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Chapter 1 
Confronting the Challenges
Facing the Working Poor in Kentucky

CHAPTER 1

Who are these 
Kentuckians?
They are the 
teachers...
the school bus 
drivers...they 
work on our 
farms, provide 
home health 
services for 
our aging 
parents and 
serve us in 
restaurants.

Sources:
i American Community Survey 2001, U.S. Census Bureau
ii-iv Ibid
v  Data are a three-year average, drawn from the Annual Demographic Survey of the CPS (2000-2002).
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  When the terms ñpovertyò or ñpoorò are used 
throughout this report, they reference the ofý cial 
U.S. poverty threshold. The poverty threshold is a 
dollar amount determined each year by the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census to deý ne poverty status 
speciý cally for the purposes of estimating the 
number of poor Americans. There are multiple 
poverty thresholds based on the number of people 
living in a family. In 2001, the poverty threshold for 
a family of four (two adults and two children) was 
$18,104 per year.

    The formula for determining the poverty threshold 
was created in 1963. The basis of the original 
calculation was the portion of family income spent on 
food, based on food budgets designed by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture for families experiencing 
economic distress. It was determined at that time 
that families spent approximately one-third of their 
income on food. The poverty threshold, therefore, 
was set at three times the amount of money needed 
to feed a family, calculated for a range of family 
sizes. Each year it is updated according to the 
Consumer Price Index and continues to be based 
on the assumption that food accounts for one third 
of a familyôs income.i

  Many researchers now question the relevance 
of this formula in todayôs economy, one in which 
American food costs have risen more slowly than 
other costs. Many believe that families now spend 
much less than one third of their incomes on food. If 

this were in fact the case, then the poverty threshold 
would not accurately reþ ect the income needs of 
struggling families. In addition, many criticize the 
fact that the poverty threshold is the same no matter 
where in the nation a family lives.

   It is for this reason that percentages of poverty 
are often used to reþ ect a more precise picture of 
the costs associated with raising a family. Both 
state and federal governments use percentages of 
poverty to determine eligibility for certain programs. 

 Another perspective on family income that 
has come into use in recent years is the self-
sufý ciency standard. The self-sufý ciency standard 
is a measure of the actual costs of basic needs 
for a working family not receiving public or private 
assistance, calculated for a range of family sizes 
and geographic locations.ii  

  The standard varies based on family circum-
stances, including county of residence, the number 
and age of children (because costs, particularly of 
child care, vary by age) and the number of adults. 
This means that the standard includes the actual 
costs, by county or city, of housing, child care, food, 
transportation and health care, as well as the effect 
of taxes and tax credits. It does not, however, include 
long-term costs such as retirement, college tuition, 
the purchase of an automobile or savings; nor does 
it include costs associated with emergencies that all 
families face at some point.

Sources:
i U.S. Bureau of the Census, ñPoverty: How the Census Bureau Measures Poverty (Ofý cial Measure)ò
www.census.gov/hhs/poverty/povdef.htmlwww.census.gov/hhs/poverty/povdef.html

ii  The self-sufý ciency standard was developed by a national organization called Wider Opportunities for Women (WOW).  With 
ý nancial assistance from the Ford Foundation, WOW has worked with organizations at the state level to produce a county-by-county 
estimate of the basic costs of living for seventy family types.  Kentucky Youth Advocates worked with WOW in 2001 to produce 
The Self-Sufý ciency Standard for Kentucky:  Real Budgets, Real Families.  All information provided here about the self-sufý ciency .  All information provided here about the self-sufý ciency 
standard is based on this report.

For example, in Louisville and other high-cost areas of Jefferson County in 2001, a family of four 
(two adults, an infant and a preschooler) must have earned a total of $46,823 per year, or $11.09 
per hour per adult working full time, to be fully self-sufý cient. In Breathitt County, this same 
family would need to earn a total of $36,795 per year or $8.71 per hour per working adult.

These examples clearly illustrate the gap between the federal poverty level and actual costs of 
living in the state of Kentucky.

How Do We Deý ne Poverty?

CHAPTER 1
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Source:  Kentucky State Data Center
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KIPDA
(Kentuckiana)

Kentucky Area Development Districts

Purchase
Pennyrile

Green River
Lincoln Trail

Barren River Lake Cumberland

Northern Kentucky

Bluegrass Buffalo Trace

Gateway

FIVCO

Big Sandy

Cumberland Valley

Kentucky River

...completing 
some college 
is not enough 
to guarantee 
economic 
self-sufý ciency.
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Sources:
i-v Health Status of Kentuckians 1999, Kentucky Department of Public Health
vi Institute for Womenôs Policy Research, The Status of Women in Kentucky 2002: Highlights
vii RTI International and Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2004
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Chapter 2 
The Importance of Education and Training
To Strengthening the Economy

Sources:
i Kentucky Adult Literacy Survey 1997
ii National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, ñMeasuring Up 2002: The State-by-State Report Card for 
Higher Education,ò 2002
iii U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Table 3:4.c, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families: Fifth Annual 
Report to Congress, February 2003. http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/annualreport5/0304c.htmhttp://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/annualreport5/0304c.htm
iv Calculated by project team from data contained in the Annual Report to the U.S. Department of Education, FY 2002Calculated by project team from data contained in the Annual Report to the U.S. Department of Education, FY 2002Calculated by project team from data contained in the Annual Report to the U.S. Department of Education, FY 2002
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Source:

ñPromise, Progress and Pride: Investing in Kentucky Education,ò Partners for Kentuckyôs Future, October 1, 2003
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Virtual education 
can provide the 
affordability and 
þ exibility that 
low-wage 
workers need 
to further their 
educational 
attainment.
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Kentucky Adult Education: Who is Eligible?
To be eligible to enroll in adult education services in Kentucky, a person must:

Å  be at least 16 years old.
Å  not be enrolled or required to be enrolled in a secondary school.
Å  lack sufý cient mastery of basic educational skills to enable him or her to
   function effectively in society.
Å  provide ofý cial documentation of withdrawal from school if he or she is 
   between 16 and 18 years old.
Å  not have a secondary school diploma or its equivalent or have achieved an 
   equivalent level of education; or be functioning below a 12th grade level in
   reading, English or math.
Å  be unable to speak, read or write the English language. 

 Source: Kentucky Adult Education

CHAPTER 2
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Source:

2000 Census, U.S. Census Bureau; 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files. www.higheredinfo.orgwww.higheredinfo.org
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...it is clear 
that salaries 
increase as 
higher levels 
of education 
are obtained.
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If the state is to 
successfully encourage 
the creation of more 
high-paying jobs, there 
must be a skilled work- 
force ready to ý ll the 
jobs when they arrive.

CHAPTER 2
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Kentucky Employability Certiý cate (KEC)

   If low-wage workers are to make successful transitions into higher-paying jobs, they must have 
opportunities for skill assessment, development and certiý cation. The Kentucky Employability 
Certiý cate provides standard documentation that allows employers to directly relate skill levels to job 
requirements. 

   The Kentucky Employability Certiý cate was created to:

   Å  Provide skill-based credentials to Kentuckians to help them secure employment. 
   Å  Provide employers with workers that have documented skills proý ciencies. 

   The KEC uses the WorkKeysÈ assessment model. WorkKeysÈ is an assessment system created 
by ACT for use in the business community. The system includes job proý ling, skills assessment and 
instructional support and compares the skills of workers with the skills required by a speciý c job.  

   The KEC is based on three WorkKeysÈ skill areas:

   Å  Reading for Information 
   Å  Applied Math 
   Å  Locating Information

Instruction and assessment toward obtaining the KEC is available at adult-education centers free of charge
to adult-education eligible learners.
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Locally based planning 
ensures that citizens 
have some say in the 
kinds of economic 
development efforts 
that take place in their 
communities
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Workforce Development through Industry Clusters:
Focus on the Health Care Industry

One program in Louisville provides a successful example of a workforce development initiative 
that focuses on an occupational cluster. This program accomplishes two major goals:
   B  Providing training and job advancement for low wage workers already working in or
      new to the health care industry; and
   B  Filling an unmet need of the community at large-a shortage of skilled healthcare workers.

The Kentuckiana Healthcare Workforce Initiative, a Louisville-based partnership, is working 
to address the health care professional shortage in the Louisville metro area.  The health care 
industry was identiý ed as a cluster industry for development in the region, and the result has 
been the coming together of major health care providers in a partnership that has beneý ted 
employers and employees alike.

In 2002 alone, four of the cityôs major hospitals anticipated more than 1,700 vacancies in the 
ý elds of nursing, diagnostic imaging, respiratory therapy and laboratory technology.

In May of 2002 Greater Louisville Inc. (GLI), the chamber of commerce and economic 
development agency for the Louisville/Southern Indiana Metropolitan area, received a $3 
million Technical Skills Training grant from the U.S. Department of Labor to recruit and 
train between 500 and 550 health care workers. Through a partnership among hospitals, 
educational institutions, agencies and organizations, that number is on the verge of being 
exceeded.  

The Kentuckiana Healthcare Workforce Initiative has focused on four target low-income 
populations: unemployed mothers with grown children, displaced or underemployed 
workers, incumbent workers in hospitals (both in health care and non-health care jobs), and 
legal immigrants and refugees enrolled in English as a second language (ESL) classes.  
Participant requirements include completion within two years and a commitment to work for 
the sponsoring hospital for an agreed upon length of time.

Vacancy rates have declined in the partner hospitals as a result of this initiative.  In addition, 
the colla-boration that has taken place among the local hospitals has resulted in new 
approaches to attracting a quality workforce.

CHAPTER 2
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Chapter 3 
Kentuckyôs Employment Opportunities for
Entry Level and Low Wage Workers

CHAPTER 3

Source:
i  Basic Monthly Survey of the CPS, 2002
ii  Created using data from the Bureau of Labor Statisticsô Occupational 
  Employment Statistics program (see http://www.bls.gov/oes/home.htm)
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Employment: Key Terms

Unemployed persons
The Department of Labor deý nes unemployed persons as:  Persons 16 years and over who had no 
employment during the reference week, were available for work, except for temporary illness, and had 
made speciý c efforts to ý nd employment some time during the 4-week period ending with the reference 
week. Persons who were waiting to be recalled to a job from which they had been laid off need not have 
been looking for work to be classiý ed as unemployed. 

Unemployment rate
The unemployment rate represents the number unemployed as a percent of the labor force. 

Persons not fully employed
Persons age 18 to 64 who are either (1) unemployed, (2) not in the labor force, have looked for work in 
the past 12 months, want a job, and are available for work, or (3) currently working a part-time job and 
who would prefer, but cannot ý nd, a full-time job, as a percent of all persons age 18 to 64 who are in the 
labor force or who are marginally attached to the labor market.

Labor force participation rate
Percent of persons 16 years of age and older who are not inmates of institutions (for example, penal 
and mental facilities and homes for the aged) and who are not on active duty in the Armed Forces who 
are active in the labor force.

CHAPTER 3


