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U.S. policy currently places an emphasis on developing a trained and educated labor pool, purportedly in contrast to supporting a population that accepts financial aid instead of working, but in fact providing little chance for either, particularly insofar as this policy affects women. Job training for low-income women has the potential to extend opportunities but in most cases the effect of circumventing them.

Adding to existing difficulties with under funded or unhelpful training policies and programs is the problem that women in the U.S., as elsewhere, must be “flexible” in a supposedly modern sense in terms of schedules and duties. However, despite the allusion to a relatively new development, often the same sorts of traditional, non-union, and benefit-less jobs, with no or few regulations and standards that U.S. women have historically worked merely are expanded within neoliberal economy and policy, albeit with new technologies added as if that would improve conditions for women, family, and nation. The improvement at all levels is debatable, but the shift to a feminized workforce at lower wage levels is notable.

Women in the U.S. now disproportionately number among its poor as well as among its low-wage workers (Lovell and Hartmann 2001; McLanahan and Kelly 2002). Meanwhile, current job training and vocational education for low-income adults as they typically are structured and funded often reinforces this context of gendered disparity although research indicates that education or skill training does have the potential to help women more than men find living-wage employment (Harlan and Steinberg 1989; Negrey et al. 2001, 72-101). However, instead of receiving such help, women continue to earn less than men with the same preparation at the same work; tend to be channeled by both training programs and the workforce into lower paying jobs than are men; and because of racialized, classed, and gendered expectations with regard to parenting and other care giving, require a wider set of services than do men before program completion, much less employment, is possible (Harlan and Steinberg 1989; Miller and Henrici Forthcoming; Negrey et al. 2001; Pérez and Muñoz 2001).

Of critical importance is the fact that the evaluations of job training programs affecting policy typically ignore gender, race, and ethnicity differentiation, as well as parenting status, and often use simplified human and social capital theories (Katz 2001, 72). Such analyses obscure socioeconomic contexts for women as well as reinforce what Gordon Lafer calls “the job training charade” (Lafer 2002). That is, more extensive research suggests that only if specific conditions are met could job training assist certain adults to become more employable (Negrey et al. 2001; Manski and Garfinkel 1992) and, when those conditions are not met then disparities actually rise.

For example, increased investment in earlier education is reportedly a more efficient expenditure than adult job training, regardless of race, ethnicity or gender (Heckman 2005 [Spring Focus]). Further, studies that concentrate specifically on results for women of racial and ethnic minorities suggest that the need for improved earlier education altogether supersede adult training as a priority (Holzer 2001; Pérez and Muñoz 2001).

Another factor to keep in mind, and one that the research that this paper will discuss emphasizes, is that disabilities of all types appear among low-income households in the U.S. disproportionately. While that circumstance would seem to increase the potential job training has to help, it actually decreases women’s likelihood of obtaining and finding training for sustainable wages (Skinner, Lachicotte and Burton, forthcoming 2006). As with other barriers, as they are called, faced by women, if participants are unable to support themselves through wage employment following job training or vocational education then such programs are of questionable worth.

Low-income individuals and families in the United States deal with obstacle after obstacle in order to try to support themselves. On top of that, poorer women with children have received additional expectations and corresponding difficulties over the last quarter of a century in the U.S. as part of neoliberalization.

In the following, I will focus on research concerning job training conducted with women-headed households in the United States. While our larger study investigated patterns in Chicago, Boston, and San Antonio, and I have begun research in Memphis, the following will concentrate on rich data from San Antonio, Texas. All of the women participating in, or seeking, job training in the study were under 40 years old with a preschool age child or children and income-eligible to receive cash benefits, called by their acronym, TANF.

Briefly, I will give now an overview of the relevant U.S. Federal Legislation

For the specific policy context, two legislative acts are of particular note: the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 (Public Law 104-193), known as welfare reform, and the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998 (Public Law 105-220). Welfare reform newly highlighted individuals and work, eliminated automatic entitlement for welfare benefits, and devolved responsibility for implementation to the states to a greater extent than in the past. The declared objective of these policies was to enhance “flexibility”, in this context for state governments, seemingly in order to respond to local needs and lessen federal interference. The Workforce Investment Act required states to streamline workforce and skill development services into a universal “one-stop” service-delivery administration model. Programs were to be “comprehensive” and “client-centered” (Bass 2000). The act removed states’ service delivery responsibilities and required units within states to subcontract to private entities to provide services (Perez-Johnson and Hershey 1999, 13).

Within workforce development, following welfare reform, these private nongovernmental, or nonprofit, organizations as they are called in the U.S., and commercial businesses may come from special, perhaps grassroots, interests targeting clients in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, disability status, or neighborhood. At the same time, any one of these private entities might obtain the public contract to provide its private services to all those in need of them, throughout a city or region, and regardless of the appropriateness or helpfulness of their programs for everyone. Local options in workforce development provide both the flexible solutions to help women, some women, and the addition of a new and rigid layer to their problems. 

Combined, the intricate legislative scheme encompasses the publicly funded strategies and services aimed toward the declared goal of a family’s financial independence. Some of the types of workforce assistance around the United States include internships; subsidized on-the-job training; unpaid work experience, or volunteer work; job readiness training; GED and English as a Second Language classes; job placement assistance; training programs for the development of specific professional skills, licenses, or certifications; mentoring; and adult literacy and rudimentary math education. The legislation also allows states to use their block grants or matching funds to provide other services that might support work participation, such as assistance with transportation, clothing, child care, and job retention (Negrey et al. 2002). In fact, as long as the number of eligible applicants for assistance remains limited, the money can cover other state budget items, and not go toward aid or services at all. In other words, “flexibility” in fact helps the state and those whose favor it curries, but can hinder those with already fewer resources who live and seek to work or find help there.

Local Implementation

The state of Texas, eager to privatize and devolve from federal control, implemented welfare reform and the Workforce Investment Act “one-stop” service delivery model ahead of other states, beginning in 1995. Among many other changes, the privatization of workforce-development service delivery involved the administration of workforce centers by inexperienced contractors. Those charged with oversight have found convoluted communication and accountability channels (Cruz 1999, 93; Rossi, Freeman, and Lipsi 1999, 44; Texas Workforce Commission 2000, 3). 

Nevertheless, then and now, the Texas system now relies on two primary performance measures: 1) a reduction in the caseloads, and 2) success at job placement by workforce-center contractors for all clients, including those who are not Welfare-to-Work participants and who might be easier to assist with employment. 

Where there is job training, it is not embedded within a responsive set of resources, or fully funded, or given priority. The programs are incomplete and as such cannot be comparatively evaluated; at most, details concerning the experiences of providers and clients in the programs can suggest features for improvement toward their completion.

We found that individual service providers are very aware of this paradox. They state a need for continued collaboration among workforce centers in order to form a support network for families of interacting agencies. For training programs actually to meet existing legislative standards toward developing women caregivers as salaried workers, providers told us that a constellation of mutually supportive services and resources would need to be in place, as well as agency stimulation to use them. At the same time, the fact that most caseworkers focused in their practice almost exclusively on rudimentary and brief job-readiness training, rather than on a full set of educational and aid programs, could indicate that these providers believe in minimal intervention. Regardless of individuals’ theories about what will best serve their clients, reward strategies of agency administrations encourage all caseworkers to select short-term measures within Work First, as the Texas welfare-to-work system is called. 

Meanwhile, a specific caseworker within the most limited of programs can respond individually to different education or experience levels among clients, even to the point of skipping the so-called job readiness classes, and help a woman with children receive cash benefits as well as other needed support while developing skills beyond the rudimentary or repetitive. In other words, despite the fact that this combination of evaluation, flexibility, and tailored resources directed at assisting a family into self-sufficiency is an unfunded and undeveloped mandate, it seems that provision of it can occur, but as the capricious, or perhaps compassionate, exception rather than the rule.

From the view of the trainees, most of the women with whom we spoke found their job training generally unhelpful in obtaining substantive and sustained employment. Women who took job training also indicate that, if the programs had been consistently part of a wider range of resources, success might have been greater.

First, as noted, short-term job readiness training and job placement assistance is more common within the Texas Work First program than job training services that provide concrete vocational skill enhancement or credentials. Most aid seekers received minimal assistance, and accepted a job regardless of its quality and without a comprehensive assessment of their short- and long-term needs.

In fact, low-income women with young children in San Antonio expressed satisfaction if they could then keep their wage employment, since that rarely occurred, because it depended on locating reliable and convenient child care and transportation, the ongoing health of their children, and acquiring the funding to support those circumstances. One woman felt trapped by her son’s illness and her lack of care for him while he was sick. She stated:

But [the caseworkers at a job training program] don’t know that I have, that I went, that I didn’t work that over there in the new job [as a motel housekeeper]. They don’t know. But they might tell me something, how come I didn’t get that job. ’Cause see, the day care don’t take care of my kids when they’re sick. They can’t… [She pointed to one of her children] I want him to get better so I could go work, ’cause if I go work, they’re going to call me from day care: “Go and pick him up.” They’re going to call me, call me, every day to pick him up. And I cannot go and pick him, because, cleaning in a motel, you can’t leave your job.

Second, and an issue linked both to course content and lack of additional support, is the very important fact that for those that do receive either job readiness or skill enhancement services, the investment of time, money, or other resources creates more financial hardship than already existed, without providing financial sustainability in the long term. Some clients that received skill enhancement services even incurred a debt burden that exceeded reasonable financial gain, and since student loans may be counted as income, temporary cash benefits are even lower, which in turns creates a new financial worry. One African American respondent explained why she would not try Welfare-to-Work training and education programs:

I’ve seen so many people get job training and get those loans. My sister did that, and she got a loan, and she got a job working at the place she went to school at. I can remember her taking her income tax. It’s this thing TANF have you going to, and you learn how to go on job interviews and write résumés and all that. And she was saying, “Don't go to those schools.” Because they don’t give you money or nothing. They just train you and give you a uniform and bus ticket to something. You can’t make it on that.

Another woman’s physical health suffered from the type of training she was assigned. After she was hurt lifting heavy boxes while participating in a job-training program, she had to quit and lost the assistance she had received while on it. She had to “have my mother come to clean my house and everything. I stayed like that for two weeks. I hated it. I couldn’t do nothing, not even open a door….” In subsequent years she required medical treatment for her condition.

A third problem is the lack of flexibility among most programs, despite a range of backgrounds and levels of familiarity with the subject matter among low-income women, and the range of local and neighborhood-based providers. One mother took two sets of courses offered at a facility and felt ready to move to a more advanced program but was told that if she did not fully complete the rudimentary classes at the first institution she would be denied child care, despite having been assured she could keep it if she continued with her education. Since she had in fact been certified as having completed one of the classes at the first agency program and would have to first pass a test before being accepted at the other agency, she considered herself making a logical advancement. As she put it, “they want you to work, they want you to succeed and stuff, so how come they want you to go to the ’career readiness’? It’s dumb. I don’t get nothing out of it, you know? I already know what they’re doing.” That level of class, she said, made her feel “like a little fifth grader.”

Related to this rigidity is a fourth obstacle, which is that many agencies are under-funded. Consequently service providers can be limited in the types of training they give and unable to teach their clients skills such as searching the Internet. Instead, agency programs concentrate on teaching skills such as résumé creation before sending trainees to jobs for which resumes are no longer needed. Or, an agency might give training that particular women could use, but lack the resources for the additional assistance she needs to become employed. A European American woman thought she had benefited from her training, but was frustrated because it was not enough: “[The agency] helped me with the program and got me the job and everything, but then they said they couldn’t help me with day care… They helped me with bus tickets and everything and took me to my interview, took me to go to the drug test and everything, and they said they couldn’t help me with day care [once her training was complete].” As both caseworkers and women seeking aid know, unless the children are older a mother without child care can not find and accept wage employment. Multiple service providers identified the issue of their own agencies’ limited resources as the way in which the system “set[s] us up for failure.”

Finally, a fifth factor to consider is that the existing pool of organizations in San Antonio contracted by workforce centers to provide job-training services may have disparate impacts on communities within the city based on such characteristics as race, ethnicity, age, disability status, or ability to be successful in a formal, mainstream organizational setting. Some existing organizations emphasize aid to those of a specific race or ethnicity, or exclusively can help those with disabilities, and some policies are implemented such that they favor the young and those who can succeed in more formal institutional settings, such as community colleges. Other aid seekers may be at a disadvantage under this scheme when such providers are expected to serve all.

So, what succeeds? Where at least a partial array of services were available for the individuals and families, some participants reported to us that they felt a great satisfaction, and a stimulation of the ambitions they would need to support themselves and their children. The same parenting and readiness classes that had been too basic for her neighbor were useful for another Mexican American respondent, who managed to stay through all of them and received uninterrupted child care correspondingly. 

One San Antonio nonprofit organization that has received attention for its reported success in several areas, including job training, is the city’s Industrial Areas Foundation’s Project Quest (Warren 1998; K. Newman 1999). While only two of the women we interviewed had the requisite starting education level and one- to two-year time commitment to complete a Project Quest training program, those two told us that they valued their experience and the help. One woman interviewed twice with Project Quest before being accepted into the training, and with her Welfare-to-Work subsidy did not need a student loan as others in the training did. She told us that she was excited about her training: “Project Quest pays for your tuition, your books, and they’ll help with like your utilities and in some cases they’ll help people get clothing.”

This woman chose to train specifically for microcomputer data entry. Data entry is an example of nontraditional training that many trainees, researchers, and caseworkers alike believe to be of greater value toward long-term and higher pay employment despite a lack of evidence of overall effectiveness (Negrey et al. 2002, 96-97). In fact, since Project Quest directors will not allow staff caseworkers to place their graduates in jobs that pay below a living wage, it might be the commitment of the organization itself, and of the employers with which it has made arrangements, that improve chances for stable work for poorer women, rather than merely the type of training provided and acquired. Further, as has been stated, without the overall package of help that an organization has to be able to provide, such as child care and transportation, and the ability of a woman to take the time to train despite health concerns of her own and of her children and the other many barriers to completion of a program, any type of training remains incomplete.

Conclusions

Women are disproportionately represented among the low-income and among the low-wage. Further, the poverty rate within the U.S. is rising, and men and women of racial and ethnic minorities are classified as poor to a higher percentage of their population within the U.S. than those who are European American. Many researchers discuss the articulation of gender, race, ethnicity, and economic class but one response that is often funded as a response to poverty--job training--seldom factors these characteristics into its design or implementation.

To address poverty, rather than the training industry, visions of women’s work must be as “flexible” as the workforce is required to be, addressing local, and identity specificities but with a national rather than state or locally-specific set of allocations. To do otherwise falsely “whitewashes”, as Sanford Schram describes it, the U.S. economy as though it is one of parity and open opportunity for all. “One stop” bases, arising successfully from local needs, do not and should not simply and satisfactorily expand with public funds to service everyone regardless of identity and circumstance.

Researchers concerned about actual conditions in the U.S. argue that training and education for low-income adults should not be discarded, but that such programs need re-structuring for flexibility as well as intensive funding before becoming demonstrably useful (Harlan and Steinberg 1989; Lovell and Hartmann 2001; Negrey et al. 2001). According to these analysts, training seems to succeed only where accompanied by long-term supplemental packaging that acknowledges but attempts to circumvent impeding work and family conditions as well as hiring discrimination practices. Further, these exceptional programs direct participants into non-traditional as well as traditional training toward higher-paying work and careers. They require more funding, but yield more as investments—thus, responding in a more sophisticated form to the ‘”capital” required within “social capital” as the term originally was intended: that is, as a critique of typically unacknowledged power relations in which disparity masquerades as generosity and care.
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