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The National Association of State Directors of Adult Education (NASDAE) is a member organization that
supports state leadership of the adult education program, authorized under the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA), Title 11: Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA), by providing
professional development, informational resources, and networking opportunities for state and U.S.
territory leaders and partners. NASDAE appreciates the opportunity to submit comments to the
Secretary’s Proposed Priorities and Definitions.

Adult education is an investment in the workforce of today and the future. The providers funded under
Title II of WIOA help learners overcome educational attainment and earnings gaps and reduce the
intergenerational impact of low educational attainment. Now more than ever as the economy shifts, adults
need accessible and affordable opportunities to upskill for new challenges and prepare for further
education, training, and employment. Youths who are still overcoming pandemic learning loss and
disruptions to their education and work readiness need opportunities to re-engage in education, complete
their secondary credential, gain employability skills, and prepare for their future. Parents and families
need literacy, numeracy, and digital skills to make informed decisions about their children’s education.

Adult education has been delivering on its promise for over 60 years. The National Reporting System for
Adult Education (nrs.ed.gov) houses over 44 million student records and 23 years of performance and
fiscal data from the state administering agencies. As part of the One-Stop System of American Job
Centers, WIOA Title II also serves jobseekers preparing them for employment, apprenticeships, and
further training and serves local employers to close the skills gap and connect them to new talent
pipelines. NASDAE members would welcome discretionary grant opportunities for implementation and
research to inform instruction, programming, and workforce alignment.
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In response to Priority 1: Promoting Evidence-Based Literacy

Literacy is a vital skill to accelerate economic mobility and quality of life for school-aged children as well
as adults who are no longer part of the secondary school system. Strong literacy skills among adults are
linked to an increased labor force participation rate’, higher wages', better employment opportunities'?,
positive health status”, and strengthened literacy skills and outcomes for their children'. Yet, 28 percent
of the U.S. population ages 16 to 65 have low literacy, equating to nearly 59 million U.S. individuals who
struggle to read basic sentences" and the Department has documented declining literacy performance on
the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) among school-age students. Every student in
America deserves strong literacy skills for their quality of life and opportunities to thrive in their career.

The current generation of school age children must have the increased levels of support necessary to help
them acquire the basic academic skills that are fundamental to all learning. Longstanding research has
shown that educational attainment is a social determinant of health and healthy living*!. This research
also indicates that educational attainment of parents, particularly mothers, is correlated with educational
engagement and attainment and social mobility for their children, including adult children"i, Many of the
adult learners who participate in adult education are parents and family members of school age children.
Some of the best ways for parents to support their children’s literacy are in modeling reading behavior
and in reading to and with children. To that end, parents must themselves be literate and see themselves as
the “first teacher” of children. Many fundamentals of reading, mathematics, and academic inquisitiveness
are founded in the home environment before a child ever enters a school. Parent education classes, such
as those offered by adult education providers, can educate parents on the right questions to ask and the
best ways to support their children’s educational development.

The nation’s adult education providers funded by the federal Adult Education and Family Literacy Act
(AEFLA) under WIOA deliver evidence-based literacy instruction to address U.S. literacy challenges™.
Adult education services offer an important opportunity for youths and adults who need to build or refresh
their literacy foundations to prepare for further education, employment, and training. At low or no-cost
tuition, adults in adult education are assessed with U.S. Department of Education-approved tests and
paired with instructors who take a diagnostic approach to addressing learning gaps and learning loss,
delivering direct instruction in the foundational components of reading, expertly paired with
contextualized and relevant applications. With 1.26 million learners served during the 2023-24 program
year alone*, a quarter of whom were below the age of 25, the nation’s AEFLA providers are the gold-
standard for delivering evidence-based literacy instruction as evidenced by over 20 years of performance
accountability data demonstrating the impact of the program in addressing the nation’s literacy needs.

During program year 2023-24, more than 156 million hours of evidence-based literacy instruction were
delivered to learners served under AEFLAX. Evidence-based literacy instruction is written into AEFLA
statute as evidence-based reading instruction (EBRI) and codified as a required state leadership activity*!
and as a mandated consideration* state agencies must consider when awarding competitive grants to
local providers. In addition to EBRI, the state agency and local providers funded through AEFLA must
implement adult education content standards. Statute also dictates that adult education content standards
must align with the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965. Alignment of adult
education content standards with ESEA amplifies the benefits of EBRI in strengthening learners’
foundational literacy skills by ensuring adult learners’ preparedness for further education and careers. The
state agency and local providers funded through AEFLA must work together to deliver standards-aligned
EBRI for the youths and adults who enroll in adult education with low levels of literacy.
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Through national leadership funding*", the U.S. Department of Education Office of Career, Technical,
and Adult Education (OCTAE) has sponsored ongoing professional development and technical assistance
that assist states and providers to implement programming models that effectively incorporate EBRI.
STudent Achievement in Reading (STAR) is a national professional development initiative for adult
reading instruction created by OCTAE. Since 2001, STAR has supported more than 20 states and local
providers in their efforts to improve adult reading achievement by implementing evidence-based reading
instruction (EBRI).

NASDAE would welcome discretionary grant opportunities for research and efficacy studies of the
implementation of EBRI for adult learners and models for teacher training that consider the unique
circumstances of the adult education instructional environment so EBRI can be universally delivered to
meet learners’ needs. Research that strengthens our understanding of the strength of intergenerational
skills transmission is also important if the nation is to overcome the identified learning losses and skill

gaps.
In Response to Priority 2: Expanding Education Choice

Adult education is a choice offering youths and adults affordable options to build, refresh, and update
their skills and prepare for further education, training, and employment. Preparing participants to be
successful in postsecondary education or workforce training is a key element of the stated purpose of
AEFLA. Many youths who were not successful in traditional high school environments have found
success and momentum on their educational journey through a high school equivalency path. In program
year 2023-24, over 320,000 youths ages 16 through 24 enrolled in adult education nationwide, seeking
their secondary credential and preparation for further education, training, and employment.

Furthermore, as more choices for education are presented to families for their children, parents need and
deserve the foundational literacy, numeracy, and digital skills to make informed decisions for their
children. Adult education provides affordable and convenient options for parents to boost their own skills
to meet this responsibility.

Since 2016, adult education has been implementing integrated education and training (IET) courses which
provide access to programs and coursework that lead to in-demand industry-recognized credentials,
proposed priority 2.1. These courses are offered in occupations aligned with recognized state and regional
in-demand skills and credentials and learners may be co-enrolled with other WIOA title partners. In
program year 2023-24, over 60,000 learners were enrolled in IET programming™*; since its inception,
over 368,000 learners have benefitted from this low or no-cost access to high-quality, in-demand
workforce preparation. Moreover, median earnings in the second quarter after exit are consistently higher
for those who have participated; in program year 2023-24, median earnings for IET participants were
$7,449.54* compared to $6,592.97 reported for learners who had participated in other instructional
models*™".

The IET model has its roots in Washington state’s Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training (I-
BEST) program. Ten colleges piloted I-BEST in 2005 and the model quickly grew to be offered
statewide. I-BEST pairs basic skills instruction with workforce training in a team-teacher setting that
ignites student learning and accelerates time to completion of a postsecondary credential with labor
market value. I-BEST has been evaluated and assigned a Tier 1 rating (“Highest Evidence Tier”) in

the What Works Clearinghouse*, one of the few adult education interventions that have been evaluated.
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With national leadership funding®*, OCTAE has sponsored ongoing professional development and
technical assistance that assist states and adult education providers in successfully implementing IET
AEFLA programming. Through these projects, many states and local providers have learned strategic
design principles to ensure that: IET is responsive to in-demand industry needs; learners are prepared and
supported to complete their coursework and credentials; and learners are provided career services to find
employment.

Another model of programming that should be highlighted is workplace adult literacy which represents an
educational choice for employers to meet their upskilling needs. This type of programming is developed
in response to requests from employers or labor associations who identify literacy, numeracy, or
workplace preparation skill needs among employees. To hear the voices of employers speaking about the
effectiveness and good fit of adult education to meet their needs, consider the podcasts recorded with
employers on the Behind Every Emplover podcast series. Industry sponsors of workplace adult literacy
programming collaborate with a local adult education provider to offer instruction contextualized to the
specific needs of the workplace, improving safety and productivity. Demand for this type of programming
is on the rise as employers and local workforce development boards build awareness about this
opportunity to address credentialing needs, health and safety skills, mathematics and precision
measurements, or language needs among incumbent employees. In program year 2023-24, 12,274
learners were enrolled in workplace adult literacy programming™*,

NASDAE would welcome discretionary grant opportunities for research and policy studies of the
implementation of career pathways programming models, such as adult education IET and workplace
adult literacy, and the trajectories of learners’ employment, earnings, and education following their
participation to inform state policies and investments.

In Response to Priority 3: Returning Education to the States

The state agencies that administer AEFLA-funded programs under WIOA Title II appreciate the
flexibility states currently have to take the lead in formulating, developing, and implementing adult
education policies that best serve and are responsive to the needs of the community and workforce. In
program year 2023-24, approximately 30 states administered the AEFLA grant through the state
Department of Education, with over 15 states administering through a higher education agency, and the
remainder through a Department of Labor or Workforce or other state entity. For all of these agencies,
federal guidance and requirements have remained flexible and accommodating of state preference.

Through national leadership funding™, OCTAE has sponsored ongoing professional development and
technical assistance that assist states and providers to collect, report, and analyze high-quality student and
program data. Since 1999, AEFLA has mandated federal reporting of student characteristics, educational
history, goals, attendance, academic attainment, barriers to employment, employment status upon entry,
follow-up outcomes within a year of exit, and federal and non-federal expenditures into the National
Reporting System (NRS) for program accountability. Bi-annual negotiations of performance targets
maintain the high expectations of the AEFLA program. Other national leadership activities have provided
a framework and freely available resources to support high-quality programming and instruction that is
delivered to be customized to state contexts and effectively eliminates states’ duplication of efforts. The
National Governors’ Association suggests policy levers™i that Governors and state workforce
development boards can utilize within WIOA including the effective use of performance data to guide
planning and funding that is responsive to immediate and emerging sector and regional needs and trends.
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NASDAE would welcome discretionary grant opportunities for research and policy studies that could
derive insights from the vast body of data collected through the NRS which, when paired with other data
sources such as state longitudinal data systems and federated data trusts, could inform state workforce
development policies and actions.
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