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When did adult 
education efforts  
begin in the U.S.?



The Roots of Adult Learning (1700s–1800s)

“Knowledge will forever govern ignorance; and a people who mean to 
be their own governors must arm themselves with the power which 
knowledge gives.” 
— James Madison

“If God speaks to us in the Scriptures, then we must learn to read, or 
we cannot hear Him.”
— Martin Luther

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We often talk about adult education as if it began with federal law or modern programs—but its origins are much older, and much more organic. Adult learning in America began not in government offices, but in churches, town meetings, and family homes. It began with a belief that literacy was not simply a skill — but a moral duty, a civic safeguard, and a pathway to freedom.
One of the earliest and most famous examples is the Old Deluder Satan Act of 1647, passed in Massachusetts. This law required towns to establish schools so that people could learn to read the Bible. The thinking was clear and powerful for the time: illiteracy made a person vulnerable to deception — by spiritual forces, but also by earthly ones.
As we move toward the Revolutionary era, literacy becomes tied to a different kind of liberty — political freedom and self‑governance. You had to be able to read pamphlets, laws, and political arguments; soldiers had to read orders. Ordinary people read broadsides, sermons, and the founding documents of a new nation. Literacy was understood not only as a private good, but as the engine of democracy and a safeguard against tyranny. 
Yet access to formal schooling was extremely limited. Many adults learned outside of schools — from neighbors, family members, church leaders, traveling tutors, and self‑study. They learned from primers, Bibles, almanacs, and newspapers.
Women, indigenous people, poor people, and enslaved people often taught and learned in informal networks, passing knowledge hand‑to‑hand when institutions would not serve them. This was peer‑driven, community‑rooted education.
Adults taught adults because the community needed literate citizens, and because being able to read, count, and reason was tied to dignity, agency, and survival.



Passed in 1647, the Old Deluder Satan law required communities with 50 or more households 
to hire a schoolmaster, with wages paid by the children’s parents or masters.
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An eighteenth-century English primer for abecedarians memorizing their 
alphabet and learning their prayers
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A 1770 primer on the three Rs, penmanship, bookkeeping, 
carpentry, and nostrums, “adapted to these American colonies”
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State and Local Action Before Federal Support

“Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.”
— Frederick Douglass

“Education, then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the 
great equalizer of the conditions of men—the balance-wheel of the 
social machinery.” 
— Horace Mann

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Before adult education had a federal home or dedicated funding, it grew from the ground up — shaped by local need, civic values, and social movements. The seeds of adult learning in the U.S. were planted long before any legislation, and those early efforts reveal just how deeply connected adult education is to democracy, citizenship, and opportunity.
Let’s begin with one of the earliest known public efforts. In 1856, the city of San Francisco established what is widely recognized as the first public adult evening school in the United States. Designed to serve working-class men and immigrants, it provided English language instruction, civics, and basic literacy after traditional school hours. This model was soon adopted in other urban areas, and it laid the groundwork for what would eventually become public adult schools across the country.
But we can go back even further. From 1840-1930, the U.S. Census began tracked adult literacy, using self-reported ability to read and write as an indicator of national capacity and civic participation. These early statistics made visible the sharp disparities in literacy based on geography, race, and gender — and helped frame adult education as a public good worthy of investment.
During and after the Civil War, one of the most significant early movements in adult education took place through the creation of Freedmen’s Schools. These schools — supported by the Freedmen’s Bureau, religious organizations, and northern philanthropists — were established to serve newly emancipated Black Americans. While they are often remembered for educating children, many offered adult classes at night and on weekends, teaching newly freed people how to read, write, manage contracts, and participate in civic life. For many formerly enslaved adults, literacy was an act of empowerment and a direct claim to freedom and citizenship. This was adult education at its most urgent and transformative.
In the decades that followed, the settlement house movement emerged as another critical force. Places like Hull House in Chicago, founded by Jane Addams, provided adult immigrants — particularly women — with English instruction, home economics, parenting support, and job skills. These efforts were deeply rooted in the progressive belief that education could alleviate poverty and build stronger communities.
Around the same time, the Chautauqua movement emerged in the late 19th century as a traveling lecture and cultural circuit that brought adult learning to rural and small-town America. It offered lectures on science, religion, literature, and civics, and was part education, part entertainment. Chautauqua gatherings were a way for adults to stay intellectually and culturally engaged long after formal schooling had ended — and they reflected a national appetite for lifelong learning, well before we used that term.
Across all of these efforts a few themes emerge:
Adult education has always been locally driven
It has always responded to social transformation and civic need
And it has always reflected a belief that adults, regardless of background, deserve access to knowledge and opportunity
These efforts created the foundation that federal policy would eventually build upon. But it’s worth remembering: the movement didn’t start in Washington. It started in church basements, city classrooms, makeshift reading rooms, and rural tents.



Old Saint Mary’s Cathedral at the corner of California Street and Grant Avenue in San Francisco 
around 1866. Image courtesy of the Library of Congress, Lawrence & Houseworth Collection.
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1850 census
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Students and teachers outside the Freedmen’s Bureau school on St. Helena’s Island, South Carolina, 1866.
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A photograph of a citizenship class held at Neighborhood House in Louisville, Kentucky, ca. 1930s.
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YMCA secretaries attend a Chautauqua Institute gathering in Temescal Canyon. The Chautauqua movement originally 
began as an educational enrichment program for Methodist Sunday school teachers. Photograph courtesy of Pacific 

Palisades Historical Society Collection, Santa Monica Public Library
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Which of the early 
roots  of literacy 
mos t influenced 
your entry into the 
field?



What federal 
program firs t 
offered worker 
education as  a part 
of its  mis s ion?



The New Deal to the War on Poverty (1930s-1960s)

“We must open the doors of opportunity. But we must also equip our 
people to walk through those doors.” 
— Lyndon B. Johnson

“Education is our passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs to the 
people who prepare for it today.” 
— Malcolm X
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Presentation Notes
As we move into the 20th century, the context around adult education begins to shift—dramatically.
In the 1930s, the United States was in the grip of the Great Depression, with unemployment nearing 25%, widespread poverty, and millions of adults unable to support their families. In response, the federal government launched an unprecedented series of programs under the New Deal, aimed at economic recovery and public morale.
Among them was the Works Progress Administration—or WPA. While the WPA is most famous for roads, bridges, and public art, it also funded adult education programs. These included basic literacy instruction, vocational skills, public speaking, civics classes, and even cultural education.
WPA education programs reached adults who had missed out on formal schooling, lost jobs, or needed to learn English to participate in the labor market. It was one of the first times that the federal government acknowledged adult education as a tool for national recovery.
These programs weren’t just about job skills—they were about dignity. About giving adults a way to re-engage in civic life, support their families, and feel a sense of possibility during a time of despair.
But even after the New Deal ended, adult education still lacked a coordinated national system. Programs existed here and there—usually through school districts, libraries, or nonprofit groups—but there was no dedicated funding stream or leadership structure.
That changes in the 1960s, during the War on Poverty. This is where we see adult education formally enter federal legislation—not as a pilot project, but as a recognized part of the national education agenda.
In 1964, the Economic Opportunity Act is passed. It created Head Start, Job Corps, and Community Action Programs—but it also funded Adult Basic Education programs. For the first time, the federal government explicitly framed adult education as part of the fight against poverty, connecting low literacy and low educational attainment to economic inequality.
Just two years later, in 1966, we get the Adult Education Act (AEA). This is a landmark moment. It created a dedicated stream of federal funding to the states, specifically for adult basic education, GED preparation, and English language instruction.
It also led to the creation of state offices, directors, and a clearer structure for what had previously been a patchwork of local efforts. AEA was the first real federal commitment to adult education as an enduring part of the public education system.
What’s interesting here is that the field didn’t emerge because of federal funding—it was already alive. But the AEA helped formalize it, expand it, and sustain it. It made adult education visible—and gave it a place at the table in national education policy.
For the first time, we had a federal acknowledgment that adults deserve a second chance at education, that literacy is a public good, and that adult learning is essential to workforce development, civic participation, and generational opportunity.
This was the beginning of the modern adult education system—and the start of what many of us inherited in our state roles today.
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Teacher and students in an adult literacy class sponsored by the WPA in Birmingham, Alabama. The age of the students ranges from 16 to 
87.  The woman to whom the teacher is speaking is 87-year-old Julia Wilson, who was taught to read and write through the WPA program.
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As we move into the 20th century, the context around adult education begins to shift—dramatically.
In the 1930s, the United States was in the grip of the Great Depression, with unemployment nearing 25%, widespread poverty, and millions of adults unable to support their families. In response, the federal government launched an unprecedented series of programs under the New Deal, aimed at economic recovery and public morale.
Among them was the Works Progress Administration—or WPA. While the WPA is most famous for roads, bridges, and public art, it also funded adult education programs. These included basic literacy instruction, vocational skills, public speaking, civics classes, and even cultural education.
WPA education programs reached adults who had missed out on formal schooling, lost jobs, or needed to learn English to participate in the labor market. It was one of the first times that the federal government acknowledged adult education as a tool for national recovery.
These programs weren’t just about job skills—they were about dignity. About giving adults a way to re-engage in civic life, support their families, and feel a sense of possibility during a time of despair.
But even after the New Deal ended, adult education still lacked a coordinated national system. Programs existed here and there—usually through school districts, libraries, or nonprofit groups—but there was no dedicated funding stream or leadership structure.
That changes in the 1960s, during the War on Poverty. This is where we see adult education formally enter federal legislation—not as a pilot project, but as a recognized part of the national education agenda.
In 1964, the Economic Opportunity Act is passed. It created Head Start, Job Corps, and Community Action Programs—but it also funded Adult Basic Education programs. For the first time, the federal government explicitly framed adult education as part of the fight against poverty, connecting low literacy and low educational attainment to economic inequality.
Just two years later, in 1966, we get the Adult Education Act (AEA). This is a landmark moment. It created a dedicated stream of federal funding to the states, specifically for adult basic education, GED preparation, and English language instruction.
It also led to the creation of state offices, directors, and a clearer structure for what had previously been a patchwork of local efforts. AEA was the first real federal commitment to adult education as an enduring part of the public education system.
What’s interesting here is that the field didn’t emerge because of federal funding—it was already alive. But the AEA helped formalize it, expand it, and sustain it. It made adult education visible—and gave it a place at the table in national education policy.
For the first time, we had a federal acknowledgment that adults deserve a second chance at education, that literacy is a public good, and that adult learning is essential to workforce development, civic participation, and generational opportunity.
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An adult education program of the Works Progress Administration, c. 1930s.
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President Lyndon B. Johnson holds up a copy of the Economic Opportunity Act after signing it into law in 1964.
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The Birth of the GED & Evolution of HSE

“This examination is not designed to reward mere knowledge but to 
recognize learning, wherever it occurs.”
— American Council on Education, early GED guidance (1942)

“A diploma should stand for the possession of certain knowledge and 
abilities, not merely for the amount of time spent in school.”
— E.F. Lindquist, developer of Iowa Tests & the original GED exam

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As we’ve talked about the evolution of adult education—from informal civic literacy to federal systems and workforce alignment—there’s one tool that has consistently anchored this work: the GED® and high school equivalency testing.
The GED wasn’t created for “dropouts.” It was created for soldiers.
In 1941, the U.S. Department of Defense asked the American Council on Education to develop a test for returning GIs—young men who had left school to serve in World War II. These veterans didn’t finish high school, but they had knowledge, discipline, and maturity. They just needed a way to prove it.
So the GED was born—originally as part of what was called the “Iowa Brain Derby.” And in 1946, it was extended to civilian use. By 1951, most states were accepting the GED as a valid high school equivalency credential—and it quickly became a cornerstone of adult education.
But the GED represented more than just a test. It was a challenge to the traditional system. It said that time in a seat didn’t equal learning—and that demonstrated mastery could count, even if it came from life experience, military service, parenting, or struggle.
This is competency-based education, long before that phrase was mainstream.
Over time, the GED was refined:
An essay was added
Calculators were allowed
Scoring systems evolved—from hand grading to scanning
It became digital, more structured, more regulated—but also more contested.
In the 2010s, concerns about cost, accessibility, and fairness led many states to explore alternatives. This is when HiSET (ETS) and TASC (McGraw Hill) entered the field.
The result? A more diversified HSE landscape—multiple assessments, all aligned to college and career readiness, all aiming to give adults a second (or first) chance at credentialing. They validate what our learners already know, and they open doors that were once closed. And for many adults, these tests are not the end of their learning journey. They’re the re-entry point—into college, into training, into better jobs, and into self-belief.



Winners of the Brain Derby contest on the steps of Old Capitol at the University of 
Iowa. Photo circa early 1930s. Photo courtesy: University of Iowa College of 

Education.

E.F. Lindquist. Photo courtesy: 
University of Iowa College of 

Education.
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Don Kruse, from St. Louis Park, Minn., was drafted in 
1945 at the end of his junior year in high school. He 

served in Wiesbaden, Germany, got his GED, went to 
college, and had a successful career in electronics.

High School Equivalency certificate from 1949, awarded 
after Don Kruse took the GED.
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The Rise of the Field (1970s-1990s)

“The ability to read is the ability to live more fully — to see farther, to 
feel more deeply, to understand more completely.”
— Frank Laubach

“One person can make a difference. I started in my home with a 
telephone, a desk, and a desire to help.”
— Ruth Colvin
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As federal funding stabilized in the 1970s and beyond, adult education programs grew in number and scope. But equally important was the rise of the field itself—a set of people, organizations, and movements that gave adult education identity, structure, and voice. This was not just about government investment. It was about community action, volunteerism, and eventually, professionalization.
Let’s walk through a few of the most influential milestones:
Laubach Literacy (Founded 1955)
Founded by Dr. Frank Laubach, a missionary and educator, Laubach Literacy trained thousands of volunteer tutors using the method of “Each One Teach One.” It spread globally and domestically, especially through libraries and church networks, and it played a pivotal role in creating community-based adult literacy programs, particularly in rural areas and under-resourced communities.
Literacy Volunteers of America (Founded 1962 by Ruth Colvin)
In Syracuse, NY, Ruth Colvin began tutoring adults in reading and quickly realized that the model could scale. Literacy Volunteers of America (LVA) trained volunteers in standardized tutoring techniques and formed the backbone of many early literacy programs. Her work earned her the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2006.
Family Literacy Movement (1980s–1990s)
Family literacy emerged as a model recognizing that parents are a child’s first teacher—and that supporting both generations together improves outcomes for both. These programs combined adult basic education, parenting education, early childhood instruction, and joint learning activities. Key champions included Sharon Darling, who founded the National Center for Families Learning (NCFL) in 1989, which became a hub for program development and research in this space.
Workplace Literacy (1980s–1990s)
As the economy shifted and employers sought better-skilled workers, adult education programs began forming workplace partnerships—teaching reading, writing, math, and English onsite. Federal demonstration projects in the late 1980s helped shape how programs could integrate basic skills with job-specific competencies, laying the groundwork for today’s IET models.
COABE (Founded 1999)
As the field matured, practitioners needed a unifying voice. The Coalition on Adult Basic Education (COABE) was founded in 1999 to provide professional development, federal advocacy, and a shared platform for adult educators across the country. While newer than the other organizations, COABE became a central driver of field identity and collaboration in the post-WIA era.
ProLiteracy (Formed 2002)
In 2002, Laubach Literacy and Literacy Volunteers of America merged to form ProLiteracy, a global organization supporting literacy through training, curriculum development, and advocacy. ProLiteracy continues to honor the volunteerism roots of the field while advancing research and policy at the national level.��State & Regional Associations
But the rise of the field didn’t stop at national organizations. Across the country, state and regional associations of adult education began to take shape—often started by educators, program leaders, and volunteers who wanted to build community, advocate for resources, and share best practices. These associations gave adult educators a professional home, created space for regional leadership, and became the backbone of conferences, training networks, and state-level policy engagement.
Today, these associations are as diverse as the communities they serve, and together, they form a grassroots ecosystem of support, identity, and voice for the field—one that has grown in tandem with national movements and continues to play a vital role in shaping the future of adult education.



Dr. Frank C. Laubach and interpreter teach Azira chart
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Today, these associations are as diverse as the communities they serve, and together, they form a grassroots ecosystem of support, identity, and voice for the field—one that has grown in tandem with national movements and continues to play a vital role in shaping the future of adult education.
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As federal funding stabilized in the 1970s and beyond, adult education programs grew in number and scope. But equally important was the rise of the field itself—a set of people, organizations, and movements that gave adult education identity, structure, and voice. This was not just about government investment. It was about community action, volunteerism, and eventually, professionalization.
Let’s walk through a few of the most influential milestones:
Laubach Literacy (Founded 1955)
Founded by Dr. Frank Laubach, a missionary and educator, Laubach Literacy trained thousands of volunteer tutors using the method of “Each One Teach One.” It spread globally and domestically, especially through libraries and church networks, and it played a pivotal role in creating community-based adult literacy programs, particularly in rural areas and under-resourced communities.
Literacy Volunteers of America (Founded 1962 by Ruth Colvin)
In Syracuse, NY, Ruth Colvin began tutoring adults in reading and quickly realized that the model could scale. Literacy Volunteers of America (LVA) trained volunteers in standardized tutoring techniques and formed the backbone of many early literacy programs. Her work earned her the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2006.
Family Literacy Movement (1980s–1990s)
Family literacy emerged as a model recognizing that parents are a child’s first teacher—and that supporting both generations together improves outcomes for both. These programs combined adult basic education, parenting education, early childhood instruction, and joint learning activities. Key champions included Sharon Darling, who founded the National Center for Families Learning (NCFL) in 1989, which became a hub for program development and research in this space.
Workplace Literacy (1980s–1990s)
As the economy shifted and employers sought better-skilled workers, adult education programs began forming workplace partnerships—teaching reading, writing, math, and English onsite. Federal demonstration projects in the late 1980s helped shape how programs could integrate basic skills with job-specific competencies, laying the groundwork for today’s IET models.
COABE (Founded 1999)
As the field matured, practitioners needed a unifying voice. The Coalition on Adult Basic Education (COABE) was founded in 1999 to provide professional development, federal advocacy, and a shared platform for adult educators across the country. While newer than the other organizations, COABE became a central driver of field identity and collaboration in the post-WIA era.
ProLiteracy (Formed 2002)
In 2002, Laubach Literacy and Literacy Volunteers of America merged to form ProLiteracy, a global organization supporting literacy through training, curriculum development, and advocacy. ProLiteracy continues to honor the volunteerism roots of the field while advancing research and policy at the national level.��State & Regional Associations
But the rise of the field didn’t stop at national organizations. Across the country, state and regional associations of adult education began to take shape—often started by educators, program leaders, and volunteers who wanted to build community, advocate for resources, and share best practices. These associations gave adult educators a professional home, created space for regional leadership, and became the backbone of conferences, training networks, and state-level policy engagement.
Today, these associations are as diverse as the communities they serve, and together, they form a grassroots ecosystem of support, identity, and voice for the field—one that has grown in tandem with national movements and continues to play a vital role in shaping the future of adult education.
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Literacy Volunteers of America (Founded 1962 by Ruth Colvin)
In Syracuse, NY, Ruth Colvin began tutoring adults in reading and quickly realized that the model could scale. Literacy Volunteers of America (LVA) trained volunteers in standardized tutoring techniques and formed the backbone of many early literacy programs. Her work earned her the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2006.
Family Literacy Movement (1980s–1990s)
Family literacy emerged as a model recognizing that parents are a child’s first teacher—and that supporting both generations together improves outcomes for both. These programs combined adult basic education, parenting education, early childhood instruction, and joint learning activities. Key champions included Sharon Darling, who founded the National Center for Families Learning (NCFL) in 1989, which became a hub for program development and research in this space.
Workplace Literacy (1980s–1990s)
As the economy shifted and employers sought better-skilled workers, adult education programs began forming workplace partnerships—teaching reading, writing, math, and English onsite. Federal demonstration projects in the late 1980s helped shape how programs could integrate basic skills with job-specific competencies, laying the groundwork for today’s IET models.
COABE (Founded 1999)
As the field matured, practitioners needed a unifying voice. The Coalition on Adult Basic Education (COABE) was founded in 1999 to provide professional development, federal advocacy, and a shared platform for adult educators across the country. While newer than the other organizations, COABE became a central driver of field identity and collaboration in the post-WIA era.
ProLiteracy (Formed 2002)
In 2002, Laubach Literacy and Literacy Volunteers of America merged to form ProLiteracy, a global organization supporting literacy through training, curriculum development, and advocacy. ProLiteracy continues to honor the volunteerism roots of the field while advancing research and policy at the national level.��State & Regional Associations
But the rise of the field didn’t stop at national organizations. Across the country, state and regional associations of adult education began to take shape—often started by educators, program leaders, and volunteers who wanted to build community, advocate for resources, and share best practices. These associations gave adult educators a professional home, created space for regional leadership, and became the backbone of conferences, training networks, and state-level policy engagement.
Today, these associations are as diverse as the communities they serve, and together, they form a grassroots ecosystem of support, identity, and voice for the field—one that has grown in tandem with national movements and continues to play a vital role in shaping the future of adult education.
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Workplace Literacy (1980s–1990s)
As the economy shifted and employers sought better-skilled workers, adult education programs began forming workplace partnerships—teaching reading, writing, math, and English onsite. Federal demonstration projects in the late 1980s helped shape how programs could integrate basic skills with job-specific competencies, laying the groundwork for today’s IET models.
COABE (Founded 1999)
As the field matured, practitioners needed a unifying voice. The Coalition on Adult Basic Education (COABE) was founded in 1999 to provide professional development, federal advocacy, and a shared platform for adult educators across the country. While newer than the other organizations, COABE became a central driver of field identity and collaboration in the post-WIA era.
ProLiteracy (Formed 2002)
In 2002, Laubach Literacy and Literacy Volunteers of America merged to form ProLiteracy, a global organization supporting literacy through training, curriculum development, and advocacy. ProLiteracy continues to honor the volunteerism roots of the field while advancing research and policy at the national level.��State & Regional Associations
But the rise of the field didn’t stop at national organizations. Across the country, state and regional associations of adult education began to take shape—often started by educators, program leaders, and volunteers who wanted to build community, advocate for resources, and share best practices. These associations gave adult educators a professional home, created space for regional leadership, and became the backbone of conferences, training networks, and state-level policy engagement.
Today, these associations are as diverse as the communities they serve, and together, they form a grassroots ecosystem of support, identity, and voice for the field—one that has grown in tandem with national movements and continues to play a vital role in shaping the future of adult education.
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Professionalism & Early Accountability

“Setting high standards and holding ourselves accountable is a form 
of respect — for our students, for their families, and for our 
communities.”
— John King Jr.

“The most valuable resource that all teachers have is each other. 
Without collaboration, our growth is limited to our own perspectives.”
— Robert John Meehan

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
For much of its early history, adult education was deeply rooted in volunteerism. In libraries, church basements, and community centers, programs relied on unpaid tutors—many without formal training—who worked one-on-one with learners out of a deep sense of civic and moral commitment.
But by the 1970s and ’80s, we begin to see a shift. Programs started moving from one-on-one tutoring to group instruction models, with dedicated classrooms and formal curricula. This wasn’t just about scale—it was about structure, and about meeting the needs of an increasingly diverse adult learner population. States and local programs began hiring paid instructors, many with K–12 or higher education backgrounds. What began as a movement was slowly evolving into a system.
As instruction became more formalized, the next natural step was the development of professional development systems to support educators. States began to offer training in adult learning theory, instructional design, assessment, and technology integration. PD events became more widespread—sometimes regional, sometimes statewide—and a community of adult educators began to form. We moved from informal mentorship to systematic support, creating shared language and expectations around what effective teaching and learning looked like in adult education settings.
The growth of PD wasn’t just local. During this time, we saw the formation of national and state-level organizations focused on professionalizing the field. Groups emerged to offer training, develop standards, conduct research, and share best practices. These organizations created resources, online platforms, and communities of practice that helped adult educators grow their skills and stay connected—even in isolated or rural settings. Together, they helped define adult education as a legitimate, evolving profession with its own knowledge base, pedagogy, and career pathways.
As programs professionalized, funders and policymakers began asking a new question: “How do we know adult education is working?”
This ushered in the era of accountability. In the 1980s and early ’90s, programs began tracking:
Enrollments
Contact hours
Learning gains
HSE completions
The 1991 National Literacy Act was a turning point. It called for a comprehensive national reporting system, one that would move adult education toward outcomes-based performance. Between 1995 and 1997, the U.S. Department of Education—working closely with states—developed what would become the National Reporting System (NRS).
Launched officially under WIA in 1998, the NRS established:
Common educational functioning levels (EFLs)
Measurable skill gains (MSGs)
Outcome categories like postsecondary transition and employment
This marked a fundamental shift—from anecdotal stories and attendance logs to data-driven reporting, performance-based funding, and system-wide metrics.
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Adult Education Enters the Workforce System

“In the 21st century, literacy is the new currency of the labor market.”
— U.S. Department of Labor 

You can’t have a competitive economy without a skilled workforce—
and you can’t have a skilled workforce without adult education.”
— Cheryl Keenan

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In 1998, the Workforce Investment Act—WIA—marked a fundamental turning point for adult education. For the first time, we were formally placed inside the nation’s federal workforce system through Title II, also known as the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA).
But this wasn’t just a bureaucratic reshuffling. It was a philosophical shift: adult education was no longer seen solely as a second-chance system—it was now positioned as a workforce development strategy.
WIA brought with it new expectations:
Programs were encouraged to align with career pathways
Postsecondary transition became a primary goal
We began tracking measurable skill gains (MSGs) and employment outcomes
And we saw early models of Integrated Education and Training (IET) start to emerge
This marked the beginning of what many of us call the “double mission” era:
We were still teaching reading, math, and English—but now also expected to help learners enter and advance in the labor market, with documented results to prove it.
Fast forward to 2014:
Congress passes the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, or WIOA—the first major update to federal workforce legislation in nearly two decades. WIOA didn’t undo WIA—it intensified it. It made IET a required service option, not just a promising practice. It formalized the idea of career pathways, complete with support services and stackable credentials.
And it introduced shared performance metrics across all four Titles of the workforce system—meaning adult education programs are now judged not just on literacy gains, but also:
Credential attainment
Employment after exit
Median earnings
And continued postsecondary education
Even though WIOA doesn’t mention “digital literacy” by name, its implementation has brought digital skills, equity, and inclusion front and center.
Programs are expected to serve:
Adults with disabilities
Justice-involved individuals
English language learners
People experiencing homelessness
…often with limited infrastructure, limited funding, and growing pressure to meet high-stakes outcomes.
These two laws—WIA and WIOA—have profoundly shaped the landscape we operate in today. They brought structure, visibility, and legitimacy to adult education in national workforce conversations. But they also brought new pressures:
Pressure to report, track, and prove success using narrow definitions
Pressure to braid funding streams that don’t always fit adult learners
Pressure to serve in systems that weren’t built with our population in mind



President Bill Clinton signs the Workforce Investment Act into law in 1998.
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President Barack Obama signs the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act into law in 2014.
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Outside the System – Grassroots Adult Education

“Literacy is the bridge from misery to hope… the road to human 
progress.” 
— Kofi Annan 

“Volunteers and civic leaders start these efforts not just to teach 
reading — they start them to strengthen their communities.”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While adult education has evolved into a structured, accountable system, not all adult learning happens inside it. And in fact—it never has. From the very beginning, adult education has lived both within and beyond formal institutions.
It started in church basements, union halls, libraries, and community centers—places where adults came to learn not because they were required to, but because they felt welcomed. That spirit hasn’t gone away. It’s just continued—quietly—alongside the system, in ways that are flexible, deeply personal, and rooted in trust.
Today, we still see powerful examples of this work all around us:
Library-based tutoring programs, often run by volunteers, where learners meet one-on-one—sometimes for months—before ever setting foot in a formal classroom.
Faith-based ESL classes serving immigrant and refugee communities with language, culture, and digital skills in safe, low-barrier spaces.
Reentry programs helping returning citizens rebuild their skills in environments that feel more accessible than traditional institutions.
Digital inclusion efforts, teaching adults how to use email, apply for jobs, or access benefits—often led by younger volunteers in housing developments or libraries.
Mutual aid literacy circles that spring up after disasters or in chronically under-resourced areas—responding with speed, relevance, and cultural understanding.
These programs may not appear in NRS tables or WIOA accountability reports— But that doesn’t make them any less important. In fact, they’re often the first step for learners who face barriers to entering formal programs: fear, stigma, trauma, language, cost, or disability.
So when we talk about “inside” vs. “outside” the system, we’re really talking about:
Visibility,
Funding,
and Administrative recognition—
Not value or impact.��Which leads us to some critical questions as state leaders:
How do we recognize and support this grassroots work—rather than overlook or unintentionally compete with it?
How do we build pathways that let learners move between community spaces and formal programs with dignity and support?
And how do we ensure our vision for adult education includes everything that helps adults grow, not just what shows up in official metrics?
Because if we’re truly building a system that serves all adults, we have to remember –  Some of the most transformative learning still happens outside of it. And that learning belongs in our field, in our vision, and in our future.
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Today’s Field – Strengths, Struggles, & Next Steps

“The farther backward you can look, the farther forward you are likely 
to see.” 
— Winston Churchill 

“In times of rapid change, learners inherit the earth; while the learned 
find themselves beautifully equipped to deal with a world that no 
longer exists.” 
— Eric Hoffer
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So where does that bring us today? 
We’ve traveled from civic literacy in the colonial era, to settlement houses and evening schools, to federal partnerships under the Adult Education Act, to workforce alignment and system integration under WIA and WIOA.
We’ve seen adult education grow from a grassroots movement to a national system—and not just any system, but one that is now expected to deliver outcomes, align with labor market data, and contribute to regional economic development plans.
Today’s adult education field is, in many ways, the strongest it’s ever been:
We are data-driven, with sophisticated tracking systems that help us understand learner progress, inform instruction, and meet federal expectations.
We are aligned—more than ever before—with workforce boards, training providers, employers, postsecondary institutions, and support services.
We are increasingly innovative—offering IETs, co-enrollment, on-ramps to college, digital skill-building, family literacy, corrections education, and more.
But despite this progress—despite the structure, the professionalism, and the alignment—we are also a field that is often misunderstood, underfunded, and still, in many ways, fragile.
Let’s talk about that honestly.
First: Adult education is often invisible.
To policymakers, we sometimes look like K–12’s lesser cousin or workforce’s pre-program. To the public, we’re often mistaken for GED prep only—nothing more. Even within our own institutions, many adult ed programs operate on the margins, fighting for classroom space, IT support, or access to services available to credit students. We are everywhere—and yet many still don’t know what we do.
Second: We are underfunded.
Most programs operate on less than $1,000 per student per year—and that figure hasn’t significantly changed in decades. Federal funding for adult education has remained flat (or declined in real dollars), even as expectations for accountability, alignment, and impact have grown. Some states do supplement this funding—but many don’t. And we are still one of the only parts of the education system where an adult must choose between class time and groceries to access opportunity. We’ve been asked to do more, serve harder-to-serve populations, collect more data, partner more widely—but without a proportionate increase in investment.
Third: The field is resilient—but stretched thin.
Across the country, state directors, local providers, and instructors are navigating staffing shortages, burnout, compliance fatigue, and the challenge of delivering high-quality services in a rapidly changing environment—often without institutional or political support.
And yet—we keep showing up. Why?
Because we know what this work means.
Because we’ve seen lives change in our classrooms.
Because we believe in second chances—and third, and fourth.
Because adult education is not just an educational service—it’s an act of public faith.
So where we stand today is here:
Stronger than we’ve ever been,
Smarter than we’ve ever been,
More connected, aligned, and impactful…
…and still fighting for the recognition, funding, and policy support that this work deserves.�
Adult education today is both a triumph and a work in progress. It is aligned—but often misunderstood. It is data-rich—but budget-poor. It is resilient—but in need of renewal. And the next chapter? That’s up to us.
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Let’s Discuss



Legacy & Influence: How does your state’s history with adult 
education shape its current identity?

State Role: What do you think the role of state leadership should 
be during times of transition or threat?

Policy Echoes: What challenges today feel like echoes of past 
policy or funding shifts?

Preserving Progress: What parts of adult education’s history do 
we need to honor and preserve?

Future Directions: How can we use history to inspire innovation 
or protect the integrity of the field?
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