
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

We know that poverty and unemployment have adverse 

consequences for children and families. Children in low-

income families face multiple risk factors that can 

threaten their healthy development and make it difficult 

for them to thrive. Research shows that they achieve 

lower levels of education, earn less and are less likely to 

be gainfully employed over their lifetimes compared with 

children who donôt grow up poor. For young people, their 

long-term career prospects diminish when they enter the 

labor market during times when no jobs are available. 

And adults who are unemployed or lack the education and 

skills necessary to move out of poverty arenôt able to 

provide for their families and contribute to the nationôs 

economic engine. These problems disproportionately 

affect communities of color. Far more minority children 

grow up poor than their white counterparts. And black 

and Hispanic workers have unemployment rates 30 to 50 

percent higher than the national average. Too many 

people are being left behind.  

 

Last year, lawmakers took action through the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act and other legislation to 

save and create jobs and provide fiscal relief and 

economic assistance. But to ensure all Americans share in 

the economic recovery, more needs to be done. Short-

term solutions must create jobs that target low-income 

families and youth, provide assistance to the unemployed 

and vulnerable families, and provide continuing aid to 

states to prevent severe cuts and additional job loss. Long-

term solutions are necessary to help families thrive and 

improve the situation in distressed communities. 

Thoughtful and sustained federal investments are 

necessary to upgrade the education skills of low-income 

workers, create pathways to good jobs, and provide the 

supports that workers, children and their families need to 

meet basic needs and develop their full potential. Further, 
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policy solutions must also focus on the unique needs of 

communities of color where a disproportionate number of 

people lack access to tools to move out of poverty. 

 

Our nation faces many domestic challenges, including 

issues critical to low-income families such as health 

care, education improvements, and debt and foreclosure 

relief.  The actions that CLASP recommends are 

equally essential to achieving healthy and thriving 

families and improving the nationôs prosperity.  
 

 

  
The United States is a powerful and wealthy nation, yet 

one in sevenï39.8 millionïlives below the federal poverty 

threshold, and millions more hover near poverty and 

struggle to make ends meet. Census data from 2008 puts 

the national poverty rate at 13.2 percent, the highest level 

since 1997.  For racial and ethnic minorities, the poverty 

rate is significantly worse: for blacks, the rate is 24.7 

percent and for Latinos, the rate is 23.2 percent. As the 

recession and long-term unemployment take their toll, 

poverty is expected to climb. Solutions to cut poverty 

must be far-reaching and not only ameliorate immediate 

distress but also address long-term structural issues such 

as the need to build pathways to education and good jobs. 

To achieve the goal of cutting poverty, Congress and the 

Obama Administration should: 

 

 A poverty target is a 

numerical goal with a deadline that creates a shared vision 

that tackling poverty is a priority. An effective target 

draws ongoing political and public attention to whether, 

and how much, progress has been made at different points 

before the deadline. Thus, a poverty target serves as a tool 

to propel policy solutions and investments that reduce 

poverty. For example, analysis by the Center for 

American Progress (CAP) demonstrates that the nationôs 

poverty rate could fall 26 percent through improvements 

in four areas: minimum wage, the Earned Income Tax 

Credit, child tax credits, and child care subsidies. Other 

policies such as asset building, access to sound financial 

services, and a modernized unemployment insurance 

program could help achieve a 50 percent reduction 

according to the analysis.    

 

The federal government should overhaul the official 

poverty measure to truly capture the extent of poverty in 

the United States. The current federal measure is 

antiquated, set too low and, fails to account for millions 

more families who seriously struggle to meet their basic 

needs. The poverty measure is based on a 1960s formula 

that considers how much American families spend on 

food. The measure has been updated to reflect inflation 

but not to capture how family expenses have changed. 

Food accounts for a smaller part of family budgets today, 

but other costs such as housing, health care, child care and 

transportation have risen. In addition, the formula doesnôt 

consider policies and other sources of income that can 

help move people out of poverty such as the Earned 

Income Tax Credit and child care subsidies.  The measure 

should be updated to more accurately reflect todayôs 

economic realities. At the same time, new types of 

measures, including those that provide relative income 

poverty status and those that measure families above 

poverty who struggle to make ends meet, are also needed 

to fully capture the extent and nature of poverty in the 

U.S. 

 

Poverty in the United States is typically considered to be 

synonymous with income. Progress on outcomes such as 

adult literacy or barriers such as high dropout rates within 

communities should be measured.  Efforts are underway 

to develop mixes of measures and ways to understand 

complex data.  As an integral part of poverty reduction 

efforts, the Obama administration should provide 

technical assistance to states to identify such measures 

and provide leadership to assess new measures. This 

assistance would enable states and the nation to capture 

improvements that build prosperity but do not 

immediately translate into income gains.   
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Each year nearly half a million youth drop out and join 

the approximately 3.8 million young people between ages 

16 and 24 who are out of school and out of work.  This 

problem disproportionately affects low-income minority 

communities where high school dropout rates exceed 50 

percent, where youth unemployment is extremely high, 

where gang participation and youth violence is on the rise, 

and where approximately one-third of all young black 

men are connected to the criminal justice system.  

 

According to analysis by the Center for Labor Market 

Studies at Northeastern University, the teen employment 

population ratio has fallen from 45 percent at the start of 

the decade to just 25 percent in October 2009 for all teens 

and 14 percent for black teens. Youth employment is at 

the lowest level in more than 60 years. This extended 

period of joblessness and idleness during these years that 

youth should be learning, earning, and developing their 

work skills and work ethic should be a cause for concern, 

not just because it fuels the inter-generational cycle of 

poverty, but because the nationôs future economic 

competiveness cannot afford the loss of such a substantial 

proportion of its young talent. 

 

We have learned from previous recoveries that as the 

economy rebounds, young people in economically 

distressed communitiesðespecially young black malesð

will fall further behind in a labor market where academic 

credentials and occupational skills are the prerequisite for 

success.  Addressing this issue will require 

comprehensive, systemic, and sustained interventions at a 

scale to produce significant outcomes. Several 

opportunities are on the legislative horizon for the Obama 

Administration and Congress to act: 

  

 Include specific language requiring the 

creation of subsidized jobs and paid training opportunities 

to prepare youth for opportunities that emerge as a result 

of economic recovery or other infrastructure or economic 

development activities. This will assure that employment 

prospects for youth in distressed communities and 

disadvantaged situations are improved as the economy 

rebounds. 

 

. Increase focus on out-of-

school youth and youth in high-risk situations, including 

funding Youth Opportunity Grants or a similar legislative 

vehicle that would provide federal funding to help build 

the youth service delivery capacity in communities of 

high youth distress; help communities align their 

education and youth-serving systems; and allow 

communities to establish programs that connect youth to 

alternative education, training, work experience, 

postsecondary opportunities and jobs. Build a permanent 

funding stream to support summer jobs, year-round work 

experience, internships, and transitional jobs for youth. 

 

 
ESEA can serve as a vehicle for: increasing accountability 

at the secondary level to increase graduation rates; 

providing incentives to states and local districts to engage 

community and business in structuring educational 

pathways that align with 21st Century workforce needs; 

expanding resources and incentives for dropout recovery; 

and expanding supplemental supports and afterschool 

interventions, especially at the middle school level, to 

create a community-based continuum to support student 

success.  

 

  

The American Graduation Initiative within the Student 

Aid and Financial Responsibility Act (SAFRA) should 

make youth without a high school diploma among the 

priority populations for service, as well as encourage local 

collaborations among community colleges, workforce, 

business and community to develop pathways to put 

youth on track to postsecondary success. 
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A strong workforce and education system is critical for 

economic recovery. Low-skill, low-income individuals 

must gain the skills necessary to secure employment in 

industries and occupations anticipated to grow as the 

economy emerges from recession. And American 

businesses need access to skilled workers to compete in 

the global economy. Even before the recession, 

postsecondary education had increasingly become the 

gateway to family sustaining employment. Many good 

paying jobs that required only a high school education are 

unlikely to return as we emerge from recession. Although 

record numbers of people are looking for work, 

employers report having trouble finding people with the 

right skills to fill current job openings.  

 

This is due in part to insufficient focus on skill 

development in workforce development programs; weak 

connections between the workforce development, adult 

education, and postsecondary education systems; and the 

failure to ensure more students succeed in the 

postsecondary education system.  

 

Therefore, the Obama Administration and Congress 

should foster federal policies that will drive systemic 

change in the nationôs workforce education and training 

systems to better serve the needs of low-income workers 

and their families.   

 

   This 

measure passed the U.S. House in fall 2009 and is 

pending in the Senate. SAFRA would index the Pell Grant 

to inflation, and further simplify financial aid access. It 

also would increase the federal commitment to ensure 

students complete a degree or credential, especially 

students from groups underrepresented in higher 

education and those attending community colleges. 

Congress should focus SAFRAôs competitive grant 

programs on prioritizing the needs of underserved 

communities, dedicating funds to statewide innovation 

community colleges and facilitating the alignment of 

postsecondary education with the adult education and 

workforce systems.  

 

 WIA reauthorization 

presents an important opportunity to refocus the 

workforce investment system authorized under Title I on 

providing high quality education, training and related 

services and better connecting workforce investment 

services with adult education, career and technical 

education, postsecondary and other education and training 

and work supports. Such services can create multiple 

pathways to postsecondary and career success for low-

income adults, dislocated workers and disadvantaged 

youth.  WIA reauthorization also should revise the Adult 

Education and Family Literacy Act of 1998 (WIA Title 

II) to focus on increasing the rate at which all students 

attain career and postsecondary success. Federal funding 

for Title II  should be devoted solely to this purpose. 

Congress should also substantially improve WIA Title II 

by encouraging state innovation in the development of 

bridge programs and career pathways, requiring states to 

enroll more students in concurrent literacy and 

occupational training programs, and overhauling the 

system that measures studentsô literacy gains.  In addition, 

Congress should enact and fund state policy leadership 

grants to support system alignment and developing a 

shared system of accountability for Title I and Title II that 

supports workforce and adult education policy goals.    

 

  Among other strategies, Congress 

should expand Transitional Jobs programs that combine 

work and learning and help individuals address barriers to 

employment and get connected to jobs. Congress also 

should authorize and fund initiatives to enhance the 

capacity of educational institutions and providers; to 

foster community partnerships; and to promote 
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connections between education and training programs and 

necessary income and work supports that enable low-

income youth and adults to succeed in education, training, 

and work.  

 

 

 
While skills development is essential for advancing the 

prospects of low-skill individuals, it alone is insufficient 

to expand economic opportunity for low-wage workers 

and their families. Our jobs need to be modernized to 

match the realities of today in which both parents are 

typically in the workforce and in which the care of elders 

often falls to adult children.  Todayôs reality is one in 

which the minimum wage has less value than it did at its 

peak in 1968.  Then, the full time minimum wage worker 

brought home todayôs equivalent of $20,000. Today, such 

workers earn much less over the yearïjust $15,000. And 

our minimum working standards have not kept pace with 

other developed nations, not only in terms of health care 

for workers but also in relation to paid time off and 

responsive workplaces. The prevalence of poor quality 

jobs is a critical issue that deserves government attention.  

 

The recession and high unemployment pose a particular 

challenge to fostering jobs that match our values.   

 

The Obama Administration should make it a top priority 

to improve the quality of work for all workers, with a 

special focus on low-wage workers since poor quality 

jobs are especially prevalent in the low wage labor 

market. The administration has taken a number of steps 

including:  attention to wage theft by employers who fail 

to follow laws such as overtime payments; official 

statements in support of paid sick days legislation; and 

supporting paid family medical leave for military 

families. More needs to be done, however.  In 2005, one 

in four workers was working in a poverty level job. 

 

Congress needs to pass legislation aimed at improving 

jobs, which would include a minimum labor standard that 

mandates paid sick days, paid family and medical leave, 

and expanding the Family Medical Leave Act to include 

employers with fewer than 50 employees and broader 

purposes for which paid leave may be used. The 

administrationôs FY 2011 budget includes a $50 million 

fund for those states that launch paid family leave 

insurance programs and this should move expeditiously. 

Congress should pass the Employee Free Choice Act, 

index the minimum wage to median wages, and 

modernize laws around tipped wages. In addition, jobs 

created through federal investment in infrastructure, the 

environment and other areas should meet certain job 

quality standards and be subject to targeted hiring 

requirements.  

 

. A high road economic growth strategy will keep 

America competitive.  The administration should 

establish a presidential commission   aimed at 

recommending policies that would ensure equitable 

treatment of part-time workers regarding pay, benefits, 

advancement, workplace flexibility, and improvements in 

low-wage work.  Further, the administration should call 

upon its Middle Class Task Force and its Commission on 

Women and Girls to use their cross-agency mandates to 

create an interagency effort to identify what can be 

accomplished through executive action, make 

recommendations for policy makers about further 

legislative action to improve job quality, and issue a 

report about the progress made by the administration.  
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The current deep recession has exposed gaping holes in 

our countryôs safety net for individuals and families that 

are unemployed, underemployed or temporarily unable to 

work. By September 30, 2010, Congress must take action 

to reauthorize the Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF) block grant.  This provides an 

opportunity to revitalize a flawed, but essential part of the 

safety net for very low-income families with children.  In 

most states, TANF has been strikingly non-responsive to 

the increased poverty and hardship caused by the 

recession, with only modest increases in assistance 

caseloads.  This comes after a historic decline in the share 

of poor children receiving cash assistance from the 

program, from 62 percent in 1996 to 27 percent in 2008.     

 

 The goals of TANF reauthorization should be: 

a renewed focus on poverty alleviation and preventing 

material hardship among children and families, especially 

those who are particularly vulnerable due to 

circumstances such as disability, domestic violence, or 

homelessness. Reauthorization should also create of 

effective pathways to economic opportunity, including 

access to mainstream education and training and 

individualized services for those with barriers to 

employment.   

 

To achieve these goals, federal funding must be increased 

to make up for the erosion of purchasing power due to 

inflation since 1996, and the ñmaintenance of effortò 

(MOE) requirement must be revisited so that it serves its 

original purpose of ensuring that states continue to invest 

their own funds in serving low-income families as they 

did under AFDC. 

 

State flexibility has been a major feature of TANF since 

its creation, and a reauthorized TANF program should 

continue to give states room to innovate, to respond to 

state and local variation in economic conditions, and to 

provide low-income families with the range of benefits 

and services they need to succeed.  In return for state 

flexibility, the federal government should hold states 

accountable for the outcomes experienced by low-income 

families.  

 

TANF was created at a time when the economy was 

booming, and many of its policies were based on the 

assumption that jobs would be plentiful.  The work 

participation rate must be revised to give states flexibility 

to serve recipients with individualized work activities, 

including education and training, and to make appropriate 

accommodations for individuals with disabilities.  The 

caseload reduction credit, which rewards states for 

reducing their welfare rolls, whether or not parents are 

employed or receiving other supports, must be replaced 

with a system that rewards successful outcomes.  States 

that are willing to be held accountable for the outcomes 

they achieve in their programs, including both 

employment and child well-being, should have the ability 

to opt out of the process-focused participation rate 

entirely.   

 

President Obama should appoint a commission to 

evaluate the full range of work-support/safety net 

programs, identify the gaps, and find ways to improve the 

programs.  Because many of the ñdisconnectedò appear to 

be falling in the gap between a work-focused TANF 

program and the requirement that individuals be 

completely and permanently unable to work in order to 

qualify for SSI, a subgroup should focus on  specific 

needs of individuals with disabilities.  A group should 

also look at low-income workers who do not qualify for 

unemployment insurance benefits when they are out of 

work. 

 

 Too many 

low-income families who are eligible for income- and 

work-supports do not receive them, thus weakening their 

effectiveness in reducing poverty.  AFDC was once the 

entry point into a range of programs, but TANF does not 

fill that role for most low-income families.  A key reason 

is unnecessarily time-consuming and complicated 

procedures that create barriers to application and 

enrollment.  
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Over the past two decades, there has been a significant 

shift toward achieving policy goals through the tax 

system.  This has included an expansion of refundable tax 

credits, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and 

the refundable portion of the child tax credit.  However, 

the tax system still includes large numbers of incentives 

provided through tax deductions, which provide a greater 

benefit to higher income households and no benefit at all 

to households who do not owe federal income taxes.  This 

is both morally unjustified and economically inefficient; 

whenever possible, deductions and non-refundable credits 

should be replaced by refundable credits. Congress 

should: 

 

 The American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act of 2009 (ARRA) created a new refundable Making 

Work Pay tax credit, and lowered the income threshold at 

which families begin to benefit from the child tax credit to 

$3,000.   President Obamaôs FY 2010 budget called for an 

extension of these improvements, which have been 

estimated to have lift ed more than 3 million Americans 

out of poverty in 2009.  Congress should make these 

improvements permanent. 

 

  Most tax 

credits that are not targeted to low-income workers are 

not refundable, meaning that individuals and families who 

do not owe federal income taxes are not eligible for them. 

This makes these credits regressive, and denies their 

incentives to low-income workers and families. Tax 

credits including the Dependent Care Tax Credit, the 

Savers Credit, and the higher education tax credits should 

be made refundable. 

 

 Next year, the large tax cuts 

enacted in 2001 and 2003 are scheduled to expire.  These 

cuts mostly benefited high income households, and deeply 

undermined the nationôs budgetary stability, resulting in 

significant deficits even before the current economic 

crisis.  To ensure the governmentôs ability to make the 

short- and long-term investments that are critical to 

ensuring all Americans have economic opportunities, it is 

necessary to adopt tax policies that provide for a realistic 

revenue base.  Congress should allow the tax giveaways 

to the highest income households to expire, including the 

existing reductions in the taxation of capital gains, 

dividends, and estates. 

 

 

 

With four out of 10 children under age 6 living in low-

income households (under 200 percent of poverty) and 

facing multiple risk factors that affect their chances for 

success in later life, investments in young children are 

increasingly important.  Decades of research confirm that 

high-quality child care and early education can improve 

outcomes for children, particularly low-income children.  

High-quality early learning experiences, which support 

the full range of childrenôs development, promote child 

well-being and help build solid foundations for future 

learning and success. Parents also benefit when they have 

access to reliable, affordable, quality child care that 

allows them to work to support their families. Research 

shows that investments in child care assistance make a 

significant difference in the economic health and security 

of families by helping families move out of poverty, 

sustain their participation in the workforce, and limit 

instability in care arrangements that can impact work. 


