be eligible, an adult-education provider
must be part of a “workforce development
partnership,” which must include at least one adult-
education provider, at least one post-secondary
education or training provider and at least one

workforce-development provider, as defined in the
bill. Up to $200,000 of the appropriation may be used
by the department in any fiscal year to administer,
evaluate and report on the grant program, and to
convene meetings to strengthen collaboration and
communication among partner organizations and
agencies.

Background

HB14-1085 addresses two key education and
worlforce issues in Colorado. First, more than
430,000 working-age Colorado adults lack a
high school diploma or the equivalent,
representing 9 percent of the total population
in our state.' Many of these adults do not have basic
literacy and numeracy skills, and as such are
unprepared for full participation in the 21st century
workforce. Currently, only about 14,000 Coloradans —
less than 4 percent of the eligible adults in our state
— are enrolled in adult education and literacy
programs.” Further, even though these programs
work hard to serve low-literacy, low-skilled adults,
they have traditionally not focused on preparing
students for a transition to post-secondary education
and employment.®

Colorado is now the only state in the nation
that provides no state-appropriated funding to
support adult education, instead relying on gifts,
grants and donations from local private, non-profit
and community organizations, as well as on federal
funds received. In contrast, in 2013 Iowa for the first
time invested $5.5 million of state funds in adult
literacy programs and Arizona restored $4.5 million
in annual adult-education funding to its budget.*
Further, each of the five states that are Colorado’s
key economic competitors invests in its adult-
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education programs at similar or higher levels.” In

this context, the $1.2 million requested in this
bill represents a meaningful but manageable

investment for Colorado.

Second, Colorado has a substantial “middle-
skill gap” between the number of jobs available
that require some post-secondary education but
less than a four-year bachelor’s degree — so-
called middle-skill jobs — and the number of
workers with the skills and training to fill
those jobs. As a 2011 report prepared for the
Skills2Compete-Colorado coalition by the National
Skills Coalition highlighted, our state has a
structural shortage of middle-skill workers. These
positions account for 47 percent of Colorado’s jobs,
but only 36 percent of Colorado workers have the
training to fill them — a gap that threatens to
undermine our economic growth and innovation.*

Funding and refocusing adult education and
literacy programs as proposed in HB14-1085
will directly address these critical statewide
issues. It complements and connects with previous
efforts passed by this committee, most notably last
year’s [-BEST and Manufacturing Career Pathway
legislation.

Simply put, Colorado cannot meet its workforce,
educational-attainment or poverty-reduction goals
without helping more working-age adults acquire the
skills they need for success.

Research evidence of effectiveness

The investment of state funds in adult
education through HB14-1085 is consistent with
national trends, and will provide a significant
return on investment for Colorado.

The Center for Law and Social Policy notes that
“the goals of adult education are changing nationally,
placing greater demands on states and local
programs to help students reach longer-term goals,
such as earning post-secondary credentials or
advancing in the workforce.” As a result, a key
national trend in adult-education funding is
that “states are tightening the focus on forging
partnerships with community colleges,
workforce development and career-technical
education at the state and local levels.”” HB14-
1085 is fully consistent with this trend.

Further, the return on investment associated
with a better-educated population through
adult education and training is substantial.
Public benefits from such investments include

increased tax revenues, greater business
productivity, increased consumption, increased
workforce flexibility, decreased reliance on
government financial support and reduced crime
rates. Individual benefits include higher salaries,
enhanced employment opportunities and stability,
higher savings levels, improved working conditions,
improved health and life expectancy and improved
quality of life for children and dependents.?

It is often noted that “adults without a high school
diploma or equivalency have by far the highest
unemployment and lowest wages across all
educational attainment levels. This poor earnings
potential is typically carried to the next generation.™
Adult education and literacy programs help to break
this eycle, especially when partnered with post-
secondary and workforce providers.

On average, individuals with a high school
credential annually earn over $10,000 more than
those without a similar level of education.”” And a
well-recognized study by the Community College
Research Center at Columbia University found that
adult-education students who reach the “tipping-
point” of completing a one-year post-secondary
credential had an $8,500 average annual earnings
advantage over similar students who completed fewer
than 10 credits.”

Estimates of impact

Implementation of the grant program and
funding proposed in HB14 -1085 will enable
providers to reach more low-literacy, low-
skilled Colorado adults and make it possible for
more of these adults to move from skills
acquisition to post-secondary credential
attainment to successful entry into the
workforce. This, in turn, will lead to more workers
who are able to earn family-sustaining wages and
contribute more effectively to the common good.

Additionally, by helping more adults move along
this pathway to fill eritical middle-skill jobs and close
the state’s middle-skill gap, HB14-1085 will help
meet the needs of Colorado employers and
bolster our state’s economic growth and
competitiveness. As the Metro Denver Economic
Development Corporation notes, “Educational
attainment is the single most important element in
job and income growth” and is one of the chief
underpinnings of a strong economy.”

The Bell Policy Center strongly supports
HB14-1085 as a key bill that will expand
opportunity in our state.
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