Aspire Actions

Taking Action to Address Poverty and
Make Arkansas a Land of Opportunity for All

October 2013

ACTION STEPS TO
ADDRESS POVERTY

Next Steps
Poverty is complex, and there is no single step that can
eliminate poverty in Arkansas. There are, however,
numerous points of entry to attacking poverty. While
public policy plays an important role, local communities
can be a crucial player in reducing poverty and collectively
can contribute to major poverty reduction and alleviation.
Poverty has been a deﬁning characteristic of the state’s
history, but — when focused on attacking it by improving
high school graduation rates; promoting healthy, stable
families; and increasing family assets and earning capacity
— communities can make a real diﬀerence in making
Arkansas a more prosperous state for all of its people and
all of its communities.
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Improve high school
graduation rates.

Promote healthy,
stable families.

Increase family
assets and
earning capacity.
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U.S. Census Bureau Poverty Threshholds, 2011

SIZE OF FAMILY UNIT

WEIGHTED
AVERAGE
THRESHHOLDS

One person (unrelated individual)
Under 65 years
65 year and older

$ 11,484
$ 11,702
$ 10,788

Two people
Householder under 65 years
Householder 65 years and older

$ 14,657
$ 15,139
$ 13,609

Three people
Four people
Five people
Six people
Seven people
Eight people
Nine people or more

$ 17,916
$ 23,021
$ 27,251
$ 30,847
$ 35,085
$ 39,064
$ 46,572

24. 2010 data from the KIDS COUNT Data Center.
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Improve High School
Graduation Rates
The UALR study found that failure to complete
high school is a significant contributor to
poverty in Arkansas. Many negative
consequences result from dropping out of high
school. According to the most recent data from
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, while the overall
unemployment rate is 6.8 percent, the
unemployment rate for those without a high
school diploma is 12.4 percent.4 Moreover, at
present, high school dropouts make just 58
percent of the average worker’s weekly wage.5
A high school dropout will make $1 million less
over the course of his or her lifetime than a
college graduate.6 With the job market now
requiring at least a high school diploma to be
competitive, dropouts are now twice as likely
as their better educated peers to slip into
poverty from one year to the next.7
Not only do individuals suffer, but society also
pays a high price for students dropping out.
Communities lose productive workers and the
added tax revenue that comes with them. Just
as high school dropouts make significantly less
income, they contribute half as much in tax
revenue as high school graduates.8 Four out of
10 people without high school diplomas or an
equivalent receive some form of social welfare
assistance, and these people are eight times as
likely to be incarcerated over the course of their
lifetime.9 If everyone graduated from high
school, the United States could save between
$7.9 billion and $10.8 billion in expenditures for
food stamps and housing projects.10 If the male
graduation rate increased by a mere five
percent, communities would save $4.9 billion
dollars annually from decreased spending on
crime costs.
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Action Steps to Improve High School Graduation Rates
Early Childhood Opportunities: Communities

can help reduce dropouts by helping children prepare for
school and supporting efforts that will empower and
fully engage parents in the education process. Efforts
such as Arkansas’s HIPPY (Home Instruction for Parents
of Preschool Youngsters) program have been proven to
close the achievement gap for low-income children.
Through home visits and one-on-one training, children
and parents gain self-confidence. Arkansas can build on
these targeted successes to encourage broader
community-based organization to train parents in
methods of developing their children’s school readiness.

Libraries and Reading Programs: Homes need
books to keep children excited about reading. Access to
good libraries is crucial, especially for low-income
families for whom buying books is often difficult.
Unfortunately, compared to libraries elsewhere in the
United States, Arkansas’s library system is decidedly
challenged. In 1999, the state carried out a comprehensive study of Arkansas’s public libraries.11 The consultants who carried out the study concluded that
Arkansas’s libraries were dramatically underfunded as
compared to other states, including others in the region.
Specifically, the total support for Arkansas’s public
libraries was approximately one-half of the national
average (52.6 percent).12 More recent data indicates
things have only gotten worse for Arkansas’s libraries.
Like libraries, programs that move reading materials into
homes can make a big difference as well. Reach Out and
Read Arkansas, which is a nonprofit organization based
in Little Rock, serves children throughout Arkansas by
channeling children‘s books to pediatricians’ offices. A
child walks into the doctor‘s office for a regular appointment but walks out carrying an age-appropriate book of
his or her own.

High-Quality Out-of-School Experiences: For
low-achieving students, out-of-school learning programs
provide the opportunity to catch up to peers and allow
students to see the relevance of education for life after
school. Eighty-one percent of dropouts reported that
having real-world learning would have made them more
likely to stay in school.13 These programs can occur after
school and during the summer. High-quality, sustainable

programs often involve active community partners.
Internship programs, for example, can financially benefit
students and businesses, and they can incorporate
ongoing mentoring and counseling for young people by
caring adults in the community. Effective programs
can be relatively inexpensive, costing as little as $500
per student.14

Supplemental Academic Services: Supplemental

academic services that focus on remedial education,
tutoring and homework assistance can help improve
students’ success in the classroom.15 Data demonstrate
the effectiveness of these programs — the dropout rate
for students exposed to supplemental academic services
is only half of the rate for students not exposed to such
programs.16

Supplemental academic service programs already exist
in some communities in Arkansas. In both Little Rock
and Pine Bluff, for example, Volunteers in Public Schools
(VIPS) match volunteer adult tutors with students who
need extra help in school. Longtime Little Rock VIPS
volunteer Philip Burch observed how well the program
lets students know “how important it is to stay in school
[and] how important it is to do their best.”17 Burch
concluded, “We need to keep doing it.”18

Mentoring and Counseling Programs: Programs
that pair high school students with adult mentors make a
big difference in the lives of young people. The chance
that a high school student who is mentored by an adult
will drop out of high school is less than half the rate of
students generally.19
Across Arkansas, Big Brothers Big Sisters programs offer
young people the opportunity to connect with adult role
models. Mark Norfleet remembered the positive
influence his Big Brother, John Breen, provided in
Mark’s teenage years.20 “John allowed me to do things I
wouldn’t have had a chance to do with my mom and
sisters,” Norfleet said. “It can be the little things that can
take you down the wrong path, but John was really a
positive influence for me to make the right choices.”21
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Promote Healthy, Stable Families
A household may be led by a single parent for one of several reasons — death of a spouse, divorce, incarceration or childbirth outside of marriage. Most single-parent homes, but certainly not all, are headed by single
women. No matter the reason, single-parent families in Arkansas are, as a group, distinctly fragile economically.
Arkansas ranks above the national average with 19.8 percent of its families being single female-headed,
according to the most recent Census data; 7.0 percent are single male-headed (below the national
average).22According to Census data, Arkansas has the highest divorce rate in the United States for men (13.5
divorces per 1,000 Arkansas men) and fifth highest divorce rate in the nation for women (12.8 divorces per
1,000 women).23 Another reason for the relatively large percentage of female-headed households is the fact
that Arkansas is tied for seventh among the 50 states in the percentage of births to unmarried women.24 A
significant number of these births are to women still in their teens; Arkansas ranked 3rd in 2010 in the
percentage of births to teenage mothers in the nation with over 5,000 women under the age of 20 giving birth
that year in the state.25 While the teenage pregnancy rate dropped 29 percent in Arkansas between 1988 and
2008, that reduction is significantly less than the national reduction of 39 percent in that same period.26
Setting the stage for a life in poverty, only four in 10 teen mothers go on to complete high school.27 Even more
striking, only one in 50 finishes college by the age 30.28
No matter their age, and even if they are able to advance in their educations, single mothers are disadvantaged as they attempt to enter the workforce. Employers may worry that single mothers will have difficulty
balancing childcare responsibilities with their jobs. The availability and cost of quality childcare further limits
a mother’s options. While vouchers in Arkansas help some low-income families cover the cost of childcare,
unmet needs remain, particularly in some of the most economically challenged areas of the state.

Action Steps to Promote Healthy, Stable Families
Addressing Unintended and Early Pregnancies:

less than ideal for both children and grandparents.
Therefore, providing the unique support needed for this
group of guardians is crucial. Arkansas Voices for the
Children Left Behind is one organization that offers direct
services and training to family members—including
grandparents—who are raising children as a result of
incarceration or other situations that separate parents from
their children.

In Arkansas, nonprofit organizations and school-based
programs succeed in educating and counseling young
women and men about unintended and early pregnancies.
In Lee County, for example, an ongoing partnership
between the Arkansas Department of Health and the
faith-based community has impacted the lives of young
people.29 That partnership’s success is apparent — in 2011,
Lee County’s occurrence of births to teens was nearly half
of the rate of surrounding counties.30 The 2011 number is
only the latest chapter in historical data that shows
counseling and intervention efforts have paid dividends in
Lee County.31

Educational Opportunities for Single Parents:

Unintended and early pregnancies imperil the health,
education and economic well-being of the mother and the
child. Providing young women a vision of a successful
future, culturally sensitive education about reproductive
health and access to reproductive health services are pieces
of a comprehensive approach to limiting unintended
pregnancies in our local communities.

Young women who become pregnant must be offered
every chance to continue their educational progress. Each
year hundreds of Arkansas young women drop out of
school because of their pregnancies. Likewise, women who
already are single parents often have their college educations disrupted. The state Single Parent Scholarship
Program, with local affiliates in most Arkansas counties,
can be a crucial resource for these women in providing
financial assistance as well as mentoring programs.

A summary of effective teen pregnancy prevention efforts,
published in the Journal of Extension, suggests multiple
effective methods of reaching young people — both young
women and young men — about pregnancy. These
strategies include 1) efforts to boost teens’ self confidence
and preparation for the future through youth development
programs and opportunities for employment and meaningful community service, 2) community-wide campaigns
and efforts to involve parents and other caring adults in
helping teens make good decisions, 3) sexuality and AIDS
education targeted to young women and young men and
4) access to reproductive health services for teens who are
sexually active to provide support in using contraception
effectively and consistently.32

High Quality Early Childhood and Out-ofSchool Programs: While such programs are crucial to

keeping students on the path to graduation, they also
provide crucial assistance to working parents who worry
about the safety of their children in the after-school and
summer hours. Moreover, evidence is clear that they can
be important tools in keeping young people from making
unwise decisions, both by enhancing their self-confidence
and providing structure during periods when risky sexual
activity is common among unsupervised teens.

Grandparent Support Programs: Grandparents in
Arkansas often raise their grandchildren for significant
periods of time. Because of their ages and fixed incomes,
they often are challenged in their ability to provide appropriate homes for these children. This arrangement can be
4
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theirtax
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preparation,such
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asthe
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VolunteerIncome
IncomeTax
TaxAssistance
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(VITA),can
canhave
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animmediate
immediateimpact
impactthrough
throughincreasing
increasingthe
therate
rateof
of
Earned
EarnedIncome
IncomeTax
TaxCredit
Creditclaims
claimsby
byeligible
eligiblefamilies.
families.

Workers
Workersalso
alsovary
varyin
intheir
theirability
abilityto
tomanage
managetheir
theirfinancial
financialresources.
resources.Financial
Financialilliteracy,
illiteracy,meaning
meaningthe
thelack
lackof
ofan
an
understanding
understandingof
ofthe
thefundamental
fundamentalconcepts
conceptsof
ofeconomics
economicsand
andfinance
financethat
thatare
arepart
partof
ofeveryday
everydaylife,
life,isiswidespread
widespreadin
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the
United
UnitedStates.
States.Research
Researchhas
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varietyof
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inwhich
whichsuch
suchilliteracy
illiteracyhas
hassevere
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ramificationsfor
forthe
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of
Financiallyilliterate
illiterateindividuals
individualsare
aremore
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likelyto
totake
takeout
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highinterest
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rates,be
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households
householdsfinancially.
financially.3535Financially
delinquent
delinquenton
ondebt
debtand
andhave
havedamagingly
damaginglyhigh
highdebt
debtlevels.
levels.
For
ForArkansas,
Arkansas,the
therate
rateof
offinancial
financialilliteracy
illiteracyisishigh.
high.AA2011
2011analysis
analysisof
ofstate
statevariation
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infinancial
financialliteracy
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Social
SocialSecurity
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rankedfourth
fourthin
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thefinancial
financialilliteracy
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levelsof
ofits
itspopulation.
population.3636
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ACTION STEPS TO
ADDRESS POVERTY

Next Steps
Poverty is complex, and there is no single step that can
eliminate poverty in Arkansas. There are, however,
numerous points of entry to attacking poverty. While
public policy plays an important role, local communities
can be a crucial player in reducing poverty and collectively
can contribute to major poverty reduction and alleviation.
Poverty has been a deﬁning characteristic of the state’s
history, but — when focused on attacking it by improving
high school graduation rates; promoting healthy, stable
families; and increasing family assets and earning capacity
— communities can make a real diﬀerence in making
Arkansas a more prosperous state for all of its people and
all of its communities.

1
2
3

Improve high school
graduation rates.

Promote healthy,
stable families.

Increase family
assets and
earning capacity.
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U.S. Census Bureau Poverty Threshholds, 2011

SIZE OF FAMILY UNIT

WEIGHTED
AVERAGE
THRESHHOLDS

One person (unrelated individual)
Under 65 years
65 year and older

$ 11,484
$ 11,702
$ 10,788

Two people
Householder under 65 years
Householder 65 years and older

$ 14,657
$ 15,139
$ 13,609

Three people
Four people
Five people
Six people
Seven people
Eight people
Nine people or more

$ 17,916
$ 23,021
$ 27,251
$ 30,847
$ 35,085
$ 39,064
$ 46,572

24. 2010 data from the KIDS COUNT Data Center.
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates
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