
The legislative debate on welfare has highlighted an 

important issue for California’s future: the education of 

the state’s workforce. With the reauthorization of welfare 

at the federal and state level, as well as re-examination of

the Workforce Investment Act, California and the nation

have a chance to create educational opportunities that will

benefit both employers and low-wage workers. As this 

publication suggests, innovations in publicly-funded education

and training can create positive results for working families,

employers, communities and the next generation.
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G O O D  J O B S  =  G O O D  B U S I N E S S    
M O V I N G  F A M I L I E S  O U T  O F  P O V E R T Y  T H R O U G H  E D U C AT I O N  

A N D  T R A I N I N G

“Before I applied for 

welfare my life was stable,

I was married and had a 

job. My marriage fell apart

after the abuse became

unbearable.

It was when I was 

completely on my own 

that I realized that going 

to school and getting my

degree was the only thing

that was going to ensure 

my success in life, and in 

turn my children’s success.”

Lee Lopez
CalWORKS recipient and current
California State University Bakersfield
student



E M P L O Y E R S  N E E D  E D U C AT E D
E M P L O Y E E S
In today’s economy, employers have identified a need 
for better-educated and better-trained employees.
A college degree today is more important than ever 
for both employers and employees, replacing the high
school degree as a prerequisite to a stable job:

■ Forty years ago, 80% of workers could get a job
without a college education; today, over half of
workers require some college to secure a job.3

■ Over the next four years, 70% of new jobs 
created will require advanced/superior skills or
competent skills (equivalent to having some
post-secondary education or a Bachelor’s
degree). Only 20% of new jobs will be in the
basic skill range (e.g., a below-average high
school graduate) and a mere 10% of jobs will
be available for those with minimal skills (e.g.,
those with no high school diploma).4

Our domestic and global 
economy is changing, and our
education and training system
must keep up:

■ 82% of the largest chambers
of commerce reported that
workforce and education issues
were their members’ number
one priority.5

■ In a survey by the National
Association of Manufacturers of
its member firms, 90% reported
difficulty in finding qualified 
candidates in at least one job
function.6

E D U C AT I O N  W O R K S
California boasts some of the nation’s model public 
educational programs that effectively move people out
of poverty. In its study of the California Community
College system, the Center for Law and Social Policy in
Washington, D.C. found that enrollment in California’s
Community Colleges quickly increases individual income
levels for CalWORKs recipients:

■ CalWORKs students who left California
Community Colleges with an Associate’s degree
increased their median annual earnings by 85%
after only one year out of school.1

■ CalWORKs students who enter California
Community Colleges without a high school
diploma increase their earnings by 40% after
one year out of school.2

L O W- W A G E  J O B S  M E A N  A N  O V E R A L L
L O W E R  Q U A L I T Y  O F  L I F E  F O R
C A L I F O R N I A N S :
As the cost of living increases around the country, working families face

higher child care costs, expensive housing markets and often unreachable

health insurance premiums. In today’s economy, just “getting a job” doesn’t

always make ends meet for families:

■ Nationwide, 39% of people using emergency food services had at

least one working adult in the household—7% had two working

adults in the household.14

■ Among California households that are eligible for food stamps,

more than 70% are working families.15
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G E T T I N G  A  J O B :

W H Y  C A L I F O R N I A  S H O U L D  I N V E S T  MO
E D U C AT I O N  A N D  T R A I N I N G  F O R  L OW



E D U C AT I O N  F I L L S  T H E
W A G E  G A P
As education levels increase, the likelihood of
family poverty decreases:

■ When a person receives just one 
year of post-secondary education, her
likelihood of poverty decreases by 50%.7

■ An Associate’s degree decreases 
the likelihood of poverty by 63%.
A Bachelor’s degree decreases the 
likelihood of poverty by 80%.8

■ Full-time workers with a Bachelor’s
degree earn almost twice the amount
of those with only a high school diploma.9

Welfare policy that limits educational options
keeps families on public assistance in a perpetual
cycle of poverty and low-wage jobs.

■ The median hourly wage in the first year after
people leave welfare is estimated to be
between $7 and $9 per hour.10

However, according to the California Self-Sufficiency
Standard, in no county of California can a single mother
with two young children—the average size of a
CalWORKs family11—be fully economically self-sufficient
on an hourly wage in that range.12

P U B L I C  O P I N I O N  S U P P O R T S
I N V E S T M E N T  I N  E D U C AT I O N
A N D  T R A I N I N G
California voters support policies that reduce poverty
through education. A 2002 statewide poll conducted by
the California Budget Project found that voters strongly
support education as a part of welfare reform:

■ 67% of California voters believe that people
receiving government benefits should be in
training or education programs to learn new

skills that will prepare them
for self-supporting jobs.16

■  62% of California voters
believe that the principal goal
of federal welfare law should
be moving people out of
poverty.17

W H E N  P A R E N T S  G O  T O  C O L L E G E , T H E I R
K I D S  G O  T O  C O L L E G E :
Research throughout the world shows a mother’s education is an important predictor of

her child’s educational attainment—especially for female children.18 In families where at

least one parent has attended college, 84% of children will attend college, compared to

69% of children in families with parents who did not go to college. 19

T H E  R I P P L E  E F F E C T :

NATIONAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND LAW CENTER 3

Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW) has developed a tool to 

help families and policymakers formulate strategies for “making ends

meet”: the Self-Sufficiency Standard. The Self-Sufficiency Standard 

calculates the amount a family requires to meet its most basic

needs—food, clothing, shelter, health care, transportation, child care

and taxes—depending on where the family lives and how many chil-

dren are in the family.

This chart illustrates the difference between an approximate wage of a

person leaving welfare ($8.80 per hour13) and the Self-Sufficiency

Standard for the average CalWORKs family in four California counties.
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P O L I C Y  R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S  
INCREASE ACCESS TO EDUCATION AND TRAINING

■ State and federal welfare laws should allow recipients to count education and training as a work activity, including
post-secondary education and study time. Welfare time limits should allow recipients enough time to finish post-
secondary degree programs, including two and four year programs. Without the education that can move them 
out of poverty-wage jobs, welfare recipients and their children will find it harder and harder to make ends meet 
for their families.

■ The workforce development system should prioritize programs that focus on education and training for the working
poor, especially programs that prepare people for high-wage, high-demand occupations.

ADOPT THE SELF-SUFFICIENCY STANDARD
■ Federal and state government should implement welfare policies that integrate the Self-Sufficiency Standard in client

counseling, in data reporting, and in allocation of resources. Adoption of the Self-Sufficiency Standard on a systemic
level can increase the percentages of families who leave welfare for better jobs and careers.

■ The workforce development system should utilize the Self-Sufficiency Standard to measure the progress of clients
towards self-sufficiency wage jobs, by adopting the Standard for program development, data collection and client
counseling.

The National Economic Development and

Law Center (NEDLC) is a 33 year old 

non-profit that specializes in community 

economic development.We build and leverage

investments in low-income communities. NEDLC manages 

the Californians for Family Economic Self-Sufficiency (CFESS)

project. CFESS advocates at the local, state and federal levels

for public policies that move families out of poverty and

towards economic independence. For more information 

about NEDLC or CFESS, call 510-251-2600 or email 

fess-ca@yahoogroups.com. Visit our website at www.nedlc.org.

Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW) is

a 37 year old national women's employment

organization that works nationally and in its

home community of Washington, D.C. to

achieve economic independence and equality of opportunity

for women and girls.WOW provides tools and resources to

state-level groups to advocate for strategies and policies that

will help families leave poverty.WOW has been a leader in

the areas of nontraditional employment, literacy and welfare-

to-work strategies for more than three decades. For more

information about WOW, the national FESS Project, or the

Self-Sufficiency Standard, call 202-464-1596 or visit

www.wowonline.org and www.sixstrategies.org.
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