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To be fully successful in reaching and training adult learners, adult literacy programs must partner with local businesses and national corporations, attendees at the third and final Dollar General Guest Presentation Series session were told May 1 in Baltimore. 

In fact, several model programs have been implemented in recent years involving such partnerships, and these efforts should be looked at carefully when forming future alliances, speakers said. Adult education advocates often have trouble competing with the needs of the K-12 system, but the business community can help here. Most important, without the help of the private sector, it will be difficult for adult education advocates to achieve their literacy goals, according to presenters at the invitation-only event.

Some 80 literacy practitioners and advocates from the Mid-Atlantic region attended the day-long session, which was sponsored by Dollar General Literacy Foundation and convened by the National Coalition for Literacy in partnership with the Maryland State Department of Education. Attendees heard a variety of presentations on literacy issues, including practices of effective advocacy and models for business/literacy partnerships.

Patricia Bennett, director of adult education at the Maryland State Department of Education, opened the program by welcoming participants to Maryland and providing statistics about the education level of students in the state. There are 5,000 students on a waiting list to receive adult education services from a mix of 34 providers, including community colleges, elementary and secondary schools and volunteer organizations, she said.  Maryland has more than 1,000 adult education teachers, 87 percent of whom are part-time.

Bennett’s agency receives $9.2 million in federal funds for adult education and almost $7 million in state funding. The agency has handed out more than 15,000 diplomas in the last three years, according to Bennett. 

From the Labor Department
Another Maryland official, Labor Secretary Tom Perez, told the audience that literacy services were essential for developing tomorrow’s workforce. The problem for literacy advocates is that they are competing for shrinking federal dollars and almost non-existent state dollars. That means local governments and the private sector must pick up the slack, Perez said. 

In Maryland, more than 1 million adults need “retooling.” But the state is only able to reach fewer than 10 percent of those who need this training, according to Perez.  The state realizes that dealing with the immigration issue is key to moving forward on literacy and employment training fronts, he said, many sectors of the economy in Maryland would just shut down without the immigrant population. 

Perez said he has spoken to the governor, asking for a “paradigm shift” on funding for adult education, an area where the state ranks close to the bottom in the nation. As a result of funding cuts, fewer people are now employed in workforce programs in the state, he said. He reported that the governor realizes there must indeed be a paradigm shift in this area.

Some corporations also understand the importance of adult education to the changing workforce, Perez said. For example, Northrup Grumman offers scholarships to deserving students in every county in the state. Johns Hopkins University also has stepped up to the plate, he said. 

In the next several years, the adult education community should focus on how to deliver services more effectively, said Perez. For example, he asked, “What are the precise demographics and characteristics of different groups in different communities?” It’s important to match supply with demand, he said, but adult education advocates often do not really understand the supply. 

“We need to think in terms of developing a series of funding sources for different services and programs,” he said. Moreover, Perez explained, services need to be delivered on an integrated basis. “We need to all be playing in one sandbox. If we marry supply, advocacy and leadership in one sandbox, we can truly transform the system,” he said. 

Career Technology Side

Katharine Oliver, assistant superintendent for career technology and adult learning at the Maryland Department of Education, said that only 2% of the annual workforce in the United States comes from current high school graduates.  That’s why it’s so imperative to provide adult education services to the current workforce, she said.

Even though Maryland has one of the most highly educated populations in the nation, the state still has about 1 million adults with low literacy skills or no high school diploma. The state recently partnered with business to develop a comprehensive plan for adult education, called Stepping up to the Future, which was distributed to attendees. A key recommendation in that report was to expand partnerships with business to improve workforce skills.

Success Story: 
Partnership between Johns Hopkins Health System and Community College of Baltimore County
In the 1990s, after a report on the level of skills in health systems, Johns Hopkins became involved in funding Baltimore community college efforts to develop adult education curricula and programs. In-kind support was required, which involved one hour of paid time for every hour of donated time. Johns Hopkins partnered with Essex Community College and seven high schools. . 

Deborah Knight-Kerr, of the Johns Hopkins Health System, and Gayle McAllister, of the Community College of Baltimore County, described the successful program, which was renewed for another three years. Funding, however, eventually ran out, and the program was discontinued. This was unfortunate from Hopkins’ perspective since the health care system realized it was losing a good portion of its current workforce to retirement, and their replacements did not have the same work ethic, according to Knight-Kerr.

McAllister said the program had been successful because it had buy-in from the head of Hopkins and the president of the college. In all, 111 people graduated from the program and went on to other jobs.

Knight-Kerr noted that it is important to show decision-makers data demonstrating program success. For example, in three years, Hopkins/Baltimore Community College disseminated data showing that 443 people participated in skills enhancement, and that 43 percent remained in current jobs (turnover usually runs about 40 percent). Others moved into higher-paying jobs, including management positions, making the retention rate 84 percent. Sixteen percent were terminated, and 3 percent of employees had their wages reduced, according to Knight-Kerr. 

The program ultimately included GED, medical terminology, ESL, sign language and job-specific training and soft skills training. “It was a win-win situation,” added Knight-Kerr. 
Classes originally took place outside the hospital, said McAllister, so “people wouldn’t know.” Eventually, however, they were held at the hospital, since there was no longer a concern about people knowing. “The education program needs to be flexible to make sure that student needs are being met,” said McAllister.

Another effective partner in the collaborative effort was the union, which helped work out timing and programs, Knight-Kerr said. 

The key lesson learned in this project, she said, was the importance of adult education programs to workers in terms of self-esteem. “We even did a yearbook,” she said.

National Retail Federation’s Commitment to Job Training

Debra Fieldhouse of the National Retail Federation said her organization is committed to promoting retail careers, and that means developing skill standards for workers, especially customer service representatives. “We work with employers across the country, encouraging career pathways, monitoring GED and developing customer service skills,” she explained. “Take a good look at the Department of Labor’s competency standards at [www.]careeronestop.org,” Fieldhouse advised attendees. “There’s a competency model on the website, and now there’s national certification in customer service and other areas,” she said. 

In Montgomery County, MD, ESL is part of adult education and incorporated with workforce education for retail employees and others, explained Mary Ngo of the Montgomery Works Sales and Service Learning Center. Fieldhouse and Donna Kinerny of Montgomery College said they have partnered to address the upcoming need in retail position—14,000 jobs in the next few years. 

Fieldhouse said her organization worked with local employers to stage mock interviews for adult education participants. To get national retailers interested in adult education, said Fieldhouse, you have to “talk to them about life skills, reducing turnover and increasing retention.” Remember, she concluded, there is a huge need for workers in service industries, such as hotels that desperately need housekeepers.  

Lessons Learned in Pennsylvania

Robert Garrity, executive director of the Pennsylvania Workforce Investment Board, and Cheryl Hiester, workforce development coordinator with the Lancaster Lebanon Intermediate Unit 13, discussed the impact of their consortium project on adult education in Pennsylvania.

The consortium, which is supported by the state government, included 10 manufacturing employers and seven industry clusters. Employers ranged in size from 50 to more than 350 employees. Starting wages went from minimum wage to more than $17 per hour. In Pennsylvania, the state provides $5 million for these industry partnerships and $15 million for incumbent worker training.  In all, the state funds 80 such partnerships; the consortium received $50,000.  

In the consortium program, employers provided a list of job openings and hiring criteria. Workers who participated in the training went through a work history assessment, education assessment and referral, employment self-assessment and support and barriers assessment. Job-seekers who needed more intense education were referred to providers. 

The training included:

· work values;

· positive attitude and motivation;

· attendance and business etiquette;

· communication skills;

· managing conflict; and 

· working with coaches.  

Employer toolkits included:

· applications for employment;

· information about drug screening;

· information about the company;

· hiring procedures;

· salary and benefits;
· a list of job openings; and 

· hiring criteria.

The program has trained 40 people, and 20 were eventually employed. Ten met the 30-day retention goal. Training stipends are tied to successful completion of the training, employment and 30-day retention period.  

Employers will compare retention data from a cohort of employees hired since January 2007 with a group of employees hired through this consortium project. It is difficult, however, to anticipate an employer’s future needs, program sponsors found. When the project started, employers were hiring. But by January, some companies were facing layoffs or delaying hiring.

Garrity and Hiester defined the five keys to success in “one-stop” employment programs like this one as:

· diversifying recruitment strategies;

· developing increased capacity for pre-employment screening;

· delivering targeted soft-skills training prior to employment; 

· implementing job coaching and worker mentoring; and

· delivering customized incumbent worker training.

The next step for the consortium is to enhance leadership to create a self-sustaining program and extend services to any interested employer.

Impact of TESOL 
Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) is emerging as an important force in adult education, noted John Segota, advocacy and communications manager at TESOL For example, TESOL has become very involved with the new citizenship exam, he said. In addition, TESOL now has many local affiliates. TESOL collaborates with NCL and other organizations to increase its clout in the adult education arena. 

In the last several years, the group has issued several position papers on different issues. The group pulled together the best practices in this area and started publicizing them for the K-12, higher education and adult education communities. 

State Directors

Rose Brandt, state director of Adult Basic and Literacy Education in the PA Department of Education talked about the role of state directors in working through their state associations to address advocacy. She described the state director’s role as one that can bring people together. They can’t help people organize for advocacy, but they can help inform legislators of what adult educators do, and create a climate where the field can see advocacy as part of their role. They can also help develop or maximize partnerships between education and health, welfare, labor and industry. 

The state directors have worked hard in DC to raise issues of adult literacy and set up a single point of contact (SPOC) network across the country to get the word out about adult education advocacy activities.

Family Literacy 

Nationally, family literacy advocacy is less organized than in the adult education area, said Barbara Van Horn of the Goodling Institute for Research in Family Literacy. But the group is ready to move forward and will use adult education advocacy as its model.

Van Horn addressed the ongoing controversy in the Even Start family literacy program, which has been deemed ineffective by the federal government but is considered highly effective by supporters. Van Horn maintained that the federal evaluators did not look at the parent and child together in determining the program’s success. 

Capitol Hill Update

Lynn Selmser, NCL public policy director, discussed current legislation pending before Congress that would impact on adult education, including the reauthorization of the Workforce Investment Act and immigration reform.  She expressed concern that language being considered for inclusion in the immigration bill could set up a separate system for providing English as a Second language services for immigrants.  She stated that ESL/Civics efforts should all be handled through the existing adult education system which has experience in providing ESL services and also operates and ESL/Civics program. 
Selmser also encouraged individuals to stay in touch with Members of Congress and their staff.  She stated that because of the huge turnover in Congressional staff and the large number of issues they generally handle, it is rare for them to fully understand adult education, who it serves, and the benefits it provides.  She said advocates contacting Members and staff  should be able to explain the benefits of adult education to their local community, provide them with individual success stories and data to demonstrate that such success is not isolated but representative of overall program success.  She also encouraged advocates to get businesses involved in advocating for adult education.  Since many businesses benefit from employee participation in adult education, they can be strong partners in requests for additional funding for adult education.   In closing, she informed participants that the State directors have “bluebook” data on their website with adult education and literacy data for each state, as well as national data.  She stated that advocates can supplement this information with local program information and share it with their Congressional representatives.

Advocacy Update

Peter Waite, executive director of ProLiteracy America, said there are now several organizations—including his—that advocate for literacy and adult education. Some of these groups conduct advocacy sessions in several states, providing hands-on training and national meetings to help adult literacy advocates promote their cause. 

Closing Remarks

In closing the successful program, NCL President Sherrie Claiborne said developments are under way to enhance adult literacy efforts.  The Verizon Foundation funded a study of the role of corporate giving in adult literacy, done by Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy.  In addition, the National Commission on Adult Literacy is examining all components of adult literacy enterprise in order to make recommendations on how to effectively chart a productive and comprehensive future course for adult education and literacy service in the United States. The work is funded by the Dollar General Literacy Foundation, the sponsor of the just-ended adult literacy presentation series.

