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Common Sense

*Job-readiness, as it is used throughout this paper, is defined as the skills, knowledge
and work ethic necessary for successful long-term employment, including developing
time management skills, learning to take direction and responding to supervision.

Table 1: 
Homeless Mothers and Working Women:

AComparison

Characteristic Homeless Working
Mothers           Women

Married 9% 55%

Under age 25 69% 17%

Completed High School   36% 89%

Have children under age 6     80% 17%

Source:  Inst. for Children and Poverty; U.S. Bureau of the Census
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Table 2: Why Job Training Rarely Works

The typical job training pro-
gram requires that participants:

•  be job-ready

•  have a high school diploma

•  read at the 8th grade level or better

•  possess basic skills, such as typing

•  provide their own daycare

•  have no substance abuse history

•  provide their own transportation

•  have a permanent address

The typical homeless head-of-
h o u s e h o l d :

•  has no work experience

•  has a 10th grade education

•  reads at the 6th grade level

•  has few employable job skills

•  has limited access to daycare

•  has a substance abuse history 

•  can not afford transportation 

•  has no permanent address

Source:  Inst. for Children and Poverty; National Governor’s Association

For the most part, a mother’s options result in the same
outcome—an income that keeps her and her children far
below the poverty line.

Source:  Inst. for Women’s Policy Research; Inst. for Children and Poverty

Figure 1:  Comparison of Hourly
AFDC, Minimum, and Poverty Level Wages
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The Route to Independence:  
From Public Assistance to Job-Readiness,

Further Education and a Future  

Breaking the multi-generational cycle of poverty, life-

time dependence and homelessness demands a policy

response that is radical in design, yet steeped in common

sense and historical knowledge.  An aggressive dual

strategy premised on both job-readiness and education is

the key to freeing today’s recipients—and tomorro w ’s —

from continued dependence.

Traditional employment training must be revamped to

move beyond skill-building and into job-readiness.  Job-

readiness programs ensure that participants graduate not

only with an understanding of the basic skills needed for

work, but with an ability to integrate work into their

lives.  Following literacy training, adult basic education,

General Equivalency Diploma preparation and employ-

ment workshops, on-the-job internships immerse partici-

pants in a simulated work environment and orient fami-

lies toward the goal of independent, self-sustaining lives.

Essential job search assistance, placement and post-

placement follow-up then enable welfare recipients to

make the transition to work.  Mentoring, support ser-

vices, child care and transportation also must be integrat-

ed into this continuum of programming to ensure unin-

terrupted participation.  Only through such a comprehen-

sive design will long-term dependents reach the point

where they are job-ready—armed with the confidence

and the will to lead their children to a better life.  In

short, ready to be permanently employed.  

While promising indicators suggest that existing job-

readiness programs already have the capability to place

participants in secure employment, the benefits of job-

readiness are multiplied when it is linked to continuing

e d u c a t i o n .10  Although job-readiness instills essential

work-place skills, the academic training provided by

vocational school,  community college or other instutions

of higher education teaches recipients how to think criti-

cally and problem solve.  This preparation is essential in

t o d a y ’s competitive work world, and is in reality the only

answer to the declining opportunities open to the unedu-

cated.  While women with no high school degree have

seen their salaries stagnate and actually have suffered a

decrease in earning power over the last twenty years,

women with a high school degree or better have

increased their average earnings by between 10 and 25

percent (See Figure 3).1 1

Source:  U.S. Bureau of the Census
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Increase in Number
of Homeless Families

New York City, 1980 - 1995

Figure 2: Changing Times and Trends 9

Over the last  f i f teen years,
the number of avai lable
entry- level  posi t ions has
shrunk,  the real value of
AFDC benefits has dropped
and the number of homeless
families has skyrocketed.

*Specifically, jobs that AFDC recipients are most likely to obtain, as noted by the Inst. for Women’s Policy Research.
** In 1995 dollars.

F i g u re 3:  The Education Factor — 
A Growing Gap, 1975 - 1994
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A Common Sense Solution

To move off of public assistance, homeless welfare recip-

ients must use job-readiness as a springboard to more

education.  By emphasizing personal responsibility and

the benefits of self-determination, job-readiness prepares

individuals for the rigors of continuing education—a

preparation they clearly cannot afford to do without. 

Job-readiness and education programs already have been

piloted successfully at homeless shelters and multi-ser-

vice centers around the country and are now poised for

replication and expansion.  Once similar programs are

fully embraced, infinite possibilities emerge for success-

ful state-level welfare reform:  time limits can be imposed

that require recipients to earn their associate’s degree or

its equivalent within 24 to 36 months; participation in

work-study can be mandated  to further prepare them for

employment and to satiate the public’s demand that recip-

ients work for their check; and rather than a punitive fam-

ily cap denying additional benefits to welfare mothers

who have more children, job-readiness and schooling can

encourage mothers to establish goals and direction—a

natural incentive for family planning and the postpone-

ment of further childbearing (See Table 3). 

Just as most welfare recipients must cross a threshold to

overcome their lack of skills and their inability to enter

the job market, public policy that aims to end welfare

dependence also must cross a threshold to bold, creative

and workable strategies.  Through an understanding of the

needs, limitations and barriers confronting the most dis-

advantaged welfare recipients—homeless mothers—

every one of the fifty states can create policy to redirect

the path of all those dependent on public assistance.  

Over 200 years ago in Common Sense, Thomas Paine

wrote, “We have it in our power to start the world over. ”

With federal welfare reform in place, the time to restart is

n o w.  By focusing on a common sense policy of job-readi-

ness and education, states can break the chains of poverty

and dependence and forge a new social contract ensuring

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y, employability, opportunity and indepen-

dence for all.  We can end welfare as we know it.  
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Homes for the Homeless (HFH) is the largest operator of A m e r i c a n
Family Inns—residential educational/employment training centers—for
homeless families in New York City.  The Institute for Children and
P o v e r t y is HFH’s research and training division.  Homes for the
Homeless’ facilities include: 

Clinton Family Inn (New York, NY) Prospect Family Inn (Bronx, NY)
Island Family Inn (Staten Island, NY)    Saratoga Family Inn (Queens, NY)

Clinton Family Crisis Nursery (New York, NY) 
Prospect Family Crisis Nursery (Bronx, NY) 

Camps Kiwago & Lanowa  (Harriman State Park, NY)

HOMES FOR THE HOMELESS

36 Cooper Square, 6th Floor  •  New York, NY  10003
phone (212) 529-5252  •  fax (212) 529-7698

hn4061@handsnet.org  •  http://www.opendoor.com/hfh/

Ralph Nunez, President/CEO Leonard N. Stern, Founder

Option 1:  Family cap; mandated workfare; and 24- to 36-month
time limit imposed on families on welfare.

O u t c o m e : No skills; no job with sustainable income; no
money to support children and no hope for change.

Option 2: Families on welfare are placed on a mandated job-
readiness/education track with a 24-month time limit for  
receiving benefits.

Outcome: Skills; preparation for higher education;  job with
livable wages; support and positive role modeling for
children.

Table 3:  APrescription for Timely Action
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