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! e m ission of the Maine Women’s Policy Center (MWPC) is to increase 

econom ic, social, and political opportunities for M aine wom en and girls through 

public policy and leadership developm ent.  Founded in 1990, M W PC  provides 

training, education, research, and public policy initiatives that prom ote healthy 

and secure lives free from  violence and discrim ination for wom en and girls.  ! e 

Policy C enter works to bring the voices of wom en a" ected by policy decisions 

to the policym aking process and partners with our a#  liate, the M aine W om en’s 

Lobby, to am plify those voices at the State H ouse.  In order to realize the vision 

of equal opportunity for wom en, their status in the econom y m ust be im proved.  

Maine Equal Justice Partners (MEJP) is a nonpro$ t legal aid organization, 

founded in 1996, whose m ission is to im prove the system s and supports that 

a" ect low-incom e people so that they can live with dignity and econom ic security.  

M EJP represents people with low incom e before adm inistrative agencies, the 

courts, and in the Legislature.  W e focus on the issues of adequate health care, 

food assistance, incom e supports, em ploym ent, and education and training.  

O ur work is on behalf of our client, the M aine A ssociation of Interdependent 

N eighborhoods, a statewide coalition of low-incom e individuals and organizations.  

M aine Equal Justice has traditionally and successfully served as an interm ediary 

between practitioners, policym akers, adm inistrative agencies, and clients.

W ith our strong track record of successful policy developm ent and building 

relationships across the public and private sectors, M aine W om en’s Policy C enter 

and M aine Equal Justice Partners are working together to bring the voice and 

interests of low-wage workers to the deliberations regarding M aine’s new workforce. 

! is report is m ade possible through the generous support of the John M erck Fund, 

the C atawam teak Fund at M aine C om m unity Foundation, and the W illiam  and 

N orinne Stoloski Fund at M aine C om m unity Foundation. 
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Succeeding in the New Economy: 

Pathways to Prosperity for Maine Workers

Introduction

P
olitical and business leaders repeatedly proclaim  M aine workers as the 
country’s “gold standard” for com m itm ent and hard work.  D espite the strength 
of M aine’s workers, too m any have been le!  behind by the new econom y. 

Even though they are working, m any are unable to earn a fam ily sustaining wage.  
A ccess to credentialed training and education is a clear pathway to prosperity for 
these low-wage workers.  

Sim ilarly, M aine’s future econom ic developm ent depends on industries having 
access to a workforce with higher levels of skill and education than has traditionally 
been required.  M aine econom ic leaders project a shortage of skilled workers in the 
com ing years as baby boom ers begin to retire from  the workforce.  A ccording to the 
D epartm ent of Labor, C enter for W orkforce R esearch and Inform ation (form erly 
the D ivision of Labor M arket Inform ation Services), repairing the worker shortage 
depends on m ore fully em ploying key M aine populations including low-wage, low-

skilled workers.

H owever, if education is param ount for M aine workers and M aine’s econom y, 
why are so m any M aine people stuck in low-wage occupations, unable to secure a 
higher education degree or advanced credential?  W hat barriers prevent incum bent 
workers from  taking advantage of existing pathways to higher education, and how 
can M aine create new opportunities for accessing education?  In talking to and 
surveying M aine people who are in school or trying to put together a strategy for 
getting into and com pleting school, we learned that what they need m ost is increased 
" nancial assistance and the support services necessary to attend, such as child care 
and transportation.  W e learned that the current " nancial aid system  is inadequate 
to provide the assistance that M aine people need to access education and training 
program s while also supporting their fam ilies.  A dditionally, students expressed a 

clear need for counselors to help them  navigate an unfam iliar educational system .  

Students’ experiences also suggest a need to increase supports for low-wage students 
and to m ake existing supports m ore visible and available to potential students.  A t the 
sam e tim e, the C om m ission to D evelop Strategies to Increase Postsecondary A ccess, 
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R etention, and C om pletion for Low-wage, Low-skilled A dults has been exam ining 
the issue and has cra! ed several recom m endations.  Som e of these recom m endations 
should be codi" ed into State law.  C hief am ong them  is the need to authorize an 
overarching body in governm ent to coordinate workforce developm ent strategy, 
keeping the interests and needs of low-wage adult students in m ind.

Challenges facing low-wage students

To address the gap between the present workforce and the workforce that em ployers 
will increasingly dem and, clear pathways m ust be available for low-wage workers 
who are determ ined to be self-su#  cient but lack the resources to further their 
education.  Both direct and indirect costs associated with retraining prevent m any 
workers from  upgrading their skills.  $ ese " nancial problem s are particularly acute 
for low-wage workers in the service and tourism  sector, who are predom inately 
fem ale. 

For m any of these workers, tuition loans and grants are not enough to overcom e the 
" scal burden of earning a degree while supporting a fam ily.  $ e additional indirect 
costs of higher education, like transportation and childcare, are form idable barriers 
for low-wage workers.  Increasing access to existing resources and providing new 
opportunities will help M aine workers overcom e these barriers.  In short, M aine 
needs innovative policies to foster realistic pathways for low-wage workers who 
want to im prove their m arketability and econom ic security through education.

Elizabeth, a twenty-seven-year-old woman living in Lewiston, is struggling to 

work and � nish her degree.  Due to a disability and frequent hospitalizations, 

she goes to school part time and also works part time.  Elizabeth wants a better 

paying job that will provide her family with economic stability.  “And, regardless 

if you have the knowledge or not and the capabilities to do the job, you don’t 

have the piece of paper that says you can do it.  And … being partially disabled, 

trying to go to school, and trying to work, it puts me on a very, very thin line.  …  

If I step o�  that line in either direction, it’s just going to be a downward spiral.”  

Elizabeth’s situation is not unlike that of many hardworking Maine people who 

are trying to increase their education and improve their skills.  Regardless of 

their e� orts, they are still struggling to make ends meet.  … “� ere are some 

months when I don’t make enough money, I can’t a� ord my prescriptions.” 
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! is report aim s to re" ect the work of the M aine W om en’s Policy C enter and M aine 
Equal Justice Partners in identifying better pathways for low-wage workers to 
achieve a higher education degree or credential.  In order for all Maine people to 
contribute to — and bene� t from — Maine’s 21st century economy, we must create 
new pathways to prosperity.  

Maine’s Changing Economy

R ecent m edia and business reports in M aine have identi# ed the lack of a skilled 
workforce as one of the greatest im pedim ents to econom ic developm ent.  ! e 
Brookings Institution issued a well-publicized action plan for sustainable prosperity, 
which exam ines both the roadblocks facing M aine’s workforce and the im plications 
of those roadblocks: 

! e increasing skill requirem ents of m any jobs, com bined with the 
state’s continued aging and relatively sm aller cohorts of younger 
workers, threaten to constrain growth by lim iting both the num ber 
of workers available in M aine and their overall skill levels.  In this 
sense, M aine’s fundam ental population and workforce dynam ics 
could on balance constrain the ability of # rm s— and in som e cases 
whole industries— from  hiring enough quali# ed em ployees as sm aller 
labor pools and relatively low skill and educational attainm ent levels 
perm eate the State.1 

To earn an adequate living in today’s job m arket, M aine people require a post-
secondary education.  Low-wage jobs requiring only a high school diplom a do 
not o$ er the incom e and bene# ts required to provide for a fam ily’s basic needs.  
Increasing the level of postsecondary degree attainm ent am ong low-wage workers 
will provide lasting change for M aine people and bolster M aine’s econom y. 

M aine factory and m ill workers have faced m ass lay-o$ s in recent years.  Between 
2000 and 2003, over 11,000 m anufacturing industry workers su$ ered lay-o$ s in 
factories throughout M aine.  W orkers from  G reat N orthern Paper, D exter Shoe, 
G eorgia Paci# c, V ishay Sprague, and hundreds of other traditional m anufacturers 
have found them selves looking for work in a vastly di$ erent em ploym ent landscape.  
! e M aine D epartm ent of Labor predicts that this trend will continue through 2014, 
e$ ectively changing the face of the traditional production-based M aine econom y.2
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A s a nation, our econom y is quickly changing.  Individuals with education and 
training beyond high school will procure jobs that require increased knowledge and 
skills.  ! ose who lack the skills will be le"  behind in low-wage, low-bene# t service 
jobs.  A  report published by the W orkforce Strategy C enter describes the changing 
econom y:   

O ver the next decade, the num ber of jobs requiring som e sort of 
postsecondary credential is projected to grow at rates that outpace 
jobs requiring high school or less by som e 60 percent, even though 
jobs in the latter category will rem ain the largest in num ber. A s 
these trends indicate, education has gained increasing value in 
the labor m arket, and dem and for jobs requiring postsecondary 
credentials and degrees will increase faster than total U .S. job growth, 
though m uch low skilled, low-paid work will continue to exist.3

Displaced workers le�  with few options

A s the m anufacturing sector continues to su$ er lay-o$ s, low-wage workers # nd it 
increasingly di%  cult to obtain jobs that will pay the bills and o$ er health care and 
retirem ent bene# ts that are critical for keeping fam ilies secure.  ! e job outlook is 
bleakest for workers who lack credentialed training or a higher education degree.  
A  M aine D epartm ent of Labor study that tracked displaced shoe m anufacturing 
em ployees found that workers with the least am ount of education rem ained 
unem ployed the longest.4  N ot surprisingly, hardest hit were those em ployees 
working in production and shipping jobs which required little in the way of a degree 
or training credentials.  ! e credentialed em ployees who held m anagerial positions 
could take their skills elsewhere.  Enhancing a worker’s m arketability through 
education increases their ability to overcom e these challenges.

Economic transitions leave workers out

! e aforem entioned job m arket changes have forced dislocated workers to m ove 
into low-wage jobs.  A ccording to M aine’s W orkforce Investm ent A ct Strategic 
Plan (2007-2009), “M any of those displaced, at-risk workers are # nding that their 
knowledge and skills do not m atch the requirem ents for entry into # elds with job 
openings o$ ering pay levels at or above their past earnings.  A s a result, m any 
experience extended periods of unem ploym ent and eventually settle for jobs in 
service, sales, or other occupations with lower earnings.”5
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In addition, m any of the tasks previously delegated to clerical em ployees are being 
rendered obsolete by com puter technology advancem ents.  ! is puts " le, stock 
and m ail clerks, secretaries, m ail carriers, and telem arketers all am ong the top ten 
occupations with the greatest projected job loss between 2004 and 2014.6   

Low-wage work plagues Maine’s current economy

! ese econom ic transitions, along with other factors, have spawned a predom inance 
of low-wage work.  N ationally, one out of every four fam ilies is working, but poor.7  
In M aine, increases in service-sector businesses translate into jobs that tend to pay 
less and o# er few bene" ts.  ! is m eans hard-working breadwinners are holding 
down low-paying jobs with little hope for advancem ent.  M any lack the skills and 
education they need to m ove into jobs that pay better, even while M aine’s econom y 
dem ands m ore highly trained em ployees.  A nd while our econom y relies on the very 
service jobs these low-paid workers " ll, we have not taken adequate steps to ensure 
that these workers can m ake ends m eet and provide a future for their fam ilies.

Education: � e Pathway to Prosperity for Maine Families

For M aine’s working poor, each day can be a struggle to survive.  Low-paying jobs 
with few bene" ts leave thousands of low-wage workers unable to m ake ends m eet.  
A ccording to the M aine C enter for Econom ic Policy, “In 2006, alm ost one out of 
every three M ainers were in households with incom es at 200%  of the poverty level 
or less.”8  To create lasting change for these fam ilies and m eet the needs of our 21st 

Melissa, a student at Kennebec Valley Community College, is currently 

completing her Associate’s degree in accounting.  She plans to continue her 

education a� er she graduates and get her Baccalaureate degree—she wants to 

work as a Certi� ed Public Accountant.  She reports having always done well 

with numbers and sees accounting as a way to a better income.  “I’ve done 

waitressing, bartending, and raked blueberries.  I’m just trying to have a 

good quality of life without having to worry about whether the bills are paid.”  

Melissa sees education as the key to her economic security and well-being.  “� e 

waitressing is always available, and I’m good at it … but, physically I am 48 

years old, and my body can’t take it anymore.”
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century econom y, M aine policym akers m ust devise new ways to help these fam ilies 
achieve econom ic success.  Providing low-wage workers with opportunities for 
higher education will create lasting change for fam ilies and contribute to the success 

of M aine’s econom y. 

N ow m ore than ever, postsecondary education and specialized skills training are 
necessary to com pete in the changing job m arket.  Because of labor m arket shi! s, 
occupations requiring postsecondary degrees and specialized training are on the 
rise, at a rate twice that of jobs requiring only a high school diplom a.  C ontinued 
job growth through 2014 in health care, social assistance, and the professional and 

business sectors depends upon skilled workers. 

" e social assistance sector (fam ily services, childcare, crisis and substance abuse 
services, and other sim ilar occupations), along with health care, will be responsible 
for 41%  of all job growth over the next decade, with registered nursing projected to 
have the largest growth of any occupation in M aine.9  R egistered nursing requires an 
A ssociate’s degree and pays an average wage of $25.74 per hour, alm ost four tim es 
M aine’s m inim um  wage.10  C erti# ed N ursing A ssistant (C N A ) positions require 150 
hours of training and pay an average wage of $10.63 an hour.  " is is an exam ple 
where earning an A ssociate’s degree can double the incom e of a low-wage worker.

O ther high-growth and high-wage jobs in M aine are com puter support specialists 
and lab technicians.  " ese jobs require an A ssociate’s degree and pay average hourly 
wages of $17.92 and $16.04 respectively.  " ese rates translate to annual incom es 
that can support a fam ily.

Education: � e Pathway to Prosperity for Maine Women

Higher education crucial to women’s advancement 

Earning a postsecondary degree is particularly im portant for low-incom e wom en 
because of the gender wage gap that exists between m en and wom en in all areas 
of the labor force.  M aine wom en earn an average of $0.77 for every dollar a m an 
earns.11  R ecent analysis suggests that depending on educational level, wom en will 
lose between $700,000 and $2 m illion over the course of their lifetim e, sim ply due 
to the wage gap.12  " is loss has an obvious im pact on incom e, retirem ent, and long-
term  security and is especially troubling for single m others supporting fam ilies on 
poverty-level wages.
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! e e" ects of the wage gap are evident in M aine’s poverty statistics.  O ver one-
third (36% ) of fam ilies headed by a single m other live in poverty, far higher than 
the percentage of fam ilies headed by couples.13  Earning a postsecondary degree is 
the key to advancem ent for single m others trying to support a fam ily on m inim um  
wage.  A  wom an needs a Bachelor’s degree to earn a m edian wage equal to that of a 
m an with only a high school diplom a.  ! ough this inequality persists throughout 
the educational strata, wom en’s earnings increase signi# cantly with a postsecondary 
education.  M aine wom en with a Bachelor’s degree have a m edian annual incom e 
63%  higher than those with a high school diplom a— $31,724 vs. $13,419.14  H aving 
an A ssociate’s degree brings a m edian incom e gain 
of m ore than $5,000 over that of a high school 
diplom a alone— a 28%  di" erence.    

! e econom ic bene# t of a postsecondary degree 
is undeniable.  For all races, genders, and 
education levels, earning a degree signi# cantly 
raises incom e level.15  For a single m other of two, 
earning a Bachelor’s degree can be the di" erence 
between struggling just above the poverty level 
and earning an incom e that can support a fam ily.  
A  postsecondary degree is one clear pathway out 
of poverty for thousands of M aine wom en.  

Education: � e Pathway to Prosperity 

for Maine’s Economy

Low-wage workers need increased access to 
education and higher-wage jobs in order to 
succeed in today’s econom y.  Increasingly, 
however, future econom ic developm ent also relies 
on rectifying a “skills m ism atch” between today’s workers and the current and 
future needs of M aine industries.  A lready, m any growing industries such as health 
care and social assistance, professional and business services, and # nancial activities 
are struggling to # nd trained workers.  A ccording to the M aine D epartm ent of 
Labor’s 2005 publication, Trends and Implication for the Maine Workforce, “A cross 
the spectrum  of jobs, the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to perform  them  
is going up.  M ore workers m ust dem onstrate higher levels of literacy, technology 

Sally is an Occupational 

! erapy Assistant student 

at Kennebec Valley 

Community College.  She 

is raising her 2-year-old 

daughter on her own, 

attending school, and 

working part time.  “I 

want a home, a car, I 

want to be able to give 

my daughter everything 

she needs … and some of 

what she wants.  I want 

to have a normal 9 to 5 

job … I want to enjoy my 

work.”



Pathways to Prosperity

11

pro! ciency, and self m anagem ent to function successfully in the workplace.”16  " e 
growth of high-wage job opportunities could be a m ajor boost for M aine’s econom y, 
but not if the State does not provide an adequate supply of educated workers to keep 
up with that dem and. 

Maine must do more to increase the skills attainment of the incumbent workforce

" is de! ciency is of growing consequence as the dem and for skilled workers in 
M aine increases and jobs with few educational requirem ents in som e of the State’s 
traditionally lucrative m anufacturing industry plum m et.  Industries experiencing 
rapid growth— like health care, social assistance, and the professional sector— will 
require em ployees with specialized skills, knowledge of technology, and education 
credentials.  A ccording to the M aine State C ham ber of C om m erce 2004 A nnual 
Survey, 58%  of com panies stated that they were planning to hire new em ployees in 
the next 12 m onths.  In that sam e survey, respondents were asked, “Is your com pany 
experiencing di#  culty in ! nding quali! ed workers for available positions in your 
business?”  Fi$ y-three percent (53% ) answered “yes.”17

In the professional and business sectors, job opportunities for educated workers 
are also boom ing.  W ith the rapid expansion of technological capabilities, skilled 
em ployees are required to use new system s and equipm ent.  A m ong the M aine 
D epartm ent of Labor’s list of occupations with the best job prospects are com puter 
system s adm inistrators and analysts, database adm inistrators, general and oper-
ations m anagers, and accountants.  " e high dem and in these jobs is not only due to 
high growth but also to high replacem ent needs as baby boom ers begin to retire.

A nother area with high growth and high-replacem ent needs is health care.  
“D em and for health care is rising rapidly, driving strong growth in hospitals; 
o#  ces of providers such as doctors, chiropractors, and dentists; and nursing and 
residential care.  D em and for professionals in several health-related occupations has 
outstripped the available supply of quali! ed workers.”18  In short, all of the positions  
m entioned require som e postsecondary education and o& er earnings between three 
and ! ve tim es the m inim um  wage. 

Barriers to Access

W hile the bene! ts of education are clear, the pathway is fraught with challenges.  
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O btaining m oney for school, reducing work hours to attend school part tim e, 
balancing e! orts to support a fam ily while going to school, patching together a 
system  of childcare, transportation, and health care – these are daunting obstacles 
for workers who are just getting by.  Even with the recent increase in Federal 
" nancial aid, average assistance packages are still inadequate for m any students, 
and tuition prices have substantially increased.19, 20  In addition, loans now constitute 
the m ajority of " nancial aid packages.  

Education: An economic imperative—and out of reach for many 

A  com m only used resource for students in the lowest incom e brackets is the Federal 
Pell G rant.21  D ue to design, Pell G rants best " t the “traditional” student.  # at is, the 
young adult spending two sem esters per year at college and " nishing in four or " ve 
years.  In addition, “non-traditional” students o$ en do not m eet the quali" cations 
for Federal student loans or State grants.  # ese quali" cations include m aintaining 
at least a half-tim e status, which can be next to im possible for working students, 
especially those with children.  

M any working parents can m anage one or two courses each sem ester.  # is can 
som etim es require taking courses on a part-tim e basis all year – including a sum m er 
sem ester – in order to earn a degree during a tim e that m eets their schedule.  # e 
need to enroll in sum m er courses presents two m ajor problem s.  First, a Pell G rant is 
unlikely to be substantial enough to cover just two sem esters per year and, therefore, 
cannot be utilized for sum m er session expenses.  Second, the requirem ent for 
additional childcare hours during the sum m er m onths when children are out of 
school greatly increases this expense.  

Unintended consequences: Remedial education can set students back 

O $ en, students arrive at their chosen college or university unprepared for the 
requisite level of writing or m athem atics.  M any of these students enroll in rem edial 
courses o! ered at the institution.  U nfortunately, taking these rem edial courses  
instead of adult education classes, designed to m eet the sam e college preparation 
goals, can set students back " nancially.  Speci" cally, students m ay use up their 
" nancial aid dollars for a class that is not part of their program , and o$ en has no 
college credits attached.  # at’s why students should be encouraged to utilize their 
local adult education program , speci" cally the C ollege Transitions program s, for 
rem edial work.  
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� e costs of a postsecondary degree go far beyond tuition

Paying for college is a hurdle m any students m ust overcom e when they decide to 
earn a postsecondary degree.  H owever, for low-wage workers, tuition paym ents 
m ay be just the ! rst in a long line of ! nancial obstacles that block their path.  " e 
indirect costs of education, such as childcare, transportation, healthcare, and 
necessary supplies and equipm ent m ake earning a college degree alm ost im possible 
for m any of M aine’s working poor.

For low-wage workers who are parents, earning a postsecondary degree is certainly in 
their children’s best interests.  U nfortunately, the cost and inaccessibility of childcare 
is a deterrent for potential students, especially single parents.  M aine has a serious 
childcare shortage, as available slots with licensed childcare providers m eet only 
57%  of the needed slots.22  Paying for reliable childcare is already a ! nancial struggle 
for these working parents, and going back to school brings greater challenges.  N ight 
classes and irregular shi# s at work m ean larger childcare bills for parents who raise 
children alone.  In som e cases, sim ply ! nding quality childcare available during o$ -
peak hours is as di&  cult as paying for it.  

A lthough m ost public universities and com m unity colleges in M aine have som e 
daycare services on cam pus, they have long waiting lists and m any are not open 
during evening classes and are cost-prohibitive for low-wage workers.  For exam ple, 
the childcare at the U niversity of Southern M aine cam pus costs between $162 and 
$185 per week per child, depending on age.23  

In addition, allowable hours of childcare assistance are available based only on the 
num ber of credit hours, or hours spent in classes, and for m any students, that is 
not enough.  W riting papers, ! nishing assignm ents, and preparing for exam s is not 
possible for these parents in the evenings or on weekends.  " ey need tim e during 
the week before and a# er classes when their children are still in care to com plete 
these tasks.  C learly, reliable and com petent childcare is a necessity that m ost fam ilies 
are unwilling to com prom ise.  C hildcare m ay well be the m ost daunting barrier, 
particularly for single parents seeking a postsecondary education. 

Transportation is also a form idable barrier.  Sim ply ! nding a way to get to class can 
be an insurm ountable problem  for non-traditional students.24  " e price of fuel, car 
insurance, and repairs m ake personal transportation una$ ordable for som e low-
wage workers.  A nd because public transportation is not an option in m any areas of 
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M aine— less than 4,800 people use public transportation to get to work in M aine—
m any adults are unable to attend classes.25 

! e need for a" ordable health care can also be a barrier to education.  M any working 
parents are unable to leave their jobs or even reduce their work schedule without 
losing access to health insurance for their fam ilies.  ! is is a tough prospect for any 
parent to handle, and nearly im possible for the parent of a child with health issues 
or a disability.  A dditionally, to be able to enroll at a com m unity college som etim es 
requires individuals to purchase health insurance.  ! e annual cost of this insurance 
for Southern M aine C om m unity C ollege is $398, while K ennebec Valley C om m unity 
C ollege charges $234.26 A lthough these policies are required, they are lim ited in 
what expenses they cover.

W hen a college quotes a tuition price, the hidden costs of books, adm inistrative 
fees, required equipm ent, or uniform s for som e program s, are not included.  For 
a low-wage worker, purchasing m edical supplies for a nursing program  or an 
expensive textbook can be im possible.  ! ese expenses, along with business attire 
for internships can be insurm ountable for students who have little or no disposable 
incom e.

A  recent online, non-random  survey adm inistered by the M aine C enter for Econom ic 
Policy and M aine Educational O pportunity C enter corroborates existing research 
and the anecdotal experience of legal service providers and # nancial aid 

Je� rey, a forty-� ve-year-old University of Maine student, is studying to become 
a dietician.  Je� rey is a veteran who, although he receives assistance to go to 
school, is still struggling to support his family.  “� e fuel costs make it hard, 
because I don’t make a lot of money a month.  On the small amount of money 
I receive, I’m spending about $45 a week just to go to school and back.  � at 
makes it really hard.  I live like half an hour from school; I’m really out there 
in a rural area.” Je� rey has one son living at home with him and two sons in 
college.  “I have tried to give them money here and there, but they mostly have 
to � nance their own school … if something happens like their car breaks down, 
they don’t have any reserves to put into something like car repair.”
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adm inistrators in revealing the greatest barriers to degree com pletion of low-wage 
working adults.  ! e survey solicited the experiences of two populations— low-
incom e students currently attending school and those who wish to attend school—
and con" rm ed the seriousness of the challenges facing low-wage students.  O f 
the 272 respondents, m ost cited " nances as the greatest barrier to postsecondary 
com pletion.  M any respondents not currently attending college reported a struggle 
with previous student loans that were in default.  In other words, they had started 
college, acquired loan debt, and stopped attending prior to program  com pletion.  
O # en, these students stopped going because of a lack of " nancial resources— a 
problem  now exacerbated by their defaulted student loans.  

Inadequate " nancial resources are also a barrier for those students currently attending 
college.  In fact, according to the survey, help with " nances was considered the m ost 
im portant form  of assistance.  Finances included the cost of tuition, as well as the 
cost of m aintaining health care coverage, childcare, and reliable transportation.  
Students report that they have had to take out personal loans and accrue credit 
card debt to cover these expenses.  “O f those attending college, nearly one out of 
" ve estim ated they would have m ore than $20,000 in school loans by the tim e their 
program  was com pleted.”27

Support for necessary expenses such as em ergency car repairs, a# er school childcare, 
or a pricey textbook eases the " nancial burden for adult students trying to balance 
com m itm ents of work, school, and fam ily.  W ith so m any responsibilities, earning 
a degree will clearly be di%  cult, but additional " nancial support can help m ake 
attaining a degree, that once seem ed im possible, far m ore m anageable.  

Survey respondents further noted that a# er " nancial assistance, the next im portant 
support would be counselors to help them  navigate the educational system .  
Because m any low-wage workers are " rst-generation college students, they m ay be 
unfam iliar with college culture and system  expectations.  M any are also unfam iliar 
with existing services that m ight provide help, and how to access them .  In m any 
cases, having access to som eone who can answer questions and provide support can 
be the di& erence between com pleting a program  and dropping out.

O ver the past several m onths, the M aine W om en’s Policy C enter and M aine Equal 
Justice Partners have conducted interviews with low-incom e adults currently 
enrolled in college and those who want to attend college but still struggle to get 
there.  Several clear them es arose from  those interviews.  A ll respondents reported 
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a desire to advance their education and training as a way to increase econom ic 
security for them selves and their fam ilies.  ! ese M aine wom en and m en share a 
clear vision for their future, a vision that 
includes education as a vehicle to change 
their life circum stances.  U nfortunately, 
however evident the connection between 
advanced training and higher wages m ay 
be, the pathway to get there rem ains 
riddled with obstacles.  

A gain, the largest barrier cited was 
" nancial, speci" cally childcare costs, 
transportation, books, supplies, and 
fees associated with advanced training.  
A nother barrier facing respondents was 
tim e.  Even if they could " nd a m ethod to 
pay for tuition, taking tim e o#  from  work 
to attend classes would m ean a loss in 
wages critical to fam ily support.  

A nother central them e apparent in the 
interviews was the im portance of assistance 
that folks received from  program s like 
Parents as Scholars and Federal T R iO  
program s.  W ithout this support, m any 
students felt they would not still be 
in school.  Parents as Scholars provided 
necessary " nancial assistance for transportation and childcare.  A lthough in m any 
instances it was not a lot of m oney, it was the di# erence between earning a degree 
or dropping out and returning to low-wage work.  ! e students served by Federal 
T R iO  program s talked extensively about the value of the academ ic, personal, and 
career support they received from  T R iO  program  personnel.    

Increasing Access to Education: 

Maine’s Pathway to Economic Prosperity

Labor m arket o$  cials from  the M aine D epartm ent of Labor are directing attention 

Denise, a Central Maine 
Community College student, 
quali� es for loans but no 
other forms of assistance, 
and the loans aren’t enough 
to cover her expenses.  “I had 
to start working part time ... 
� e loan granted me the exact 
amount of money I would 
need for classes.  So, I had 
to pay for my own books.”  
Denise worries that she 
won’t be able to continue her 
education until graduation 
because her � nances are so 
tight.  “It all depends on the 
� nancial aid.  People have 
to abandon dreams, give 
up, before they are given a 
chance.”  
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to M aine’s im pending skilled-worker shortage.  ! ey are calling on M aine leaders 
to de" ne a new workforce developm ent strategy for adult workers that will increase 
the econom ic security of M aine people and m eet the needs of M aine em ployers 
and our State’s changing econom y. “Policym akers m ust align a com prehensive 
workforce developm ent strategy with econom ic developm ent aspirations to ensure 
continued growth of the M aine econom y.”28  Because labor m arket dem and for 
skilled workers is increasing while highly paid production jobs that require few 
credentials are disappearing, im proving access to postsecondary education is now 
an urgent econom ic issue as well as a social im perative. 

Programs that Work

Parents as Scholars pays o� 

! e payo#  from  investing in access to education has been dem onstrated by the 
success of M aine’s Parents as Scholars program  (PaS).  ! is program , which has been 
replicated by m any states throughout the country and cham pioned by M aine Senator 
O lym pia Snowe, provides access to education for som e Tem porary A ssistance to 
N eedy Fam ilies (TA N F) recipients so they can m ove from  public assistance to a 
well-paying job.  ! e m ajority of participants in both PaS and TA N F are wom en 
who are single parents.

! ough PaS does not provide direct tuition assistance, except in rare cases, it enables 
degree attainm ent by reducing the costs indirectly associated with attending school.  
Participants can receive help paying their individual needs, such as childcare, 
transportation assistance, or even a business suit to allow a student to interview with 
a potential em ployer.  In addition, career services, eyeglasses, and in som e cases, car 
repairs are available as needed.  ! is kind of support keeps students in school when 
the challenges seem  insurm ountable.  

! is com prehensive support system  helps turn low-incom e people into degree 
holders who can break into higher-wage jobs and leave public assistance – for good.  
In 2002, PaS participants who le$  welfare reported a m edian wage of $11.71 an 
hour, while other form er welfare recipients who had not obtained a postsecondary 
degree, earned a m edian wage of only $7.50 an hour.29 A  study of workers who 
have le$  the TA N F program  found that two out of three of them  with a college 
degree had access to a health insurance plan through their em ployer.30  Less than 
half of individuals who have le$  the TA N F program  with a high school diplom a 
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or less had health insurance available from  their em ployer.  G iven these statistics, 
it is not surprising that adults with a postsecondary education report better health 
overall and have lower m ortality rates than those whose education stopped at the 
secondary level.

Parents as Scholars is a program  available only to parents eligible for TA N F and 
is not available for low-incom e fam ilies who do not qualify for public assistance.  
H owever, PaS poses prom ise as a m odel for establishing pathways to education for 
low-wage workers.  ! e positive e" ects of higher education for low-wage workers 
go well beyond increased incom e levels.  W hen workers break into higher-skill 
occupations, they and their fam ilies bene# t from  a better quality of life.  Jobs 
with postsecondary degree requirem ents o" er greater bene# ts than jobs without 
educational requirem ents.  If replicated for low-incom e workers who don’t m eet 
TA N F eligibility, the Parents as Scholars program  could be an e" ective and self-
sustaining strategy for reducing the ranks of M aine’s working poor. 

Promising new program: � e Competitive Skills Scholarship Program

A  new program , ! e C om petitive Skills Scholarship Program , created during the 
# rst regular session of the 123rd Legislature, will assist adult workers to advance their 
education and m ove into new careers.  ! e program , aim ed at adult workers with 
incom es below 200%  of the poverty level, will be coordinated through the M aine 
C areer C enters.  ! ese new funds are for training in high-growth, high-wage jobs.  
! e scholarships will pay for tuition and fees not covered by other sources of # nancial 
aid and can be used for educational supports including childcare, transportation, 
books, supplies, equipm ent, and rem edial and prerequisite training not available 
elsewhere.  ! is program , though lim ited in scope, provides a prom ising m odel for 
increasing degree attainm ent, reducing the cycling in and out of the unem ploym ent 
insurance system , and m eeting the workforce needs of M aine industries. 

Opportunities for Action

It is in the interest of all M aine people to raise the State’s workforce standard to a level 
that can m eet the dem ands of an econom y rede# ned by technology and globalization 
and prom ote the econom ic success of workers and their fam ilies.  A s the lifelong 
value of a postsecondary degree increases, so too should the e" orts of policym akers 
to create educational opportunity for those m ost in need of the bene# ts. 
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Fortunately, there are proven m odels available and prom ising policy opportunities 

that, if im plem ented, would have an im m ediate im pact on people’s lives.  By 

m axim izing existing program s and resources, developing new opportunities to 

ensure student success, and creating coordination and accountability for all agencies 

and institutions involved in workforce developm ent, the pathways to educational 

opportunity— and econom ic prosperity— can becom e clear.  ! e following 

recom m endations aim  to reach those goals: 

 Maximize existing resources

Help workers package resources to support degree attainment· . M ore 

e" ective packaging of existing support services at C areer C enters and other 

venues is a strategy for increasing postsecondary degree attainm ent.  For 

exam ple, m any low-incom e adults qualify for essential supports that would 

help them  enter and stay enrolled in college but they do not know that these 

supports are available to them .  Program s like the Earned Incom e Tax C redit, 

subsidized childcare, M aineC are, SC H IP, and food stam ps can fundam entally 

change the resource calculus for low-wage workers.  ! is change enables 

them  to consider college as a viable option.  ! ere should be a uniform  

procedure, including a checklist for prospective students to indicate areas of 

need as part of the developm ent of their education and training plans.  Sta"  

should help would-be students identify and access program s that m ay m eet 

those needs. ! ese procedures should be applied uniform ly throughout 

the State and m onitored to ensure that they are e" ectively adm inistered.

Prioritize adult education as a means for remedial education through · 

the College Transitions program.  A s a vehicle for rem edial course work, 

adult education courses can be less expensive than those o" ered through 

the com m unity college and university system s.  C ollege-based rem edial 

courses trigger the use of Federal # nancial aid, thereby lim iting the am ount 

of funding le$  for com pleting the academ ic program .  M aine’s C ollege 

Transitions program , recently funded to expand to 22 locations throughout 

the State, creates a sm ooth transition from  adult education into college.  ! e 

C ollege Transitions program  should be further expanded to m eet the needs 

of students in all geographic regions of the State. 
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Require clear-cut policies—with written noti� cation to students—on use · 

of “professional judgment” by � nancial aid administrators.  ! ere is a 
valuable support, little-known by students, created by Federal law for " nancial 
aid adm inistrators to use professional judgm ent on a case-by-case basis to 
change a student’s " nancial aid award based on “special circum stances” (20 
U SC  1087tt).31  G enerally, the Federal " nancial aid calculation relies on prior-
year incom e and asset inform ation, assum ing that it is a good predictor of 
a fam ily’s " nancial strength in the upcom ing year.  H owever, in m any cases, 
these am ounts are not true predictors of a student’s " nancial situation.  In 
those “special circum stances,” a " nancial aid o#  cer m ay adjust the data 
used to determ ine a student’s eligibility.  ! ese adjustm ents o$ en result in 
an increase in Federal " nancial aid to the student.  

Special circum stances warranting the use of professional judgm ent include, 
but are not lim ited to, recent unem ploym ent; m edical or dental expenses not 
covered by insurance; unusually high childcare expenses; or other changes 
in the fam ily’s incom e or assets.  G reater use of this “adult-friendly” " nancial 
aid policy will go a long way to ensure the utilization of all available Federal 
aid.  H owever, there is currently no requirem ent that " nancial aid applicants 
be given notice of this potentially bene" cial requirem ent, and there is no 
uniform  practice throughout the State requiring m axim ization of aid 
through this provision.  Educational institutions should be required to adopt 
a written policy related to the use of professional judgm ent in " nancial aid 
determ inations, to m ake the policy available to students applying for Federal 
" nancial assistance, and to assist students who want to apply for additional 
assistance based on special circum stances.
 
Ensure that college programs are scheduled at times and places that meet · 

the needs of working adults.  Evening and weekend classes, predictable school 
hours, and school schedules aligned with the K -12 educational calendars 
will go a long way towards m aking sure adult workers, parents in particular, 
can m anage to blend work and fam ily with college success.  A dm inistrators 
should prioritize the needs of this population when approving sem ester and 
course schedules.  
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Develop new opportunities to ensure student success

Create a � exible State-funded � nancial aid supplement to Federal · 

� nancial aid in order to move more individuals into successful degree 

attainment.  ! e Parents as Scholars program  has a record of proven 
success.  Expanding this m odel program  by increasing eligibility and general 
fund resources will help m ore students achieve their academ ic goals.  O ther 
state m odels could be exam ined.  For exam ple, recent success in G eorgia 
dem onstrates that providing universal, " exible # nancial aid for up to two 
years of postsecondary education— aim ed at helping workers reach at least 
the tipping point for m oving up to a better job— pays real dividends to 
individuals and businesses.  “! e G eorgia H O PE grant began in 1993.  For-
credit enrollm ent at G A  tech colleges went from  about 64,000 students in 
1994 to about 101,000 in 2000.”32  Im portantly, the aid package covers books, 
fees, tuition, childcare, and enhanced personal and academ ic counseling.  
State-funded program s such as this would go a long way to align current 
postsecondary opportunities with the needs of adult low-wage workers. 

Expand the successful TRiO program through a State match to Federal · 

TRiO dollars.  ! e Federal T R iO  Program s are educational opportunity 
outreach program s designed to m otivate and support students from  
disadvantaged backgrounds. T R iO  includes six outreach and support 
program s targeted to serve and assist low-incom e, # rst-generation college 
students, and students with disabilities to progress through the academ ic 
pipeline from  m iddle school to post baccalaureate program s.  Im portantly, 
the program s are designed to ensure students’ success through one-on-
one counseling and support.  N ational studies clearly dem onstrate the 
rem arkable success of federally supported T R iO  program s in helping low-
incom e adults enroll in college, increasing participant grade point averages, 
and im proving overall year-to-year retention rates.  In M aine, dem and for 
these program s far exceeds the available resources.  D uring the last # ve years, 
M aine Educational O pportunity C enter (a Federal T R iO  program ) placed 
2,937 low-incom e adults in college, at a cost of only $280 per participant.  
M atching these Federal dollars with State m onies would allow for the hiring 
of m ore student support workers and increase access to higher education for 
low-incom e students.  
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Develop � nancial aid package to support summer course work· .  Low-
incom e adults o! en need to take sum m er courses in an e" ort to com plete 
their program s as quickly as possible; however, they seldom  have access 
to su#  cient $ nancial aid to pay for the tuition and fees required for these 
courses.  A  fund should be created to support adult students who wish to 
attend sum m er courses. 

Pilot a “career ladder” initiative to formalize pathways to credentials and · 

high-earning jobs for adult students.  In order to provide visible and realistic 
pathways to high-wage jobs through education, several states have form alized 
career pathways or “ladders” to sm ooth entry into high-dem and industries.  
In M assachusetts, for exam ple, 
career ladders provide grants to 
nursing hom es and hom e health 
agencies so lower-skilled, lower-
paid nursing hom e workers 
can achieve greater econom ic 
security.  For exam ple, a food 
service worker m ight progress 
to becom e a C erti$ ed N ursing 
A ssistant (C N A ), a C N A  to a 
m edical technician or R N , etc.  
% ese nursing hom es and hom e 
health agencies partner with 
other long-term  care facilities, 
com m unity colleges, com m unity 
based organizations, workforce investm ent boards, and others to help create 
the career ladders.  Each rung represents an identi$ able increased credential 
or skill set and pay raise.  K entucky has also m odeled such a program .  % is 
collaboration of businesses and educational institutions develops strategic 
pathways for students.  A  sim ilar collaborative should be developed in 
M aine, guided by inform ation from  the M aine D epartm ent of Labor C enter 
on W orkforce R esearch and Inform ation.  O nce developed, the career ladder 
pilot could be replicated for additional careers. 

Monitor the Competitive Skills Scholarship Program· .  % e newly 
established C om petitive Skills Scholarship Program  holds prom ise for 

“As a non-traditional student, 
reentering the academic arena 
was not only intimidating but 
also unrealistic.  My TRiO 
advisor encouraged me to 
cross the barriers of my own 
fear and achieve a life-long 
dream, a college education.”  

- Bonnie, Bucksport
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providing a clear pathway to higher education for individuals to attain high-
wage jobs.  ! is new program  will provide counseling and career planning, 
identi" cation and “packaging” of supports, and m ake additional funds 
available to cover tuition and support services not otherwise covered by 
existing program s.  M oreover, this program  will reduce dependence on the 
unem ploym ent insurance system  and m eet em ployer dem ands for skilled 
labor.  M aine policym akers should m onitor the success of this program  and 
consider a future increase in program  funding with the goal of serving m ore 
participants. 

Establish an entity with responsibility for coordination and accountability

Develop an overarching entity to provide evaluation, data collection, · 

and accountability from Maine’s educational systems by codifying the 
role of Maine’s Workforce Cabinet.  ! is entity would ensure that we are 
adequately serving low-income students and e" ectively coordinating 
educational o" erings with industry and workforce needs.  G overnor 
Baldacci established the W orkforce C abinet to create a cohesive strategy for 
workforce developm ent.  H owever, there is no statute creating this entity, 
clearly delineating its responsibility and authority, or ensuring its longevity.  
It currently has no sta#  and does not have the resources necessary to develop 
com prehensive workforce policy and ensure its e# ective im plem entation 
and coordination.  A  coordinating body to guide a sustained e# ort in this 
area, established by law, has proved successful in other states.  For exam ple, 
the State of K entucky has m odeled such a strategy through the C ouncil on 
Postsecondary Education.  

Measuring success· .  In order to achieve the bold goal of increasing access to 
higher education for adult low-wage workers, we m ust m easure our progress.  
W e can only reach this target by establishing a consistent m easurem ent and 
accountability system  to track M aine’s progress.  W e recom m end the creation 
of a system  of benchm arks to track success in enrollm ent, retention, and 
credential com pletion for low-incom e adults.  A dditionally, success deserves 
rewards.  Policym akers should consider awarding incentive paym ents when 

higher education institutions reach their benchm arks.
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� e Next Steps

Low-wage workers remain on the sidelines of the 21st century economy, contributing 

critical labor but reaping few rewards.  In order for fam ilies to thrive and help build 
a prosperous M aine econom y, low-wage workers need pathways to education – 
pathways to prosperity.  ! ere are m any issues facing low-wage workers who want 
to attend college or participate in advanced training.  A s recent interviews, inform al 
surveys, research literature, and focus group conversations reveal, " nancial barriers 
continue to be the prim ary obstacle facing low-wage, would-be students.  Far 
beyond the costs of tuition are the associated costs of education – from  fees, books, 
uniform s, and supplies to the costs of childcare and transportation.  ! e im pact of 
these expenses is com pounded by lost wages from  reducing work hours in order 
to earn college credentials.  Pathways to higher education m ust therefore prioritize 
m axim izing existing resources and creating new ones to support students’ success.  

! e M aine W om en’s Policy C enter and M aine Equal Justice Partners recognize that 
although low-incom e M aine people face large obstacles in accessing education, there 
are prom ising new m ethods to create pathways to prosperity.  Existing program s 
such as Parents as Scholars and Federal T R iO  program s have strong, proven records 
of accom plishm ent in increasing econom ic security for low-incom e M aine fam ilies.  
Increasing resources for these program s will greatly increase the num ber of low-
incom e students who are able to access higher education and im prove their lives.  
N ew program s such as the C om petitive Skills Scholarship Program  hold great 
prom ise.  In addition, other states in our nation have constructed new policies and 
created overarching governm ental agencies with authority to guide the process of 
workforce developm ent.  

A ccess to higher education is an econom ic im perative:  Policym akers should tap the 
energy created by this urgency.   It is tim e to replicate successful existing program s and 
to m odel State initiatives to light the pathway to prosperity for M aine’s hardworking 
fam ilies. 
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