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The rules and regulations that were developed to reduce welfare rolls through immediate
employment discourage the achievement of economic independence through the pursuit of higher
education.

During the past few years federal and state governments have made a concerted effort to reorient welfare from income
assi stance to employment assistance. With the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act of 1996, immediate employment became the primary goa of welfare programs across the nation.
However, the rules and regulations that were devel oped to create incentives for immediate employment have created
equivalent disincentives for pursuing higher education as ameans to achieve economic independence.

The new welfare laws present a particularly difficult hurdle for aspiring college students. For example, under the federa
law, students enrolled in college who do not meet the strict work requirements are typically not considered as engaged

in an approved work activity. The law allows some community college experience as aform of "vocational educational
training," but there are caps on the number of months permitted for any one individual and on the total number of people
permitted in these programs. No individual may count vocational education as part of work activity for more than 12
months, and no more than 30 percent of the population that a state reports as engaged in work activities under
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) can be participating in vocational education. In the year 2000 the rule
became even more restrictive as additional categories of recipients were swept into the 30 percent cap. The statesface
penalties from the federal government if they do not meet these mandates.

According to the federa law, 25 percent of single parents had to be working by fiscal year 1997 (rising to 50 percent by
fiscal 2002), with the definition of "work" rising from 20 hours per week in fiscal 1997 to 30 hours per week by fiscal
2000. For two-parent families the participation requirements rise from 75 percent to 90 percent over the sametime, with
work defined as acumulative 35 hours per week. These work standards are hard for afull-time student to meet, but they
are especidly difficult for afull-time student who is also asingle parent, as are many welfare recipients. States often add
to the burden imposed by the combination of school, work, and parenting by denying child care assistance for welfare
recipients during the time they are attending college.

Many of these obstacles to college exist in Washington State, as they do throughout the country. State welfare reform,
called Work First, was passed in early 1997 and became effectivein August 1997. The law alowed awelfare recipient
to continue in a college program through June 1998 if the recipient's work plan included the program and the plan had
been approved by November 1997. In practice, students who did not finish by June 1998 have been allowed to continue
in college, although they must meet the 20-hour work requirement and are not given child care assistance for classtime.
Work-study positions are counted as work effort, but unpaid internships are not. (In aspecial concession, the state
counts 16 hours of work study as equivalent to 20 hours of work necessary to meet the participation requirement.) These
are the same conditions that apply to welfare recipients who do not have a college program in their plan. Welfare
students who do not meet the 20-hour work rule are subject to the same penalty as anyone else, typically a 40 percent
reduction in their normal grant. Asageneral rule, no new plans that include atwo- or four-year degree program will be
approved.

Although investment in higher education is discouraged by the Washington State regulations, investment in short-term
training is not. Short-term training programs can still be included in plans for welfare recipients. The state announced in
early 1998 that it was making $1 million available to waive tuition for welfare recipients and other low-income
individuals for short-term training. The program pays for a course or courses at acommunity college for aterm (one
quarter) and child care assistance is provided, but welfare recipients till have to meet the 20-hour rule.



Research Results Figure 1

In an effort to understand the effects of welfarereform, aresearch  Enrollment of Welfare Students
program was devel oped that monitors a specific popul ation of 500
welfare recipients, those attending Eastern Washington
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University--aregional, comprehensive ingtitution offering I

baccalaureate and master's degrees and located in Spokane \

County. A previousreport on this research (Karier 1998)

evaluated the economic success of welfare students who joo

graduated from EWU between 1994 and 1996, prior to the

passage of welfare reform at the state and national levels. It was

found that the median wage for these graduates after 5to 17

monthsin the labor market was $11 per hour. This was enough

for most families previoudy on welfare to attain economic

independence. A year and ahdf after graduation only 6 percent

of these graduates continued to receive benefits under Aid to o I | I

Families with Dependent Children (the precursor of TANF). The 1004 1995 1906 1997 1998
conclusion was that a college degree led to successful economic  Source: Eastern Washington University.
performance for welfare recipients.

Murmber of Students
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Figure 2
The sample for this phase of the research consists of al students at Rgtio of Welfare Students to All
EWU who identified TANF as asource of income betweenfal o\ qents
1994 and fall 1998. Samples of students were extracted for each i
fall during these years. This report focuses on changesin the
number of welfare students and their subseguent economic I
performance after the passage of welfare reform. ' ——

The number of welfare students attending EWU was declining
prior to the implementation of Work First in August 1997. It
dropped from 435 in fall 1994 to 325 in fall 1997, declining by an
average 37 students ayear (Figure 1). However, from fall 1997 to
fall 1998 the university lost an additional 108 welfare students.
The rate of decrease clearly accelerated after the implementation
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of welfarereform. i

Because of fluctuationsin university enrollment during thistime, 1 | | !

itisuseful to look at the ratio of welfare students to total 1904 1805 1608 - 1ea? 1003
enrollment. Welfare students constituted between 4.5 and 5.5 Source: Eastern Washington University

percent of all students from 1994 to 1997, but less than 3 percent

by 1998 (Figure 2). Despite an increase of 4.6 percent in total Figure 3

enrollment between 1997 and 1998, the percentage of welfare Enrollment of Welfare Students, by
studentsfell 33 percent. From 1997 to 1998, the welfare casdload (-|5¢¢

in Spokane County fell 20 percent. There are many reasons for 500

the lower caseload, but it should be clear that this reduction is not "

sufficient to explain the faster declinein welfare studentsat EWU. 2 i TR g |
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In fall 1994 most of the welfare students at EWU werein their 3 w8 e = m"ﬁ - —

third year (38 percent) and fourth year (41 percent); theremaining % M2 -

were first- and second-year students (10 percent) and in master's 2| || || LW | e

or certificate programs (11 percent). Thisdistribution mirrorsthe £ R

general student body, which is composed primarily of transfer £ ol - H 17 S |

students from community colleges. Infall 1998 the composition = o 8 st

of welfare students by class standing changed relatively little, with M B 5 2w B gy 6 s

the significant exception of the third-year class, which fell to 28 ¢ e o 199 1997 10ad

percent (Figure 3). Thisisto be expected if therewas adeclinein Source: Eastern Washington University

new welfare students, who, like the general student body, )

normally enter the university astransfer studentsin their third Figure 4

year. 1998 Status of Welfare Students Who
Had Been Enrolled in 1997

What happened to the welfare students? Of the 132 first-, second-, aﬁln e olled 99

and third-year students enrolled in fall 1997, 70 percent remained

at EWU and were enrolled in fall 1998. Although these students

stayed in college, more than afifth were no longer reporting

welfare as a source of income. The remaining 30 percent of the
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students, atotal of 39, did not return to EWU. (These results are
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summarized by number of students and class standing in Figure & L
4, 1 1
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Most of the reduction in the number of welfare students was due o L BV el |
to areduction in the number of new welfare students, particularly - oSt
transfer studentsin their third year, but some of the losswas Source: Eastern Washington University
related to areduction in the number of continuing students. An
effort was made to follow the 39 welfare students who |eft the Figure 5

university after fall 1997 without graduating. It is assumed that
these students dropped out of the university for avariety of
reasons, including the more restrictive guidelines and rules
governing welfare eigibility.

Wage Distribution of Dropout and
Graduate Welfare Students
&0
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With the help of the Employment Securities Department of
Washington State, it was possible to track the wages of 70 percent
of these departing students. The median hourly wage of the
dropouts five quarters after leaving school was $9.06, compared
with $11.00 four quarters after graduation for those who
completed schoal.

. Dropouts
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It was a so possible to compare the wage distributions of these

two groups. Figure 5 shows that the wage distribution of dropouts 0
is skewed to the low end of the scale, and the distribution for 750 513

graduates is more spread out, especialy at the higher wage levels, >0Urce: Eastern Washington University;
Only 3.8 percent of the dropouts earned hourly wagesin excess ~ Washington State Employment Security
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of $14.00, compared with 32.0 percent of the graduates. The Department.
economic condition of welfare recipients who Ieft the university .
was clearly inferior to that of those who graduated. Figure 6

Median Wage of Dropout and Graduate
Figure 6 shows that the number of college years completed is Welfare Students
related to economic performance. Students who dropped out 12
during their first year averaged only $6.40 per hour, compared
with $9.84 for those who dropped out during their fourth year. As
expected, the median wage of second- and third-year dropouts fell
between these two levels, and the median of all categories of
dropouts fell below the median of graduates ($11.00 per hour).
This pattern suggests that real economic benefits are associated
with each year of college education, even when a degreeis not
obtained.
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A final component of this research tracked the welfare status of
dropouts. Even though the median wage was considerably 2
different for dropouts and graduates, the percentage continuing on
welfarefell dramatically for both groups. Approximately ayear

and ahalf after entering the labor market, 90 percent of the Oropowts  Dmgouts  Dropowts  Dropouts
dropouts were no longer receiving welfare; after acomparable Source: Eastern Washington University;
period of time, 94 percent of graduates were no longer receiving  washington State Employment Security
welfare (Karler 1998) Department.

FrghYiar EacondYear  Thind-Year Fourin-Yaor Gradudahes

Policy Recommendations

The introduction of welfare reform in Washington State seems to have created disincentives for attending college and to

be amajor factor in explaining the declining number of welfare students attending Eastern Washington University. Thus,
in order to retain college as afeasible means for welfare recipients to achieve economic independence, this report makes
four basic recommendations.

1
2
3

Provide child care and other appropriate services for welfare recipients while they are engaged in college activity.
Allow welfare recipients to participate in college degree programs as an approved category of work activity.
Include the hours of college education, work study, and unpaid internshipsin the work requirement. It may not be
necessary to reduce the minimum work requirement for welfare students as long as their education hours count,
perhaps in proportion to the number of credits.

M ake accommodations to extend support beyond the time limits to those welfare recipients who make normal
progress in a degree program.



All of these recommendations could be implemented through changesin federa legidation, but it isaso possible for
states to implement them within the context of current law. The Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) completed
an excdlent study (Greenberg, Strawn, and Plimpton 1999) showing how states can meet the mandates of federal
welfare law and still develop innovative programs to permit welfare recipients to pursue higher education. Although
federal law certainly makesit more difficult for states to support postsecondary education, states wishing to provide a
higher education dternative--through cash assistance, child care, transportation, other services, and even tuition and
other related education expenses--have severa options.

There are ways states can structure their program within the TANF system and till avoid federal fiscal pendties. If they
choose to operate within TANF, they must address the requirement that benefits stop after 24 months unless recipients
are"engaged in work." States should be prepared to define work, asistheir right, to include postsecondary education.
The second hurdle isto meet TANF's required participation rates. While there are limits to including college as
participation, states may not have to worry if they are already exceeding the requirement. The number of qualified adults
willing to attend college may not be enough to push a state's participation rate below the federally required level. Thisis
especidly truefor states that have experienced a sharp reduction in welfare rolls since 1995--which includes most of
them. A lower caseload not only makesit easier to meet the targets, it a so lowers the targets because participation rate
requirements are calculated as aformulathat includes casel oad reductions.

States that included higher education as part of a previous state program may have yet another option. If they were
originally granted awaiver from the federal government, they may find that their postsecondary alternative has been
grandfathered in. There are also optionsto tailor TANF funds for "nonassistance,”" which do not entail the same
regulatory burden as funds for "assistance.”

States may aso operate programs outside TANF. They can establish separate state maintenance of effort funds. The
savings many states have enjoyed from reductionsin welfare rolls are an obvious source of funding to pursue this option.
By operating outside TANF, states have far more discretion in how they structure their programs and are unhindered by
TANF regulations. A particular advantage for recipientsisthat they need not have to lose ground in the 60-month
lifetime limit on benefits.

Maine and Wyoming are two prominent examples of states that have found ways to provide for higher education while
avoiding federal penalties. In Maine, Parents as Scholars provides TANF-like support outside the TANF program.
Participation is open to needy parentsin two- and four-year college programs that meet certain requirements. Wyoming
has asimilar program and also allows a college option within TANF. Twenty-one other states allow some
postsecondary education for more than 12 months under varying conditions.

This report does not claim that collegeis a panaceathat will eliminate poverty and welfare in the United States, but
higher education is still the best strategy for achieving economic independence and getting out of poverty for some
people. Rather than placing obstacles in the way of these poor, hard-working individuals, the state and federal
governments should applaud their efforts and provide meaningful support.
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