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Indianapolis, IN. The Indiana Institute for Working Families, a program of the Indiana Community Action Association, hosted a symposium and released a research report, Investing in Indiana’s Adult Workers: Increasing Financial Aid Opportunities. This report focuses on the need for Indiana to invest in increasing the skills and educational attainment levels of its workforce in order for the State to remain competitive in a global 21st century economy. It is estimated in Indiana there are nearly one million Hoosiers who lack the basic educational skills necessary to become gainfully employed or advance to better paying jobs.

Indiana is not alone and that the United States is also experiencing an educational crisis. In fact, the United States is the only country competing in the global economy in which younger adults are less educated than the previous generation. More troubling is the fact that Indiana lags the educational attainment levels of other states. In Indiana, over 650,000 Hoosier adults 18-64 years old have a high school diploma, no postsecondary education, and earn less than a self-sufficient wage – below 200 percent of the Federal Poverty Guidelines ($35,200 a year for a family of three in 2008).
Research shows that even if Indiana were to outperform all other states in high school and college completion rates for traditional age students (generally students between 18-24 years old), the State would still fall short of meeting the need for a globally competitive workforce. More than two-thirds of Indiana’s workforce is beyond the reach of the K-12 educational system. Therefore, developing a workforce equipped for the 21st century economy must begin with increasing educational opportunities for adult workers.
The need for advancing the skills of Indiana’s workforce has been acknowledged by Indiana officials but most state financial aid programs are designed for traditional age students. Low-income adult workers often find themselves in a double bind. Their wages are low because they lack the educational attainment necessary to acquire a better job, yet they cannot afford to pursue a postsecondary education due, in part, to the cost of tuition and other related expenses of attendance. State financial aid programs were created to ensure no one was denied access to postsecondary education due to a lack of financial resources, yet these financial aid programs are 

not reaching those most in need. Indiana has been nationally recognized as a leader for providing financial aid assistance to low-income traditional age students. Indiana dedicates only a miniscule amount of its financial aid dollars (2.23 percent) directly to the needs of working adult students. 

However, as stated by Dr. Gina DelSanto with the Indiana Department of Workforce Development at the policy symposium, “The State receives $50 million annually in workforce training funds that can be used to assist adult workers in increasing their skills and educational attainment levels and these funds are often underutilized.”
If the state of Indiana is unwavering in its commitment to produce a workforce equipped to meet the demands of a 21st century economy, changing financial aid programs and policies to make these programs accessible to working adults must be a priority. The report offers eighteen policy recommendations for improving the education and skills attainment levels of Indiana’s workforce.

“Indiana must increase the number of Hoosiers with a postsecondary credential if Indiana is going to recover from the economic downturn, remain competitive in a global economy, and attract high-wage jobs to the State,” said Lisa Travis, Program Manager for the Institute. 

The policy symposium and report were made possible by generous funding from the Lumina Foundation for Education.

The Executive Summary and full report are available on the Indiana Institute for Working Families section of IN-CAA’s web site, under reports and publications, at www.incap.org.
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