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One of the most e�ective ways to address poverty is to create systems that assist low-

income women in getting the education necessary to �nd and retain employment. 

Mainers with low-literacy skills or lacking degrees struggle to �nd employment in the 

ever-changing workplaces of the 21st century. A lack of access to education can limit 

women to jobs that are in�exible, low-wage, and lack bene�ts. Our economy su�ers from 

insu�cient education through decreased productivity and loss of tax revenue due to 

unemployment, increased health care costs, and increased corrections costs.1

The Landscape
 Researchers project that by 2018, 115,000 of the 196,000 available jobs in Maine will 

require some postsecondary education.  Only 40% of Maine adults ages 25-64 have 

at least a two-year or four-year degree. 2

 Approximately 7% of Maine residents are lacking in basic literacy skills. Aroostook, 

Somerset, and Washington counties have the highest levels of low-literacy in our 

state.3  Nationally, among those with the lowest levels of literacy, 43% live in poverty.4 

 In 2012, college attainment increased nationally except in 5 states: Maine, Nevada, 

Oklahoma, South Dakota, and Washington.  "e number of adults with four-year 

college degrees declined in these states during this time period.5

 Maine’s Competitive Skills Scholarship Program (CSSP) was designed to address the 

unmet needs of employers by supporting access to higher education for low-income 

Mainers. On average, graduates of the program—mostly women—have both higher 

employment rates and higher wages.6 

 Maine’s Parents as Scholars Program helps participants of the Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families (TANF) program pursue a two- or four-year postsecondary 

degree by providing �nancial assistance for costs such as child care, transportation, 

school supplies, and occupational expenses.7

Benefits of Investing in Maine’s Workforce 
 Reduced use of public assistance Educational opportunity creates pathways to 

higher-wage jobs, which allow families to a�ord life’s necessities and reduce the need 

for public assistance.8 

 Highly quali.ed job seekers By providing training for high-demand positions, 

programs like CSSP strengthen the state’s economy by making it possible for 

employers to hire skilled Maine workers instead of workers from out of state.  

 Reduced burden on the Unemployment Insurance System Mainers who complete 

the Competitive Skills Scholarship Program are less likely to use Unemployment 

Insurance a#er graduation.9 

ADULT LEARNING
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childhood programming helps bu�er against the permanent psychological, physical, 

and developmental e�ects of toxic stress.7 

Home visiting and quality child care programs can help identify children who are 

exposed to abuse and neglect, both of which have long-term developmental e�ects 

in children.

Recommendations for Maine Action
Invest in Head Start, quality child care, and home visiting programs
Despite the proven success of such programs for children, their parents, and our 

state, early childhood and home visiting programs are chronically underfunded in 

Maine - forcing many quali�ed families to miss out on the programs’ bene�ts. Maine 

should fully fund Head Start, quality child care, and home visiting programs in every 

biennial and supplemental state budget.

High quality child care programs are challenged by both underfunding and unreliable 

funding levels. Reimbursement rates should be set in statute to create reliable 

incentives for high quality care providers to invest in quali�ed sta� and state-of-the-art 

infrastructure.  

Recommendation for Federal Action
Pass the Strong Start for America’s Children Act
Introduced in 2013, the bill would help states fund voluntary universal 

prekindergarten services for low- and moderate-income children. "is would address 

the early academic, social, and emotional needs of participating children and reduce 

the burden on working parents to �nd a�ordable child care for their children.8
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The �rst �ve years of a child’s life are critical in shaping the architecture of the 

brain. Home visiting programs support new parents in understanding their child’s 

developmental and physical needs. Early childhood education and high quality childcare 

provide children with a basis for lasting academic success as well as long term social 

and emotional bene�ts.  Studies demonstrate that when children receive high quality 

early childcare, state expenditures decrease for remedial education, health care, and 

corrections.1 However, the cost of quality child care reduces access to stable caregivers for 

Maine children and impacts economic security for working families. Investment in early 

childhood programs is an investment in Maine’s future.

The Landscape
 On average in 2012, it cost a single mother 42% of her income to place an infant in 

full-time center based care.2

 In 2012, there were 53,860 children whose parents were part of the labor force 

and likely needed child care, but only 43,612 available spaces in licensed child 

care programs.3

 Currently, Maine only has the capacity to serve 28% of children age 0-5 who are 

income-eligible for Head Start. It is likely that 11,415 low-income children do not have 

access to Head Start programs because of limited capacity due to underfunding.4

Benefits of Quality Early Childhood 
Education and Child Care

 Strong return on investment Studies demonstrate that when states invest money 

in early childhood programming, they receive a signi�cant return on investment 

through high productivity and reduced future spending on remedial e�orts. A 

study by the Economic Policy Institute found that if Maine implemented public 

preschool—for low-income students or universally—that the program would pay for 

itself in a matter of years and the state would further realize savings of as much as 

$16 for every $1 invested.5 

 Strengthen families Head Start and home visiting programs like the one o�ered 

through Early Head Start provide direct support to new parents, teaching them 

essential skills about health, safety, budgeting and the developmental needs of 

their children. 

When parents can a�ord reliable and quality child care, they are able to focus on 

attending work and school.6 

 Healthier, happier children Extreme poverty can produce the same toxic stress as 

exposure to violence, and this toxic stress has lifelong e�ects. High quality early 

When Cheyenne’s three-year 

old son began going to Head 

Start, Cheyenne knew he would be in 

good hands. Her family used Early 

Head Start’s Home Visiting program 

when her son was an infant with great 

success. What she did not expect was 

how it would improve her own life as 

well as her son’s.

Cheyenne became involved in the 

center’s Policy Council, and soon sta� 

began asking Cheyenne when she 

would pursue her own academic goals. 

Cheyenne was interested, but hesitant. 

Her son had been experiencing health 

issues and she was concerned about 

committing to her own schooling when 

his care had taken up the majority of 

her time and energy in the past.

As time went on, Cheyenne began to 

see how well the sta� at Head Start 

treated her son, and how he was 

thriving. With the support of the 

sta�, Cheyenne applied for and was 

accepted to a local college where she 

is pursuing her Associate’s Degree 

in Early Childhood Education. 

Cheyenne credits the quality care 

and programming her son received at 

Head Start for allowing her to focus 

on pursuing her degree and building a 

better future for her family. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
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Recommendations for Federal Action
Expand access to the EITC
Congress should approve the President’s proposal to expand the EITC for childless 

workers.  "is initiative would double the current maximum credit to $1,000, increase 

the amount of income that tax �lers can earn and remain eligible for the credit (from 

$14,790 to $18,070 for a single �ler), and expand the age range of workers eligible for 

the credit from 25-64 to 21-66.
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The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is a refundable federal tax credit for low- and 

moderate-income working people that has been shown to be e�ective at reducing 

poverty and encouraging work for families with children.  Because a worker’s tax credit 

grows with each dollar of wages earned until reaching the maximum, the credit is an 

incentive to move into the work force and increase one’s income.  Maine has its own 

modest Earned Income Tax Credit set at 5% of the federal credit, but it is not refundable.1  

The Landscape
Currently

 In 2012, the last year for which this data is available, the average bene�t from the 

federal credit for families with children was $2,359.2  In Maine, the average bene�t 

was $1,983.

 "e EITC was designed to o�set other taxes that take a bite out of a low income 

wage earner’s budget. Research has found that families use the EITC to pay for basic 

necessities, car and home repair, or education and training.3

 However, the federal credit is far less for workers without qualifying dependents, 

including those without children, non-custodial parents, and parents whose children 

are no longer dependent.  "e EITC phases out for these workers before they reach the 

federal poverty level, meaning they earned an average bene�t of just $264 in 2011.

Who is A:ected?

 "e Center on Budget and Policy Priorities estimates that in 2012, the EITC li#ed 

about 6.5 million people out of poverty, including 3.3 million children.4

 Expanding the federal EITC for childless workers is estimated to bene�t 6.1 million 

working women at all stages of life, including younger women in low-wage jobs or 

balancing work with school, and older women whose lifetime earnings have been 

reduced by childrearing or by caring for sick or aging family members.5

Recommendations for Maine Action
Increase the EITC and make it fully refundable
Maine’s EITC is currently set at 5% of the federal credit, and is not refundable. 

"is means that if the credit calculates to more than the taxpayer’s tax liability, the 

taxpayer loses the balance of the credit. To maximize the EITC’s e�ectiveness in 

reducing poverty, Maine should increase the state EITC to at least 10% of the federal 

credit and make it fully refundable. By simply making the credit refundable, the 

number of low-income working Maine households who would get a tax cut from the 

state or federal EITC would increase from 18,0006 to nearly 100,000.7

“;e Earned 
Income Tax Credit 
is the best anti-
poverty, the best 
pro-family, the 
best job creation 
measure to come 
out of Congress.”

–President Ronald Reagan

EARNED INCOME TAX CREDIT
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grades, to have been suspended or expelled, or to experience anxiety, aggression 

and delinquency.7 Children who experience homelessness are also more likely than 

their peers to have lowered academic achievement, chronic illness, and emotional 

di�culties such as depression and anxiety.8 

Recommendation for Maine Action 
Strengthen the Emergency Assistance Program 
In order to ensure more Maine families have a�ordable and adequate housing, Maine 

should improve the Emergency Assistance (EA) Program. "e EA Program should 

provide assistance with security deposits so that people are able to obtain a�ordable 

housing when this upfront cost is a barrier. "e EA Program should also provide 

meaningful �nancial assistance to families that are at imminent risk of losing their 

housing and becoming homeless.

Recommendations for Maine  
and Federal Action
Fund homelessness prevention and rapid re-housing
Many families are homeless due to a short-term �nancial or familial crisis and 

they bene�t most from programs that focus on homelessness prevention and rapid 

re-housing. "ese programs are shown to be cost-e�ective and prevent long-term 

negative physical and mental health e�ects of homelessness and hypermobility and 

reduce the need for shelter space. "e approach focuses on keeping families housed 

through short-term �nancial assistance or quickly securing new housing. 

Fund programs that use the Housing First model
"is model successfully assists chronically homeless individuals to transition into 

long-term stability by providing permanent supportive housing before providing 

other support services. "is model is based on research showing that individuals who 

�nd stable housing are better able to engage in other support services. Programs using 

a Housing First model provide cost-savings to municipalities through signi�cant 

reductions in the use of emergency services and shelters. 

Expand access to programs that address energy costs
Both Maine and the federal government should also expand programs that make 

the energy costs of housing more a�ordable, such as the Low Income Home Energy 

Assistance Program (LIHEAP), the Low Income Assistance Program (LIAP), and 

weatherization programs. Maine’s high-energy costs and severe winters make these 

programs vital to the economic stability of Maine’s low-income families.  
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A lack of a�ordable, quality housing, homelessness, overcrowding, and instability 

are on the rise in Maine. Also known as housing insecurity, these factors create 

signi�cant barriers to �nding or keeping gainful employment, attending school, and 

caring for one’s family. Homeless Mainers are at higher risk for serious health problems 

and shorter lives. In fact, although women usually have greater life expectancies than 

men, homeless women are up to 41 times more likely to die early than their housed 

counterparts.1 "ere are a number of successful models for addressing housing insecurity 

that Maine can implement or expand to address this devastating problem. 

The Landscape
 "e 2013 Annual Homelessness Report to Congress by the U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban Development (HUD) reported that homelessness in Maine rose 

by 26% from 2012-2013, bringing our total number of homeless individuals to 3,000.

 In 2012, 96,000 Maine children (36% of Maine kids) lived in households where more 

than 30% of the families’ income was spent on housing costs, making them less likely 

to have the resources they need to provide food, clothing and other basic needs.2

 In Maine, a minimum wage worker needs to work 86 hours a week in order to a�ord 

an average two-bedroom unit at fair market value.3

 In 2013, over half of Maine’s population did not earn enough to a�ord the average 

cost of a two-bedroom apartment. In Washington County, over 65% of households 

made less than the amount needed to a�ord a two-bedroom apartment.4

 Avesta Housing, an a�ordable housing provider in Southern Maine has 2,118 

families on its waitlist. In April 2014, it was able to provide 28 families with 

a�ordable housing units. In the same month, it received 253 new requests. 

 A 2014 study revealed that over 22% of the homeless adults surveyed were domestic 

violence survivors. 51.6% had a chronic disability.5 

Benefits of Reducing Homelessness 
 Reduced burden on public services Data shows that addressing homelessness 

reduces the burden on emergency medical services, hospitalizations, jails, sober 

facilities, and other public services.6 When homeless individuals �nd stable 

housing, they are more able to focus on other areas of their lives, such as obtaining 

employment or attending school.

 Sheltering children from long-term negative health, academic, and social 

outcomes Housing insecurity and homelessness have lasting, negative emotional 

and academic e�ects on children. Children who have experienced hypermobility 

(moving due to a lack of stable housing) are more likely than their peers to repeat 

HOUSING SECURITY



August 2014 17

Recommendation for Maine Action
Increase access to the Summer Food Service Program 
Families with children who receive free or reduced-price meals during the school year 

o#en struggle during summer months to provide meals. Summer Food Service sites, 

which are entirely federally funded, are simply not abundant enough to adequately 

address Maine’s child hunger problem. Maine should encourage the creation and 

maintenance of Summer Food Service sites, which will mean fewer hungry children 

and more economically stable families.  

Recommendations for Federal Action
Strengthen and protect SNAP
When more money is invested into the SNAP program, fewer families experience 

hunger. Families are then able to focus on becoming economically secure – �nding 

and going to work, attending school, seeking housing, paying bills on time, etc.  

Congress must signi�cantly increase funding for SNAP to ensure that no child in the 

United States goes hungry due to a lack of money for food. 

Improve access to the Summer Food Service Program
Despite the demonstrated success of the Summer Food Service Program in more 

densely populated areas, the program can be di�cult to implement in rural areas that 

lack a convenient central location. Transportation challenges for rural children who 

are at risk for summer hunger can be accommodated by creating more �uidity in the 

program rules and increasing the variety of service models that are allowed within 

the Summer Food Service Program. 
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Maine has a high rate of food insecurity—the highest of the New England states.1 

"e USDA uses the phrase ‘food insecurity’ to reference both people who regularly 

experience hunger without enough money to purchase food consistently, and those who 

cannot a�ord a nutritious, high-quality diet.2 Food insecurity adversely impacts physical 

and mental health as well as work productivity.3 Programs and policies already exist that 

could signi�cantly reduce food insecurity in Maine, but lawmakers must protect and 

strengthen these programs for large-scale impact. 

The Landscape
 "e Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), also called Food 

Supplement Bene�ts in Maine, served over 249,000 Maine residents in 2013.4

 Nearly 87,000 Maine children rely upon Food Supplement Bene�ts.5 

 In 2012, 59,976 Maine children were enrolled in the National School Lunch Program. 

In the summer, only 10,503 children received free meals through the Summer Food 

Service Program.6 

Benefits of Food Secure Mainers 
 In 2012, SNAP li#ed 4 million Americans out of poverty.7 SNAP immunizes 

families, especially children, from the detrimental psychological and health e�ects of 

poverty and helps break the cycle of generational poverty. 

 Families that have assistance a�ording food can devote their limited remaining 

funds to other necessary expenses, reducing the need for public assistance for rent, 

heating fuel, and other basic necessities. 

 SNAP dollars stimulate and contribute to the local economy. Every $5 of SNAP 

bene�ts used generates nearly double that amount in state economic activity.8

Recommendation for Maine  
and Federal Action
Promote ease of use, reduction of stigma
When policy creates unnecessary restrictions or heightens stigma for people using 

SNAP and other public assistance, it makes it harder for people to get the help they 

need. Policymakers must stop using stereotypes and anecdotes to attack families 

living in poverty and instead use language that supports families as they work to 

move out of poverty. 

FOOD SECURITY


