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     Business, political and civic leaders increasingly recognize that 
education beyond high school is necessary for workers to gain the 
literacy and workplace skills needed to be productive in the global 
economy. Yet almost one-half of current workers 18-65 have no 
postsecondary education and training and little opportunity for gain-
ing the education and skills valued by business.3 These adult workers 
comprise the bulk of our workforce today and will still constitute 
two-thirds of workers in 2020.4 Put simply, to ignore the adult work-
ers of today is to ignore the current workforce needs of business and 
the future strength of state economies. 
     States have much to do if they are to ensure that working adults 
are prepared for high-skilled, high-wage occupations within the 
workforce. A significant area for attention is postsecondary educa-
tion. At issue is whether low-income working adults can effectively 
access postsecondary education and successfully gain the education 
and skills needed for today’s economy. Unfortunately, state policies 
are not typically geared toward facilitating access to postsecondary 
education for working adults. One area of particular concern is state 
financial aid that does not sufficiently meet the financial needs of 
working adults, and is often structured in ways that limit the ability 
of working adults to access available aid.
     The Working Poor Families Project (WPFP) supports efforts 
of state nonprofit organizations to strengthen state policies that can 
assist low-income workers to achieve economic security and be-
come productive participants in the economy. WPFP encourages 
state groups to address the issue of college affordability for work-
ing adults. States that want – and need – to increase the educational 
attainment of their workforce should consider public policies that 
target working adults who need to improve their education and 
workforce skills. A few states – including several with Working Poor 
Families Project partners – are in the forefront of addressing college 
access for working adults. This policy brief describes these efforts 
and offers recommendations for states to strengthen financial aid 
programs that facilitate the enrollment of working adults and their 
success in college.

The Working Poor 
Families ProjecT

strengthening state Policies for 
america’s Working Poor 

     Millions of American bread-
winners work hard to support 
their families.  But, despite their 
determination and effort, many 
are mired in low-wage jobs that 
provide inadequate benefits and 
offer few opportunities for ad-
vancement.  In fact, more than 
one out of four American work-
ing families now earn wages so 
low that they have difficulty 
surviving financially.2

     Launched in 2002 and cur-
rently supported by the Annie 
E. Casey, Ford, Joyce, and Mott 
foundations, the Working Poor 
Families Project is a national 
initiative that works to improve 
these economic conditions. 
The project partners with state 
nonprofit organizations and 
supports their policy efforts to 
better prepare America’s  
working families for a more 
secure economic future.

For more information:
http://www.workingpoorfamilies.org



The BenefiT of More educaTion and 
Training 

     The demand for skilled workers is robust and is 
expected to intensify in future years, particularly with 
the retirement of baby boomers. Yet, almost two-
thirds (65 percent) of the country’s 2020 workforce 
is already beyond the reach of our elementary and 
secondary schools.5 In other words, the biggest poten-
tial pool of skilled workers in the country right now is 
the 77 million adults with only a high school diploma 
or less.6 In half the states, the number of adults 18-24 
years of age is not projected to grow, which means 
that in order to increase the number of  postsecond-
ary degrees and the skills of the workforce, states will 
have to focus on adults 25 years of age and higher.7  
     According to a recent report from The Institute for 
Higher Education Policy, 40 percent of the working 
poor are between 25-34 years of age, and one-third of 
this group identify their race as non-white.8 Expand-
ing the skills and credentials for the working poor 
will require states to expand their aid policies beyond 
traditional students and focus on adults 25-34 years of 
age and even older.  
     The good news for states is that increasing the 
educational attainment of the workforce has both 
individual and public benefits. Research is quite clear 
that adults with postsecondary degrees have higher 
earnings than those with only a high school diploma.9 

Moreover, adults who earn literacy and workplace 
skills through postsecondary education and training 
are more prepared for career advancement and up-
ward mobility.10 
     For example, the unemployment rate of adults 
25 years of age and higher with at least a bachelor’s 
degree was less than 3 percent in January 2004, 
compared to 5 percent for adults with only a high 
school diploma and almost 9 percent for adults who 
did not graduate from high school.11 Put another way, 
a greater percentage of adults with higher literacy 
levels were employed full-time and a lower percent-
age were out of the labor force than adults with lower 
literacy skills.
     From a public-benefits standpoint, increasing the 
education and skills of current adult workers can lead 
to increased capital investment in states by compa-
nies and businesses that need employees with strong 
literacy and workforce skills. It also can improve 
a state’s fiscal environment as more educated and 
skilled adults will generate increases in personal and 
business earnings. Figure 1 shows the wide array of 
public economic and social benefits that accrue to so-
ciety as a result of increased educational attainment. 
Economic benefits include increased tax revenues, 
greater productivity, and increased workforce flexibil-
ity. Social benefits include reduced crime, increased 
charitable giving, and improved quality of civic life.12 
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ECONOMIC

PUBLIC

Increased Tax Revenues
Greater Productivity
Increased Consumption
Increased Workforce Flexibility
Decreased Reliance on Government Financial Support

PRIVATE

Higher Salaries and Benefits
Employment
Higher Savings Levels
Improved Working Conditions
Personal/Professional Mobility

SOCIAL

Reduced Crime Rates
Increased Charitable Giving/Community Service
Increased Quality of Civic Life
Social Cohesion/Appreciation of Diversity
Improved Ability to Adapt and Use Technology

Improved Health/Life Expectancy
Improved Quality of Life for Offspring
Better Consumer Decision-Making
Increased Personal Status
More Hobbies/Leisure Activity

Figure 1
Public and Private benefits of Postsecondary Education

Source: The Institute for Higher Education Policy, 1998



     Some states are beginning to see the value of 
launching or expanding policy initiatives to increase 
opportunities for working adults to gain new skills 
and credentials through postsecondary education. 
For example, the lesser known Georgia HOPE grant 
pays for tuition, fees and book expenses for Georgia 
adult workers who enroll in non-degree programs 
at one of the state’s two-year technical colleges. 
Washington has recently reformed its need-based 
financial aid system to serve part-time students and 
enacted the Opportunity Grants program in order to 
provide dedicated resources for non-traditional stu-
dents, including working adults with earnings less 
than 200 percent of poverty. In Michigan, Governor 
Jennifer Granholm has proposed the No Worker Left 
Behind initiative to provide resources for displaced 
adult workers to obtain up to two years free tuition 
at any Michigan community college or other ap-
proved training program. And in Massachusetts, 
new Governor Duval Patrick unveiled a new vi-
sion for a “cradle to career” education system that 
proposes to make Massachusetts’ two-year colleges 
free to all high school graduates, including working 
adults. 
     Finally, a national group, The Workforce Alli-
ance, has embarked on a nationwide campaign to 
improve the skills of American workers. This initia-
tive - known as Skills2Compete - calls for a guar-
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antee of two years of postsecondary education and 
training for all workers.13 

TargeTing financial aid for Working 
adulTs 

     One of the most important areas for state policy 
change is financial aid for working adults. In 2003-
04, after accounting for all forms of financial aid, 
working poor adults faced $4,000 in unmet need to 
pay for college.14 Working adults are less likely to 
attend college full-time and more likely to consider 
postsecondary education as a secondary activity 
– working to support their family is the primary 
activity for these adults. 
     The National Center for Education Statistics de-
fines working adults as highly nontraditional college 
students; their data shows that two-thirds of highly 
nontraditional students who were currently enrolled 
in college considered themselves primarily employ-
ees (see Figure 2).15 Put simply, working poor adults 
are more likely to attend college part-time than 
full-time, which considerably reduces their eligibil-
ity for financial aid. For example, only 54 percent 
of working poor adults enrolled in college received 
a grant in 2003-04, compared with two-thirds of 
adults not classified as working poor.16 

Figure 2 
Percentage distribution of undergraduates according to their primary 

role, by student status: 1999–2000

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, NCES. National Postsecondary Student 
Aid Study (NPSAS:2000). 



     Although the federal Pell Grant is the most widely 
known financial aid program for low-income students 
– awarding more than $12 billion in grants nation-
ally in 2005-0617 – state-sponsored grant programs 
also provide a considerable amount of financial aid 
for college students. The most recent survey of state-
sponsored grant programs found that states awarded 
about $5 billion in undergraduate need-based grant 
aid in 2005-06.18 The majority of states, however, 
have very nominal need-based state grant programs 
for undergraduates. Moreover, during the last decade, 
many state financial aid programs have turned their 
focus to merit-based aid, which now makes up more 
than 25 percent of the $6.7 billion in total state grant 
aid awarded in 2005-06.19 
     Seven states accounted for 65 percent of the $5 bil-
lion in state need-based aid: California, Illinois, Indi-
ana, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania and Texas 
(all states with WPFP partners).20 Another ten states, 
where WPFP has a nonprofit partner, have need-based 
aid programs exceeding $50 million:  Colorado, Ken-
tucky, Massachusetts, Maryland, Michigan, Minne-
sota, North Carolina, Ohio, Washington, and Wiscon-
sin. These seventeen states represent opportunities to 
strengthen existing state financial aid policies so more 
low-income adults have access to financial resources 
for postsecondary education.  
     One particular area for attention relates to the 
rules that determine eligibility for aid and the size 
of the awards. Many of these states follow the fed-
eral Pell Grant guidelines, which are largely unfair 
to low-income adults 24 years of age and higher.21 
For example, the Pell Grant is focused on traditional 
students aged 18-22 who attend college within one or 
two years after graduating from high school. Work-
ing adults who want to enroll in college are treated as 
independent students in federal financial aid policy, 
which means eligibility for the Pell Grant is extreme-
ly curtailed - even for very low-income adults. Most 
states adhere to federal policy guidelines to determine 
eligibility for state grants to help students pay for col-
lege, which also limits the availability of state-spon-
sored grant financial aid that low-income adults can 
receive to help pay for college. 
     There are a number of policy barriers that affect 
the ability of low-income working adults to access 
need-based aid. In reviewing a state’s current pro-

gram, the following issues, at a minimum, should be 
examined.  

• The approach and criteria for determining financial 
need and the unnecessary reliance on Pell Grant 
independency rules as applied to working adults 
24 years of age and higher; 

• Requirements that students must have a High 
School Diploma or GED to receive financial aid, 
rather than applying the much broader “ability to 
benefit” test to determine financial aid eligibility;

• Eligibility rules regarding number of credits that 
must be taken in a quarter or semester in order 
to receive aid (part-time and less than part-time 
enrollment); 

• Age limitations such as restricting need-based aid 
to recent High School graduates; 

• Requirements that students enroll for a complete 
quarter or semester to qualify for financial aid, 
which disqualifies students pursuing shorter term 
certificates or career-oriented programs;

• Budget calculations used by colleges that under-
estimate the total cost of attendance for working 
adults; 

• Firm financial aid application deadlines (typically 
in March) that penalize adults who are less likely 
to follow a traditional academic calendar.

     Most states determine a student’s financial need 
according to the independence rules established in the 
federal Pell Grant guidelines. These rules define all 
students who are married, have dependent children, 
or who are 24 years of age or higher as independent, 
thus subjecting students to different income eligibil-
ity thresholds. Being defined as independent does 
not benefit working poor adults because the income 
thresholds that determine eligibility are considerably 
lower than for traditional-age poor students who live 
with their parents. Moreover, independent students 
are expected to contribute more than half of their after 
tax income to pay for educational expenses.
     For states with current need-based grant programs, 
decoupling the rules determining independence from 
the federal guidelines can expand the amount of 
state grant aid working poor adults can receive. New 
York’s Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) is a good 
example: low-income adult students with kids (single 
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has resulted in the establishment of a new program 
dedicated to providing financial aid to working adults. 
In Indiana, aid is only available for a 10 year period, 
which effectively eliminates many working adults 
who might have taken a class in their late teens, then 
seek to return to college in their thirties or forties. 
Furthermore, the time period when aid is allocated can 
limit the availability of grants, especially for adults 
who decide to enroll in college shortly before classes 
begin. Women Employed discovered that in Illinois 
working adults often did not know or think to get in 
line when aid was available at the start of a calendar 
year; thus, adults who decided to enter school later in 
the year or summer would find that the aid was ex-
hausted.  
     In short, states with existing grant programs could 
reform current student financial aid policies to be 
more accommodating to working adults.
     In the absence of a need-based financial aid pro-
gram or in cases where the funds are very limited, 
states may want to consider launching new aid pro-
grams dedicated to providing resources to low-income 
working adults to pursue postsecondary education and 
training. Several states such as Arkansas, Pennsyl-
vania and Washington, have taken action recently to 
establish programs dedicated to working adults.  
     The following highlights state actions that have 
focused on two types of policy reform:  strengthening 
state need-based aid programs to better serve low-in-
come working adults, and developing new programs 
that are dedicated to serving low-income working 
adults.

sTrengThening TradiTional need-Based 
aid PrograMs To BeTTer serve loW-
incoMe Working adulTs 

     Illinois is a generous state in terms of student 
financial aid, investing more than $350 million in 
2005-06.23 In Illinois, about two-thirds of part-time 
students are adults 24 years of age and higher. Among 
students who enrolled less than half-time (e.g., fewer 
than 6 credit hours), 62 percent were enrolled at com-
munity colleges, almost half worked an average of 28 
hours weekly, almost three-fourths were women and 
71 percent were unmarried.24 In 1999-2000, the Illi-
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or married), and married adults 22-34 years of age 
without kids are awarded TAP benefits according 
to the state schedule for dependent students, which 
means working poor adults can receive up to $5,000 
in TAP benefits to pay college tuition if they are mar-
ried or have kids.
     Most states limit student grant financial aid to 
full-time students, which discriminates against work-
ing poor families who are less likely to attend college 
full-time. In 2003-04, two-thirds of working poor 
adults enrolled in college classes on a half-time or 
less-than-half-time basis.22 For states to expand op-
portunities for working poor adults to pursue postsec-
ondary credentials, providing financial aid for part-
time and less-than-part-time enrollment is crucial. 
Illinois’ Monetary Award Program (MAP) is a good 
example: since 1974, MAP grants have been available 
to part-time students from low-income families who 
enroll for at least six credit hours. In addition, MAP 
policy was reformed to switch the cap on aid to a per 
credit basis rather than semester basis, allowing grant 
monies to extend over a longer period of time. 
     Another important area of focus is the calculation 
of the student budget; this calculation directly affects 
the amount of financial aid for which a student is 
eligible. Put simply, financial need for students is the 
difference between the total cost of attendance (i.e., 
student budget), and the expected family contribu-
tion or EFC. The EFC is a function of student and 
family income, and varies considerably for students 
defined as independent or dependent. Student budgets 
consist of tuition and fees, book allowance, transpor-
tation, and estimates for living expenses, including 
room and board. Although direct costs of attending 
college (i.e., tuition and fees) vary according to the 
number of credits a student attempts, it is likely that 
indirect costs do not vary as much. Thus, establish-
ing guidelines for the calculation of student budgets 
that better reflect the real living expenses of working 
adults would increase the calculated financial need for 
working poor adults.
     Finally, rules and procedures can limit how ef-
fectively working adults can access aid. In Arkansas, 
the largest need-based aid programs are restricted to 
students who apply within 12 months of graduating 
from high school. This essentially eliminates work-
ing adults from this aid, which as will be noted later, 
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nois Student Aid Commission implemented a demon-
stration project to provide Monetary Award Program 
(MAP) grants to adults attending less than half-time. 
The results from this demonstration – and subsequent 
efforts by Women Employed – led to the adoption of 
less than half-time MAP benefits. 
     Oregon is another state that expanded its existing 
need-based aid program (Oregon Opportunity Grants) 
to better accommodate working adults. Oregon has 
a modest state need-based grant program – invest-
ing about $30 million in 2005-06. In 2005, part-time 
students were made eligible for assistance with no 
restrictions on age or years after high school gradu-
ation. Legislation in 2007 changed the method of 
determining need (away from the Pell model) by 
moving to a “Shared Responsibility Model” that takes 
into consideration the student’s ability to pay, and 
then provides funding through the Opportunity Grant 
to fill the gap between the total cost of attendance and 
other financial aid a student received. The expanded 
grant doubles the state financial aid package for 
Oregon students and will reach beyond low-income 
and into middle-class families, resulting in thousands 
more Oregonians being able to go to college. The 
aid thresholds are expanded for independent students 
(i.e., adults), for example, by allowing parents in 
families of four to qualify for some level of aid with 
income close to 300 percent of poverty. 
     New York has the most generous state financial 
aid program for low-income students – the state in-
vested almost $900 million in 2005-06.25 The Tuition 
Assistance Program (TAP) covers up to 100 percent 
of tuition at a 2-year or 4-year public college with a 
cap of $5,000 for the lowest income students. Despite 
this generosity, TAP benefits are not provided to part-
time students unless they attend college full-time for 
one year. The Schuyler Center for Analysis and Advo-
cacy and the Center for an Urban Future released a re-
port highlighting these and other areas where working 
adults are treated unfairly; the report recommended 
making TAP available to part-time students immedi-
ately, and abolishing the discriminatory TAP benefits 
and income thresholds for unmarried childless adults, 
so that they can receive the same benefits at the same 
income thresholds as all other students.25 This later 
proposal was recently endorsed by the Governor’s 
Commission on Higher Education (December 2007). 

looking Beyond TradiTional PrograMs 
To direcT aid To loW-incoMe Working 
adulTs

     Creating new aid programs targeted to serving 
working adults is a second approach states have used 
to help working adults enroll and succeed in col-
lege. In Washington, the Seattle Jobs Initiative and 
Statewide Poverty Action Network helped secure $23 
million over the past two years for a new Opportunity 
Grants Program to help low-income students pursue 
postsecondary programs designed to fill specific jobs. 
These resources support tuition and fees as well as 
support services necessary for student success. In 
addition, the assistance focuses on students accessing 
identified high-demand occupations.  
     In Pennsylvania the Department of Labor & In-
dustry in partnership with PHEAA, the state financial 
aid agency, created WAGE (Worker Advancement 
Grant for Education), a new financial aid program de-
signed to increase the postsecondary education attain-
ment of adults in the state. Around $10 million a year 
is invested annually through WAGE for almost three 
thousand non-traditional students across 186 institu-
tions in Pennsylvania.
     Arkansas allocates $3.7 million in additional 
funds for need-based financial assistance for working 
adults enrolled part-time. Moreover, the state redi-
rected existing resources to address the education and 
skill needs of TANF recipients and those at risk of 
needing TANF with earnings up to 250 percent of of-
ficial poverty thresholds. About $16 million of TANF 
funds were allocated toward this effort. 

recoMMendaTions for sTaTe Policy To 
helP Working adulTs enroll and 
succeed in college 

One of the core challenges for state policy is to ex-
pand or launch financial aid programs to better ac-
commodate working adults. Although most states set 
financial aid eligibility based on federal guidelines, 
this approach is not required. Specific financial aid 
policy changes for states to consider include:
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Working Poor Families ProjecT 
recommenDaTions:

State groups can consider promoting the following: 

1) Increase financial aid available to low-income 
working adults by expanding access and eligibility 
to existing aid programs and providing additional 
resources to programs dedicated to addressing this 
population. 

2) Expand and reform existing need-based aid 
programs.

3) Fund specific grant financial aid programs dedi-
cated to serving part-time, low-income working 
adults.

4) States should develop and utilize data systems 
that provide continuous reporting on the take-up 
rate and success of low-income working adult 
students. 
 

• Increase financial aid available to low-income 
working adults by expanding access and eligibility 
to existing aid programs and providing additional 
resources to programs dedicated to addressing 
this population.

• Expand and reform existing need-based aid pro-
grams to accomplish the following:

-  Allow working adults, 24 years of age and higher 
(i.e., independent students) to receive the same level 
of benefits as traditional-age dependent students at 
similar income levels; 

-  Allow working adults to receive financial aid when 
enrolling on a part-time or less-than part-time basis;

-  Eliminate age limitations that restrict need-based 
aid to recent high school graduates; 

-  Relax rules that require enrollment for an entire 
quarter or semester, so working adults can qualify 
for financial aid when pursuing shorter term certifi-
cate or career-focused programs; 

-  Encourage postsecondary institutions to calculate 
student budgets that better reflect the total cost of 
attendance for working adults (i.e., using more re-
alistic estimates of indirect expenses such as living 
expenses, child care and transportation);

-  Implement flexible financial aid application dead-
lines to acknowledge adults don’t follow a tradi-
tional student calendar.

• Fund specific grant financial aid programs dedi-
cated to serving part-time, low-income working 
adults. Such programs should:

- serve adult workers earning 200 percent of poverty 
or less; 

- provide resources for both tuition and support ser-
vices; and 

- target education and training focused on high-wage, 
high-demand occupational programs. 

• Finally, states should develop and utilize data 
systems that provide continuous reporting on the 
take-up rate and success of low-income working 
adult students. 

Pursuing financial aid policies to expand opportunities 
for working adults to earn the literacy and workforce 
skills required by the global economy will require ad-
ditional investments. Importantly, these investments 
can benefit both individuals and businesses by increas-
ing the human capital of the state’s current and future 
workforce. States that want to be economic leaders in 
the 21st century will need to find innovative ways to 
find the resources necessary for a much-needed invest-
ment in low-income working adults.      

For questions about this policy brief or the 
Working Poor Families Project contact: 

Brandon roberts
robert3@starpower.net 

(301) 657-1480
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