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W H Y  T H E  E N G AG E  R E A D E R ?

The Engage Reader was created to serve as a new and trustworthy 
voice to inform and stabilize conversations about policy and 
politics in these hyper-partisan times. Inspired by discussions 
with frustrated women around the country, founder Rachel 
Pearson saw a need to fill the void of voices that elevate the quiet 
work of responsible, bipartisan governing and policymaking that 
is integral to our success as a nation.  

Our hope is that each issue of The Engage Reader leaves you better 
informed to engage with and reward our elected leaders, rather 
than let politics divide us. 

(Excerpt from the founder’s note in the Summer 2023 inaugural issue  
of The Engage Reader).
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EngageWomen.org   
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“...most Americans are centrists whose main 
political goals are to live happy, productive 
lives with their families and neighbors, 
and who get greater satisfaction from 
cooperation than from conflict. More 
of them dislike than admire the political 
parties. Working with the majority of people 
is rewarding and constructive, bringing 
successes that can build into a virtuous 
cycle: as people see what we can accomplish 
through compromise, we gratefully move 
more allies away from the extremes and 
back to the center.” 

S E N A T O R  L I S A  M U R K O W S K I  in Far From Home: An Alaskan Senator Faces the Extreme 
Climate in Washington, D.C.
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The Future Depends 
on Bipartisanship
by  R A C H E L  P E A R S O N ,  E N G A G E  F O U N D E R  &  C E O

F O U N D E R ’ S  N O T E

Engage recently commissioned a 
poll on child care legislation and we 

included the following two questions: 
Question 1: How important is it to you 

for Republicans and Democrats in Congress 
to work together and compromise on hard 
problems? 84% said “very important” and 9% 
said “somewhat important.” (Let’s leave the 
remaining 6% to the so-called “base” of each 
party; that seems fair.)

Question 2: Would you be more or 
less likely to vote for someone who was 
willing to work with the opposite party to 
make progress on hard problems, even if 
it means compromising on some of their 
positions? 81% in total said likely, with 51%  
“much more likely” and 30% “somewhat 
more likely.” Leaving 11% “less likely” and 
8% “unsure” or “makes no difference.” 
(Again, I will concede the 11% to the base and 
for the 8% who say they are “unsure,” “it 
depends,” or “makes no difference,” I simply 
wish them well.)

These numbers are, in fact, not 
unusual. For decades, I have seen 
numerous polls that have shown the same 

eagerness for Congress to tackle tough 
problems working across party lines.  And 
I promise you, there is so much more 
bipartisanship happening than what we 
are fed as a daily diet from social media or 
by elected officials who, “in front of the 
camera,” are fueled by their respective 
team’s talking points.

Here are some bipartisan accomplish-
ments worth knowing about. If Engage is 
committed to one thing, it’s giving you a 
glimpse of what we are lucky enough to 
witness firsthand week after week. These 
bipartisan pieces of legislation are not law 
yet — they must be passed. But dedicated 
and thoughtful bipartisan work has been 
done, the bills have been introduced, and 
each would make a difference to the health 
of American women and their families.  

The senators listed on the next page 
decided to work together on this legisla-
tion. It didn’t just fall from the sky. They 
agreed to collaborate, motivated by shared 
interest, with their staff negotiating back 
and forth and agreeing to legislative text.
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Senator Angela Alsobrooks (D-MD) and Senator Cynthia Lummis (R-WY): Uterine 
Fibroid Intervention and Gynecological Health Treatment (U-FIGHT) Act

Uterine fibroids affect 70% to 80% of women by the age of 50 but receive less than 
.03% of research dollars, forcing women to choose between invasive surgery and 
living with pain. Black women experience higher rates and more severe symptoms. 
Congress moves to expand screening, boost funding, and promote less invasive 
treatments. (This legislation is not new money or a new program.)

Senator Chuck Grassley (R-IA) and Senator Maggie Hassan (D-NH): Healthy 
Moms and Babies Act, addressing the U.S. high mortality birth rates from 
preventable causes

Delivery units are closing at a dramatic and dangerous rate across the country. This 
legislation would create coordinated maternity care through Medicaid, expand 
telehealth access, fund workforce training, and study coverage for doula services to 
improve labor outcomes. 

Senator Chris Coons (D-DE) and Senator David McCormick (R-PA): Addressing 
Boarding and Crowding in Emergency Departments (ABC-ED) Act

According to the American College of Emergency Physicians (ACEP), emergency 
room wait times have reached dangerous levels, with 97% of emergency doctors 
reporting patients boarding in hallways for over 24 hours. This act would create 
real-time hospital bed tracking systems, public wait-time dashboards, and special-
ized care models for seniors and psychiatric patients who face the longest delays.  

Senator Deb Fischer (R-NE) and Senator Tammy Duckworth (D-IL): She 
Develops Regulations in Vehicle Equality and Safety (DRIVES) Act 

Women are 73% more likely to be injured and 17% more likely to die in car crashes 
because safety standards only use male crash test dummies. After 50 years of this 
practice, Congress requires testing with both male and female dummies to address 
the less effective safety features for women. 

T H E  E N G A G E  R E A D E R  —  E D I T I O N  N O .  V I
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F O U N D E R ’ S  N O T E

If you follow public discourse in the 
news and love America, this current 
moment is exceedingly difficult and heart-
breaking.  There are only so many panda 
and cute baby videos you can watch before 
the fragility and ugliness of everything 
careens back. Human nature is running 
untempered on social media and is echoed 
through the coarseness of public speech. 
The sickness of our individual hearts and 
the collective nation is on very loud display.

 And still “behind the camera” many 
Republican and Democratic members 
of Congress are working together. Like 
us, they are struggling in this moment 
and know in their gut the truth of the 
polling results above - that the majority of 
Americans understand - bipartisanship is 
the only path forward. It always has been 
and ever will be.

 Bipartisanship makes America more 
economically prosperous and secure and 
offers the rules of engagement we need 
to wrestle with the daunting challenges 
our nation faces. Our future depends on 
bipartisanship.  

 Polls show that Americans intuit 
this and yet all of this compromising 
and working together is still behind the 
cameras, unreported, and unchampioned.  
This paradox has no simple fix, but 
Engage believes more talk of bipartisan-
ship and less about blame is a step toward 
settling down the nation. Our Founders 
knew the future would be messy and 
that negotiated compromise within the 
bounds of the Constitution was funda-
mental to our survival.  

 Imagine for a moment if every conver-
sation with an elected official began with 

the following question, “What is your 
favorite piece of bipartisan legislation and 
how does it help the country?” If may not 
seem like it from the outside but the ones 
worth your vote will have a ready answer 
and will be eager to discuss to with you.

I hope you will continue to join 
Engage for some unreported hopeful 
news and to work with us in getting these 
four pieces of legislation and others like 
it passed into law. 

On October 28, Engage will hand out 
its annual bipartisanship awards at the 
National Museum of Women in the Arts 
in Washington, D.C. We will keep the 2025 
winners secret for a bit longer, but let’s 
again celebrate the work of last year’s 
winners: The Honorable Cathy McMorris 
Rodgers (R-WA), Senator Maggie Hassan 
(D-NH), and Katie Rudis Hadji (General 
Counsel and Legislative Director to 
Senator Bill Cassidy). We would love to 
have you join us for this special evening 
celebrating collaboration across the aisle. 

From left to right: Sen. Bill Cassidy (R-LA), Sen. 
Maggie Hassan (D-NH), Katie Hadji, Legislative 
Director and General Counsel for Sen. Cassidy, 
former Rep. Cathy McMorris Rodgers (R-WA), and 
former Sen. Bob Casey (D-PA).
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E M P L O Y E D  A N D  H O M E L E S S  I N  A M E R I C A

Employed and Homeless 
in America
How bipartisan lawmakers are addressing 
the affordable housing crisis
by  O L I V I A  R O C K E M A N

To afford a modest one-bedroom rental home in the 
United States today, the average minimum wage 

employee must work 97 hours per week, the equivalent of 
two and a half full-time jobs. It’s no wonder, then, that a 
growing number of working Americans are cost-burdened, 
housing insecure, or homeless. 

Employment no longer guarantees stable shelter, 
especially given the limited supply of affordable housing 
across the country. Between 40% and 60% of people 
experiencing homelessness nationwide have jobs, 
according to The United States Interagency Council on 
Homelessness, an independent federal agency that was 
shut down earlier this year. 

Other working people are housing insecure, a 
complex experience that includes being forced to move, 
consistently being unable to afford housing, or living in 
poor-quality housing conditions, according to the Urban 
Institute, a nonprofit economic research organization. 
That’s in part because wage growth isn’t keeping up with 
the cost of living. In 2022, median rents were 21% higher 
than they were in 2001, while renters’ incomes rose just 
2% over the same period, according to a study from the 
Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard University. 
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Affordability challenges are particularly acute for 
women, who hold a larger share of minimum wage jobs 
and are more likely to care for children or aging family 
members. Sixty-seven percent of American workers who 
earn minimum wage or less are women, many of whom are 
employed in home care and child care roles, according to 
a study by researchers at Drexel University. Women also 
make up a large majority of front-line workers in fast food, 
hotel accommodations, and retail. As a result, women are 
more likely than men to be severely cost-burdened when it 
comes to housing. 

But the current affordable housing crisis isn’t the 
result of stagnant wages alone. A dearth of homebuilding 
following the 2008 financial crisis, combined with slow-
moving residential construction have made housing more 
costly and harder to find. In 2022, just 7.2 million housing 
units in the U.S. had rents under $600, a loss of 2.1 million 
units since 2012, the Harvard researchers found.  

State and federal lawmakers on both sides of the aisle 
are now taking action to increase the supply of residential 
real estate to make affordable housing more accessible for 
low- and middle-income Americans. Democrats generally 
advocate for increased federal funding and stronger 
protections for low-income renters, and Republicans 

Definitions
•	 Homeownership: A situation where an individual or family owns the 

property they live in.
•	 Homeless: A person who lacks a fixed and adequate nighttime  

residence.
•	 Unhoused: An alternative term to homeless meant to acknowledge 

that the problem is a structural one linked to a lack of affordable or 
accessible housing.

•	 Housing Insecure: A broad term that includes being forced to move, 
consistently being unable to afford housing, or living in poor-quality 
housing conditions.

T H E  E N G A G E  R E A D E R  —  E D I T I O N  N O .  V I
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E M P L O Y E D  A N D  H O M E L E S S  I N  A M E R I C A

tend to emphasize market-driven solutions and reducing 
regulatory hurdles to spur housing development. Despite 
these differences, there is growing recognition on both 
sides that a combined approach is necessary.

Americans agree that the housing supply shortage 
deserves a federal response in the near term. Three-
quarters of adults surveyed by the Bipartisan Policy Center 
said passing legislation to increase the supply of affordable 
homes to help address high housing costs should be a 
priority for Congress. 

Two bipartisan bills introduced in the last year target 
environmental and zoning regulations that have severely 
limited new housing construction, which makes the 
existing supply of apartment units more expensive.

At the end of July, the Senate Banking Committee 
unanimously voted to advance the ROAD to Housing Act, 
which aims to significantly increase the supply of afford-
able housing across the country. 

The bipartisan bill, sponsored by Senators Tim Scott 
(R-SC) and Elizabeth Warren (D-MA), includes provi-
sions such as streamlined construction policies, housing 
grants, and education programs for potential homeowners. 
It is the first bipartisan markup for housing in over a decade, 
a major milestone for both parties, which have for years 
struggled to reach a consensus on federal investments, 
zoning reform, and private sector incentives.  

“I’m the son of a single mother—growing up, we lived 
with family until we were able to rent a small place of 
our own,” Scott said when the bill was introduced last 
September. “I know firsthand the importance of access to 

of people experiencing homelessness nationwide have jobs

Between 40% and 60%
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quality, affordable housing. It’s past time for Congress to 
take serious action to reverse decades of failed housing 
policies and put all Americans on the road to housing.”

Scott’s childhood experience is shared among many 
American families. Among single households, especially 
those with children, female-headed households dispro-
portionately struggle to achieve homeownership. Among 
never-married households, there’s a 6 percentage-point 
gap between female and male homeownership, according 
to the Urban Institute. And despite making up a higher 
share of college graduates, single female household heads 
still have substantially lower incomes and are more likely 
to raise children than single male household heads. 

If the ROAD to Housing Act moves forward, it has the 
potential to increase homeownership for single women, 
among others. One provision in the bill would establish 
a federal pilot program to promote economic mobility by 
enabling more families to grow their household savings. 
A separate section would require the Federal Housing 

▲
Senate Committee on Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs Chairman Senator Tim Scott (R-SC) with 
ranking member Senator Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) 

T H E  E N G A G E  R E A D E R  —  E D I T I O N  N O .  V I
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E M P L O Y E D  A N D  H O M E L E S S  I N  A M E R I C A

Administration to study multifamily loan limits and then 
adjust those limits to better match housing market costs 
and enhance affordability.

But the bill doesn’t focus just on homeownership, which 
is out of reach for about half of Americans, according to the 
National Association of Realtors, a real estate trade organi-
zation. Instead, most of the bill’s incentives are centered on 
making housing more affordable for renters. For example, 
a $1 billion Innovation Fund would reward communities 
that build more housing, support infrastructure devel-
opment, and expand programs like project‑based rental 
assistance. Another section of the bill, titled “Building More 
in America,” aims to cut red tape around environmental 
reviews, update land-use policies, and establish more 
housing near public transportation routes. 

Separately, Senators Brian Schatz (D-HI) and Todd 
Young (R-IN) introduced the Identifying Regulatory 
Barriers to Housing Supply Act in July, a bill that focuses 
specifically on removing local zoning and land use policies 
that stifle construction. Some of the policies encouraged 
by the bill include enacting high-density zoning, reducing 
minimum lot sizes, and allowing single-room occupancy 
development wherever multifamily housing is allowed. 

Importantly, Schatz and Young’s bill doesn’t encroach 
on the rights of states and localities to set their own 

Housing Insecurity by the Numbers
•	 21 million American renter households spend more than 30% of their 

income on housing costs (U.S. Census Bureau)
•	 41.7% of women are severely cost-burdened by housing, compared 

with 33.7% of men (National Women’s Law Center)
•	 Minimum wage employees must work 97 hours per week to afford a 

modest one-bedroom apartment (National Low Income  
Housing Coalition)

•	 40% to 60% of homeless Americans have jobs (U.S. Interagency 
Council on Homelessness)
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zoning policies. Instead, it ensures that state and local 
recipients of Community Development Block Grants 
— federal funding for housing and other infrastructure 
projects — keep track of land use policies that could limit 
housing construction. 

In the House, Representatives Mike Flood (R-NE) 
and Brittany Pettersen (D-CO) have proposed the 
Housing Supply Frameworks Act, which is similarly 
focused on zoning and land-use policies. The bill directs 
the Department of Housing and Urban Development to 
develop frameworks for states and localities that need 
guidance around how to reform local laws, ordinances, 
and regulations to spur more building and growth.

Additionally, Representatives Scott Peters (D-CA), 
Robert Garcia (D-CA), and Marc Molinaro (R-NY) 
created the Congressional Yes In My Back Yard (YIMBY) 
Caucus in November, which seeks to promote policies that 
encourage new housing development. For many years, 
lawmakers hesitated to embrace so-called YIMBYism 
because their constituents feared new development could 
alter the character of their neighborhoods or decrease 
property values. While the caucus hasn’t authored new 
legislation yet, its formation represents a sea change that 
puts affordability and growth first.

Such federal shifts in attitude mirror regulatory 
changes that states have made in recent years, especially 
in places like Oregon and California where homeless 

Affordability challenges are particularly 
acute for women, who hold a larger share of 
minimum wage jobs and are more likely to 
care for children or aging family members

T H E  E N G A G E  R E A D E R  —  E D I T I O N  N O .  V I
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E M P L O Y E D  A N D  H O M E L E S S  I N  A M E R I C A

populations are among the largest in the country. Recent 
changes to the California Environmental Quality Act 
aim to streamline the environmental review process for 
affordable housing projects, reducing delays and encour-
aging faster development. Meanwhile, Congresswoman 
Suzanne Bonamici wants to make an Oregon program, 
which helps turn unused buildings into affordable housing 
and emergency shelters, into federal legislation.  

Republican-led states are also increasingly pursuing 
affordable housing initiatives through deregulation and 
incentives for private development. In Florida, where 82% 
of low-income renters are severely cost-burdened, the Live 
Local Act of 2023 allocates over $700 million to affordable 
housing while overriding local zoning restrictions to allow 
for more development. Similarly, Texas has supported 
public-private partnerships and expanded its Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credit program to stimulate construction.

As is clear from the many policy solutions being 
proposed and implemented across the country, there’s no 
panacea for the current affordable housing crisis. Housing 
insecurity is no longer limited to the unemployed. It is 
increasingly the lived reality of employed Americans, 
many of whom are working women who struggle to afford 
stable housing. 

Addressing the existing housing crisis demands bipar-
tisan policy reforms, targeted investments in affordable 
homes and apartments, and a cultural shift that recognizes 
housing as a fundamental right — not a privilege tied to 
income alone.

O L I V I A  R O C K E M A N  is an Engage contributor 
and freelance writer whose work focuses on how 
people and institutions respond to changing economic, 
environmental, and cultural trends.
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Imagine being divorced, raising two kids, and feeling 
desperate to move to a larger apartment. Although 

you have paid your rent in full and on time for five steady 
years, you learn you have not built the credit needed to 
qualify on apartment rental applications. You are stuck. 

For many Americans, rent is the largest expense they 
pay. While reporting overdue rental payments is incor-
porated into credit reports, the positive reporting of rent 
payments is not. Bad or invisible credit keeps individuals 
out of the mainstream financial system, limiting their 
abilities to build credit. It is a considerable obstacle to 
those seeking housing. Even if an individual does not want 
to borrow money to purchase a home, many apartment 
buildings require a tenant’s financial screening to rent an 
apartment and may require more for a security deposit in 
cases of thin credit.

The Credit Builders Alliance (CBA) is working to correct 
this imbalance by working with the credit reporting system 
to expand positive rent reporting, the reporting of rental 
payments to one or more of the credit bureaus, as an oppor-
tunity for renters who have low incomes to establish or 
improve their credit. Engage talked with CBA’s CEO, Dara 
Duguay, to learn more about growing bipartisan support for 
positive rent reporting initiatives.

If Overdue Rent Payments 
Can Harm Your Credit 
Score, Shouldn’t On-Time 
Rent Payments Help?

T H E  E N G A G E  R E A D E R  —  E D I T I O N  N O .  V I
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R E N T  P A Y M E N T S

engage: We often hear about the barriers to homeown-
ership for working families. How does rent payment 
reporting create a practical pathway to economic 
opportunity for those who might otherwise remain 
financially excluded?

duguay: Positive rent reporting, the monthly reporting of 
on-time rent payments to the credit bureaus, gives renters who 
have no or low credit scores a proven pathway to build credit. 
Credit scores can be the primary barrier to qualifying for a 
mortgage. Giving working families a chance to have their rent 
reported offers a safe and affordable way to build credit. For 
example, after the D.C. Housing Authority piloted rent reporting 
to residents, 10 have been able to purchase homes to date. It 
allows renters to get “credit” for something they’re already doing 
— paying their rent on time — without adding any debt. 

engage: Homeowners have long built credit through 
mortgage payments, while renters haven’t received the 
same benefit. How does addressing this imbalance fit 
into a broader vision of financial fairness?

duguay: Rent reporting gives renters the same opportunity 
homeowners have by paying their largest monthly bill on time. 
Negative information concerning overdue rental payments is 
already incorporated into credit reports and scores through 
actions including accounts sent to collections and evictions, 
so positive-only rent reporting balances out the information 
available on the renter side and increases financial fairness.

engage: We’ve seen growing bipartisan interest in 
credit-building initiatives. What aspects of rent payment 
reporting tend to resonate across the political spectrum?

CBA is a D.C.-based national membership network created to serve 
as a bridge between the nonprofit sector and the credit industry to 
help millions of individuals with poor or no credit participate in the 
mainstream financial system by building credit. 

▲
Credit Builders Alliance (CBA) 
CEO Dara Duguay
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duguay: Fortunately, increasing opportunity and housing 
mobility through rent reporting is something everyone can 
support, regardless of their politics. In our advocacy on Capitol 
Hill, we have found that there has been considerable bipartisan 
interest in rent reporting, including bipartisan and bicameral 
expressions of support for HUD to increase its activity in 
stimulating rent reporting by affordable housing providers. 
It seems that, in addition to the obvious benefit of helping 
residents move to private housing, either rental or purchased, 
members of Congress appreciate greatly that credit building 
can help some Americans start their own business via a small 
business loan and purchase larger items like cars. Members and 
their staffs see the economic engine that could develop if there 
were fewer “credit invisibles.”  

Due to CBA’s pioneering and continued expertise in rent 
reporting, we get to speak to policymakers on the national, 
state, and local levels who want to know more about positive 
rent reporting. Credit impacts all parts of a person’s life, 
including housing, transportation, employment, banking, insur-
ance, and utilities. While it is not a silver bullet to solve all credit 

“Increasing opportunity and housing mobility through rent reporting 
is something everyone can support, regardless of their politics. In 
our advocacy on Capitol Hill, we have found that there has been 
considerable bipartisan interest in rent reporting”

“As many as 64 million Americans have limited or no credit history, which 
impacts their ability to purchase a first home, which apartments they can rent, 
and where they work. Multiple studies have demonstrated that rent reporting 
can lead to increases in credit scores and scorability... To the greatest extent 
possible, the Committee encourages the Department to partner with one or 
more organizations specialized in rent reporting and make educational or 
training materials publicly available on the HUD exchange website.” 2024 U.S. 
Senate Transportation, Housing and Urban Development Appropriations 
Committee Report.  

T H E  E N G A G E  R E A D E R  —  E D I T I O N  N O .  V I
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and housing issues, it does create an opportunity for those who 
are excluded because of no credit to create a pathway forward. 

In addition to improving financial opportunities, rent reporting 
can also impact housing mobility. When one family can move 
out of affordable housing into private, market-rate housing, this 
opens the door for another family who needs that affordable 
unit. This is a win-win situation when the stock of available 
affordable housing is low. 

engage: Looking ahead, how do you envision rent 
reporting and credit building evolving, particularly for 
communities that have historically been excluded from 
the financial mainstream?

duguay: In historically excluded communities, there is a lack 
of affordable, quality credit products and a higher concen-
tration of predatory financial services. Those products do 
not report on-time credit payments and lead to cycles of 
high-interest debt. Positive rent reporting is an accessible 
credit-building tool that should continue to grow in popu-
larity as an alternative to predatory options. 

With increased funding, we plan to expand our rent-reporting 
implementation support. When people find out about rent 
reporting, they want to take it to scale. We want that as well, but 
the reality is that housing providers need training and technical 
assistance to implement rent-reporting programs. Our vision is 
that a combination of government, foundation, philanthropist, 
and financial institutions’ increased support will allow CBA 
to use our 12 years of rent-reporting experience to make that 
happen. With that investment, CBA can help providers offer 
this to more renters across the country, thereby including more 
communities in the financial mainstream.

Image source: History, Art & Archives, U.S. House of Representatives. “HECKLER, Margaret M.,”   
https://history.house.gov/People/Listing/H/HECKLER,-Margaret-M--(H000440)/ (September 04, 2025)

The Equal Credit 
Opportunity Act was signed 
into law by President Gerald 
Ford in 1974. The ECOA 
prohibits creditors from 
discriminating on the basis 
of race, color, religion, 
national origin, sex, marital 
status, or age.

It was authored by 
Representative Margaret 
Heckler (R-MA), a member 
of the Banking and Currency 
Committee, to give women 
the right to seek credit in 
their own names for the first 
time in American history.

R E N T  P A Y M E N T S
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L. Howard of Wilmington, Delaware, struggled with 
bad credit and the doors it closed for her and her son. Years 
of people putting things in her name and consequential 
personal financial decisions, like routine overdrafts, led her 
to “hit rock bottom” until she took advantage of a rent-to-
credit program that gave her back control in her life.

Ms. Howard shared with Engage how hard it is to move 
forward financially and mentally when you are hindered by 
bad credit. She describes the financial decisions she made 
in her past as a form of “self-sabotage.”

When a trusted friend and advisor at Friendship 
House, which supports people experiencing homelessness, 
told Howard about the idea of using rent payments to 

A 2019 study by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
found that:

Rent to Credit 
in Practice

POOR GOOD

•	 The rate of residents with no credit score fell 
from 49% to 7% using one score model and 
from 11% to 0% using another score mod-
el, nearly eliminating unscorability with the 
addition of the rental tradeline.

•	 The share of renters with a score above 620 
increased by 65% after adding the rental 
tradeline. (A score of 620 or more will gen-
erally qualify consumers for most financial 
products including conventional mortgages.)

T H E  E N G A G E  R E A D E R  —  E D I T I O N  N O .  V I
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R E N T  T O  C R E D I T  I N  P R A C T I C E

improve her credit score, she admits she was skeptical at 
first, but the decision has dramatically changed circum-
stances for Howard and her 14-year-old son. 

Over the course of just a few months, she saw her score 
start to improve significantly. This better state of financial 
health not only positioned her to begin to apply for loans 
with confidence, but it also gave her the motivation she 
needed to pay off debts and get other rooms of her finan-
cial house in order. “Seeing the numbers going up gave me 
motivation,” Howard said. “It just felt good to be eligible 
for a credit card, even if I didn’t want it.”

With her stronger credit rating, Howard finally 
succeeded in securing a loan for a car. Having her own 
car not only makes it easier to get to and from work, but 
it is also helping her save money. She couldn’t always rely 
on public transportation — especially when she needed 
to get her son after work — and was spending half of her 
paycheck on rideshares. Now, even with car payments and 
occasional repairs, Howard is still putting more money 
away than before. 

Ms. Howard has also now moved into a nicer apart-
ment building in a community where her son has access 
to teen centers that offer financial and business classes. 
Given her own experience, she recognizes how important 
these types of skills are and wishes she had been taught 
about the day-to-day management of money and how to 
budget and save. 

Over the course of just a few months, she saw her 
score start to improve significantly. This better state 
of financial health not only positioned her to begin to 
apply for loans with confidence, but it also gave her 
the motivation she needed to pay off debts and get 
other rooms of her financial house in order.
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by  I VA N A  G R E C O 

What Good Is 
DEI if It Doesn’t 
Protect Low-
Income Moms?  
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Diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) efforts in private 
business, while not a monolith, generally aim at 

reducing bias and providing a level playing field for minority 
groups (including women, racial minorities, and others). 
Such programs saw explosive growth in recent years, with 
almost every major corporation in the United States during 
2020-2021 adopting some sort of DEI programming in order 
to make the workplace more inclusive. 

Despite these valuable goals, DEI programs are 
now — indeed, they long have been — under fire. Such 
programs were criticized for many years on the grounds 
that they are often ineffective. (Those interested in this 
topic might consider reading the book Getting to Diversity: 
What Works and What Doesn’t for a data-driven explora-
tion of the question). 

More recently, the opposition has amped up, as culture 
warriors targeted in their crosshairs both the goals of 
DEI programs and, particularly, the methods used to 
achieve them. Shortly after his inauguration, President 
Trump issued an executive order aimed at ending private 
sector use of “dangerous, demeaning, and immoral race- 
and sex-based preferences under the guise of so-called 
‘diversity, equity, and inclusion.’” In the wake of this new 
cultural and regulatory environment, many companies are 
either rolling back or reformatting their DEI programs.

Doubtless, we will continue to see significant debate 
over DEI programs. As policymakers and business leaders 
consider what to keep and what to cut, one pressing issue 
should receive significant consideration: Most DEI programs 

D E I  &  L O W  I N C O M E  M O M S
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do not do nearly enough for low-income moms. These moms 
are more likely to be women of color, and they are more 
likely to need assistance from their employers in order 
to effectively carry out both their valuable work of caring 
for their children and fulfilling their work obligations. 
Unfortunately, they are almost always left out of DEI 
discussions in the C-suite. That should change.

Although there are DEI programs targeted at mothers, 
the most prominent are aimed at highly educated women 
with young children. Many elite companies offer flexible 
work arrangements and generous maternity leave policies 
in order to retain female talent. Others actively seek out 
highly educated mothers who have left the workforce. The 
model for these “returnship” programs was introduced by 
Goldman Sachs almost twenty years ago, in order (at least 
in part) to recruit back talented women who had left the 
world of finance to raise children. According to Forbes, 
these programs are “strategic investments in experienced 
talent”; part of “a DEI initiative and talent pipeline driver.” 

Such programs are — of course — worthy endeavors, 
but they leave out moms without higher education 
degrees, who are often struggling desperately to achieve 
“work-life balance.”

For the average low-wage mom, the workplace envi-
ronment is indeed hostile. Many are struggling to combine 
caring for little kids with shift work jobs that are inflexible 
around their child care needs. According to a 2022 paper, 
Parenting without Predictability, many of these moms deal 
with “just in time” scheduling practices in which they 
“often have shifts canceled, added, or changed at the last 
minute.” Researchers found that moms with unpredict-
able schedules suffer “increased work-family conflict, 
difficulty arranging child care, and missed work.” 

Moms who work unusual hours often have to use 
24-hour day cares, where the children sleep overnight 
away from home. As the moving documentary, Through the 
Night, which depicts the lives of overnight care providers, 
notes: “[Parents] don’t want to do this, but they need to 
work and take care of their families … this is the way the 
world is set up at this point.” 

of women with post-
bachelor education 
versus 29% with high 
school or less received 
paid maternity leave.

60%
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Little kids in these programs sleep on cots and in 
sleeping bags at others’ houses so their parents can work 
the night shift, sometimes calling mom right before bed 
so she can say goodnight. And these are the lucky ones: 
those without access to overnight facilities to care for 
their children end up using a rotating series of informal 
caregivers, like friends or relatives, rely on older siblings 
to care for younger ones, or, in worst-case scenarios, leave 
their children unsupervised.

Obviously, this kind of instability is very difficult for 
moms. It’s also bad for their kids. The harm to children 
from these ad hoc care arrangements (whether overnight, 
daytime, or both) is clear. Obviously, little children who 
are left unsupervised or in the care of siblings can be at 
risk of serious injury or even death. These kids deal with 
the disruption of being transferred unpredictably between 
caregivers based on employer scheduling demands, rather 
than benefiting from a predictable and reassuring routine, 
which is often critical in order for babies and toddlers to 
feel secure. Researchers have also found a litany of other 
impacts, including decreasing the likelihood of school 
readiness, potential impacts on child-caregiver emotional 
attachments, and detectable increases in child stress 
levels. (The paper Who Cares if Parents Have Unpredictable 
Work Schedules?: The Association between Just-in-Time Work 
Schedules and Child Care Arrangements from 2023 has a fuller 
explanation of these challenges). 

In addition to challenging shift arrangements, 
low-wage moms are dramatically less likely to have 
access to paid maternity leave and paid sick leave. For 
example, one study found that among survey respondents, 
“60% of women with post-bachelor education versus 

Although there are DEI programs targeted 
at mothers, the most prominent are aimed at 
highly educated women with young children.

D E I  &  L O W  I N C O M E  M O M S

23



29% with high school or less received paid maternity 
leave.” In general, according to the same study, “older, 
more educated, high-income women also tended to take 
more weeks of total (paid and unpaid) maternity leave 
compared with other working women.” 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics similarly found that 
“just 14% of workers in the lowest 25% wage category get 
[paid maternity leave], compared with 48% of those in the 
top 10%.” This is bad news. Low-income moms who do 
not have access to paid maternity and sick leave do worse, 
on average, than moms who have access to those benefits. 
Our available data is clear that both low-income moms 
and their babies receive multiple benefits when they are 
able to access paid leave, including: a greater likelihood 
of good mental and physical health for mom postpartum, 
an increased chance of a strong bond between mom and 
baby, and developmental benefits for baby as well. As Abby 
McCloskey, a conservative policy analyst, has pointed out, 
“There’s little good that comes from separating a child 
from a parent too early, exposing infants to compromised 
child care situations, cutting off breastfeeding, experi-
encing job uncertainty, and the severe financial hardship 
from going an extended period without pay, especially for 
low-income and single-parent families.”

As corporations consider revamping their DEI 
programs, and policymakers consider what priorities 
to urge, poor moms should top the list. True diversity, 
equity, and inclusion would recognize that moms without 
financial resources are in need of a fair playing field so they 
can support their children. Such a shift would tie in well 
with the trend of corporate social responsibility. It’s long 
past time for our businesses that want to “do well by doing 
good” to support low-income moms and their kids.

I VA N A  G R E C O  is a Senior Fellow at Capita, and a  
homeschooling mom of four kids. She writes on  
stay-at-home parents, children, and families.

of workers in the 
lowest 25% wage 
category get paid 
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*For a version with full citations, visit www.EngageWomen.org
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W O R K I N G  W O M E N

In this issue’s Working Woman feature, Iowa-based 
designer, artist, and single mom Candice Luter has 

made the call for help an empowering part of her small 
business success story. 

Luter launched her business, which specializes in 
freelance design and small batch manufacturing of custom 
furniture and home décor, during the pandemic after being 
laid off from her full-time job. It started as a creative outlet 
in her garage after work was done and her daughter was 
in bed, and by 2021, she was named the global grand prize 
winner of Etsy’s Design Awards. She had the opportunity 
to design a home décor collection for Target as part of 
Black History Month and now has partnerships with major 
retailers such as West Elm, Bloomingdale’s, All Modern, 
Perigold, Lulu and Georgia, and Wayfair.

Today, Luter is humble about her quick rise to success 
and credits much of it to the help she sought along the way. 

▶
Candice Luter, Founder of 
Candice Luter Art + Interiors, 
and a member of the Intuit 
Small Business Council

W O R K I N G  W O M E N

An Ask for 
Help Is a Sign 
of Strength 

▲
Luter’s award-winning mirror 
design on Etsy
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THE CRYBABY VIDEO

Luter never set out to own her own business. “When I was 
young, ‘entrepreneur’ wasn’t a word. We were told you had 
to be a police officer, a school teacher, a nurse,” she said.

When her side hustle took off during the pandemic, 
she realized she couldn’t keep up and posted a call for help 
on social media, which she calls her “crybaby video.”

 “Working on the creative side, I had no business 
running a business. It is the hardest thing for me because 
I am not wired that way,” she said. “I had receipts in a 
shoe box, no business plan, and then retailers started 
reaching out.” 

 The response she received from that vulnerable call 
for help is what allowed her business to meet demands and 
grow, and she credits that to the people who showed up, 
aligning their skill sets with where they could help.  

 Luter poured what she earned back into her people, 
and it took a full year before she paid herself. “If I didn’t 
have my employees, I had nothing because I couldn’t do it 
on my own,” she said.  

 She credits the experiences that gave her greater 
self-knowledge as what helped her become a better busi-
nesswoman. “I understand myself better. What I thought 
were flaws, I can now see as strengths,” Luter said, while 
commenting about recognizing her own limitations 
and how that empowered her to seek professionals to 
help with human resources and the financial side of the 
business. “You can’t wear all the hats, so you have to trust 
people,” Luter said.   

“Working on the creative side, I had no business 
running a business. It is the hardest thing for me 
because I am not wired that way,” she said. “I had 
receipts in a shoe box, no business plan, and then 
retailers started reaching out.” 

▲
An employee at the Candice 
Luter Art + Interiors studio
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W O R K I N G  W O M E N

  To better understand her business success is to hear 
her talk about “failing hard.” “The women who work 
beside me in my warehouse see me succeed. They see me 
struggle, they see me laugh, they see me cry,” she said. 
“I have already failed more than I have succeeded, so I 
am not afraid to fail again. That mindset gives people the 
vulnerability to allow the people around them to fill a gap 
when they don’t have the energy.”

Luter is not alone in her collaborative approach to 
her business. Engage’s 2024 State of the Majority Summit 
featured a panel on empowering women entrepreneurs, 
where several of the speakers attested to the importance 
of asking for help. “Women, we have ideas, we have 
thoughts, but not only will we go out and get it done, we’ll 
go out and ask for help,” LaJuanna Russell, President and 
CEO of Business Management Associates, Inc., shared 
with the audience. The panel discussion touched on the 
importance of women entrepreneurs having their own 
“kitchen cabinet” who will respond to their “crybaby 
video” — a team that could include a first boss or even a 
teenage son who knows more about AI than they do.

◀
Luter with her 
daughter beside 
her designs on 
display at Target 
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Unlocking Economic Security 
for American Women 
by Advancing Disability 
Employment Policy

by  R Y L I N  R O D G E R S
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D I S A B I L I T Y  E M P L O Y M E N T  P O L I C Y

Economic security is foundational to opportunity, 
dignity, and independence. Yet in 2025, as we 

commemorate the 35th anniversary of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) and the 50th anniversary of the 
landmark legislation that opened the doors of education 
for all students with disabilities, these issues remain 
stubbornly persistent. 

Today, for far too many American women, that security 
remains elusive — not because of a lack of talent or ambi-
tion, but because of outdated policies that limit access to 
employment and financial stability. In the United States, 
more than 61 million adults — approximately one in four 
— live with a disability, and women comprise a significant 
portion of this population. 

The impact of disability is not limited to individual 
women; it ripples through families and communities. 

Unemployment Rates: Disability and Disabled Women
•	 As of mid-2025, the unemployment rate for people with disabilities is 

10.0% overall, compared to 4.3% for those without disabilities.
•	 For women with disabilities specifically, the employment-population 

ratio is 22.3%, far below the 65.5% for nondisabled individuals.
•	 Disabled women experience unemployment at nearly twice the rate of 

nondisabled men (7.5% vs. 3.9%).

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics — Employment Status of People with 
Disabilities (July 2025)
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Millions of women shoulder additional responsibilities, 
caring for family members with disabilities or managing 
the financial and emotional challenges that come with 
supporting loved ones.

The effects are felt well beyond the disabled individ-
uals themselves: women across the nation, whether as 
mothers, daughters, partners, or caregivers, face economic 
and social obstacles when disability touches their families. 
As we work across the aisle to build a more inclusive 
economy, we must prioritize reforms that reflect the lived 
experiences and aspirations of both disabled women and 
the countless women whose lives are shaped by disability 
within their households.

These are not abstract policy levers — they are 
real tools that can unlock economic participation and 
self-determination for millions of people with disabilities, 
changing the experience for women in every state and 
community. The persistence of these barriers in 2025, 
even as we celebrate progress, is a call to action to honor 
the legacy of the ADA and educational equity not just with 
words, but with impactful reforms.

Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act, a federal 
law enacted in 1938, allows employers to pay people with 
disabilities less than the federal minimum wage. While 
originally intended as a pathway to employment, this 
policy has become a barrier to economic mobility and 
inclusion. Today, thousands of women with disabilities 

Three policy areas offer immediate, bipartisan 
opportunities for impact: 

1.	 Ending subminimum wage under Section 
14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act

2.	 Modernizing ABLE accounts,  
3.	 Raising the asset limits for Supplemental 

Security Income (SSI)
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D I S A B I L I T Y  E M P L O Y M E N T  P O L I C Y

— many of them in segregated work environments — earn 
pennies on the dollar for their labor. Despite decades of 
advocacy, this inequity has not yet been fully resolved, 
underscoring the urgency of action in this milestone year.

Ending subminimum wage is not a partisan issue: 
it’s a human one. States like Alaska, Maryland, and New 
Hampshire have already phased out 14(c) certificates, 
demonstrating that inclusive employment models are not 
only possible but successful. Bipartisan legislation like the 
Transformation to Competitive Integrated Employment 
Act (TCIEA), introduced by U.S. Representatives Bobby 
Scott (D-VA) and Pete Sessions (R-TX) in the House, 
and Senators Steve Daines (R-MT), Kirsten Gillibrand 
(D-NY), and Marsha Blackburn (R-TN) in the Senate, 
offers a roadmap to transition workers into competitive, 
integrated jobs with fair wages and support.

Women and all people with disabilities deserve the 
same labor protections as everyone else. 

Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) accounts 
were created to help people with disabilities save for the 
future without jeopardizing their eligibility for public 
benefits — a cliff that is a real barrier to employment and 
career growth. These accounts are tools for economic 
empowerment, allowing individuals to build assets, invest 
in education or housing, and plan for long-term needs. 

Yet ABLE accounts remain underutilized. Many 
eligible individuals are unaware of them, and the reality 
that key provisions are scheduled to sunset in 2025 has 
created a sense of instability around this important option. 
Fortunately, bipartisan efforts continue to strengthen and 

In the United States, more than 61 million 
adults — approximately one in four — live 
with a disability, and women comprise a 
significant portion of this population. 
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expand access to these critical tools. The ENABLE Act, 
sponsored by Senators Eric Schmitt (R-MO), Chris Van 
Hollen (D-MD), John Boozman (R-AR), and former 
Senator Bob Casey (D-PA), passed the Senate in 2024, 
and similar ABLE provisions were signed into law as part 
of the reconciliation package in July 2025.

For women with disabilities and those who are caring 
for families that include individuals with disabilities, 
compounded economic disadvantages persist. ABLE 
accounts can be a lifeline, but only if policies remain 
robust and accessible as we mark these landmark anniver-
saries. They offer a way to save for emergencies, escape 
cycles of poverty, and pursue goals that foster indepen-
dence and stability.

Supplemental Security Income (SSI) provides critical 
support to individuals with disabilities who have limited 
income and resources. But the program’s asset limits — 
$2,000 for individuals and $3,000 for couples — have 
not been updated since 1989. These outdated thresholds 
penalize saving and discourage financial planning, trap-
ping recipients in poverty. Imagine telling a woman with a 
disability that saving for a car repair, a medical emergency, 
or a child’s education could cost her access to the benefits 
she relies on to survive. That’s the reality under current 
SSI rules, and it remains so even in 2025.

Raising the asset limits is an issue of fairness and 
modernization. The SSI Savings Penalty Elimination 

These are not abstract policy levers — they are 
real tools that can unlock economic participation 
and self-determination for millions of people 
with disabilities, changing the experience for 
women in every state and community. 
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D I S A B I L I T Y  E M P L O Y M E N T  P O L I C Y

Act, introduced by Senators Catherine Cortez Masto 
(D-NV), Bill Cassidy (R-LA), and Ron Wyden (D-OR), 
would increase the limits to $10,000 for individuals and 
$20,000 for couples, indexed to inflation. This change 
would not only reflect today’s economic realities but 
also affirm the right of people with disabilities to build a 
secure financial future.

As someone who has worked at the intersection of 
disability policy and corporate engagement, I know that 
policy change doesn’t happen in a vacuum. It takes coali-
tions. It takes courage. And it takes commitment from every 
sector — including business. In this important anniversary 
year, it is essential that we work together to push for policies 
that ensure true economic opportunity for all.

That’s why I’m calling on large employers — especially 
those with a demonstrated commitment to disability 
inclusion, like my employer Microsoft — to join the 
disability community in urging Congress to act. These 
reforms are not just good policy; they are good business. 
They expand the talent pipeline, reduce dependency, and 
foster innovation through inclusion.

We need business leaders to speak up, to testify, to 
partner with advocates and policymakers. We need them 
to say clearly that economic security for women with 
disabilities and those caring for family members with 
disabilities is a priority and a key driver to economic and 
business growth, and we are ready to help make it real.

These changes won’t solve every challenge overnight, 
but they will move us closer to a future where all women, 
regardless of disability status, have the opportunity to 
thrive. That’s a vision we can all get behind — Democrats 
and Republicans, business leaders and community 
advocates, policymakers and constituents. In 2025, as we 
reflect on 35 years of the ADA and 50 years of progress in 
educational access, let’s commit to finishing the work and 
ensuring that no woman is left behind.
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J E I R I  F L O R E S  is a dynamic disability 
rights advocate whose lived experience as 
a disabled person fuels her work in policy, 
education, and community empowerment. 
As someone who relies on Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI), raising the SSI asset 
limits would significantly enhance her 
financial stability — allowing her to save, 
invest in her education and career, and 
plan for long-term independence without 
risking the loss of essential benefits.

M A I S Y  C Y R  is a professional from 
Hallowell, Maine, living with a rare 
digestive disorder known as microvillus 
inclusion disease, which requires lifelong 
use of total parenteral nutrition (TPN/
HPN). Cyr’s lived experience with 
disability has shaped her understanding 
of independence and financial planning. 
ABLE Accounts — tax-advantaged savings 
accounts for individuals with disabili-
ties — are critical to her ability to work 
and save without jeopardizing access to 
essential benefits. Cyr lost eligibility for 
Medicaid due to untapped assets in her 
Roth IRA, demonstrating how critical it is 
to strengthen ABLE accounts.
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D I S A B I L I T Y  E M P L O Y M E N T  P O L I C Y

Washington State ended the issuance of new Section 
14(c) certificates beginning July 31, 2023. 

In 2022, Microsoft, as a large employer committed to 
disability inclusion, and its vendors boosted wages for 
many supported employees in response to cost-of-living 
increases. Leaders foresaw potential concerns about bene-
fits and partnered with Wise/BenefitU, an organization 
funded by the Development Disabilities Administration 
through the state of Washington, to provide guidance and 
benefits education. BenefitU worked with HR, employ-
ment support agencies, and government partners to offer 
personalized benefits planning and clear communication. 
Over 100 employees received education, and 41 partici-
pated in direct benefits planning. This proactive approach 
helped workers feel confident about advancing their 
economic security. 

Microsoft’s experience can set an example for other 
corporations about what is possible through collaboration 
among employers, benefits experts, and state programs, as 
outlined in the Transformation to Competitive Integrated 
Employment Act.

R Y L I N  R O D G E R S  is the Disability of Policy 
Director at Microsoft.
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Bipartisan Pell Grant 
Expansion Bill Is a 
Transformative Win for 
America’s Workforce 
by  K E R R I E  R U S H T O N

With more than seven million U.S. jobs in need of the 
right applicant and 62% of Americans without a 

college degree, there has been a fundamental mismatch in 
the U.S. hiring market. Millions of Americans, despite not 
having a college degree, have gained valuable skills else-
where, either through on-the-job experience, non-college 
degree programs, or self-education. A new bipartisan bill 
passed by Congress will help fill the workforce pipeline 
with skilled employees. 

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) predicts 
that between 2020 and 2030, about 60% of new jobs in the 
economy will be in occupations that don’t typically require 
an associate’s, bachelor’s, or graduate degree. These 
occupations include construction workers, equipment 
mechanics, commercial pilots, and community health 
workers, as well as more high-tech positions like advanced 
manufacturing health care tech.  

 In 2017, researchers from Harvard Business School 
and Accenture coined the term “degree inflation,” — the 
practice of preferring or requiring a four-year degree 
for jobs that, for generations before, had been held by 
workers without a college education. By 2019, the vast 
majority of new jobs created, about 69% according to 
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P E L L  G R A N T  E X P A N S I O N  B I L L

TearThePaperCeiling.org, were in occupations that 
required a bachelor’s degree or higher for entry. 

 These employer requirements ignored the fact that 
nearly two-thirds of Americans over the age of 25 did not 
have a college degree (with 65% of men and 59% of women 
lacking bachelor’s degrees). They either never enrolled in 
college or did not finish their undergraduate education.

 Around the COVID-19 pandemic, employers began to 
open their hiring aperture. Major companies, from Apple 
and IBM to Costco and Nordstrom, have dropped degree 
requirements for the majority of their jobs. A report by 
Harvard Business School and The Burning Glass Institute 
found that between 2014 and 2023, the number of jobs in 
which employers dropped degree requirements quadrupled. 

 The federal government is now making changes of 
its own to address the hiring market mismatch. A recent 
change in eligibility for the federal Pell Grant program will 
allow Americans to access this aid for some non-college 
degree programs. 

Pell Grants were first awarded in 1973. To be eligible, 
a student needed to meet several requirements, including 
financial need. Grantees could apply the funds, which 
did not have to be paid back, to programs offered by 
institutions of higher education that met certain criteria 
of instruction — at least 600 clock hours and 15 weeks. 
The new criteria expand eligibility to students enrolled 

Nearly two-thirds 
of Americans over 
the age of 25 did 
not have a college 
degree (with 65% 
of men and 59% 
of women lacking 
bachelor’s degrees). 
They either never 
enrolled in college 
or did not finish 
their undergraduate 
education.

◀
Sen. Budd meets with 
constituents at a facility 
in North Carolina.
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in quality short-term education and training programs by 
lowering that threshold to 150 clock hours and 8 weeks.

The original qualification requirements meant that 
an individual who wanted to acquire new skills from a 
community college, short-term skills boot camp, or certifi-
cate program had limited access to federal aid. 

 Former U.S. Senator Mary Landrieu (D-LA) first 
proposed expanding Pell Grant eligibility in 2014 with a 
bill to allow funding for students enrolled in short-term 
(8- to 16-week) job training programs that lead to an 
industry-based certificate. 

While the bill never made it into law, demand to 
expand Pell Grant eligibility grew and attracted significant 
bipartisan support. As the education news outlet The74 
stated, the issue was an area of common ground between 
Vice President Kamala Harris and Donald Trump during 
the 2024 presidential campaign.

In 2023, Senators Ted Budd (R-NC) and Rick Scott 
(R-FL) introduced the Promoting Employment and 
Lifelong Learning (PELL) Act to expand Pell Grant eligi-
bility to high-quality, short-term job training programs. 
The House Committee on Education and the Workforce 
also advanced the Bipartisan Workforce Pell Act spon-
sored by Representatives Virginia Foxx (R-NC), Bobby 
Scott (D-VA), Elise Stefanik (R-NY), and Mark DeSaulnier 
(D-CA). The vote was overwhelmingly bipartisan, 37-8, 
but in the ensuing months, negotiations were held up over 
disagreements about whether to allow aid to for-profit and 
online programs. 

Lawmakers were not deterred. 

Established by Congress in 1972, Pell Grants 
are named after former United States 
Senator from Rhode Island Claiborne Pell 
(D-RI), who was the chief sponsor of the 
federal aid program.
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P E L L  G R A N T  E X P A N S I O N  B I L L

This spring, Sen. Budd reintroduced his PELL Act, 
which served as the framework for the workforce Pell 
Grant expansions that the House included in its 2025 
reconciliation bill. This advancement by the House 
established the momentum for Sen. Budd to continue 
his work championing the PELL Act in the Senate’s 
reconciliation legislation. He cited the fact that 85% of 
companies are experiencing, or expect to experience, a 
significant skills gap within the next five years and are 
adapting by looking at skills and not just degrees when 
hiring. “If companies are rethinking how they evaluate 
candidates by placing more value on practical skills and 
adaptability, then our policies should do the same,” Sen. 
Budd said in support of his PELL Act.

 At the same time, Senator Tim Kaine (D-VA), co-chair 
of the Senate Career and Technical Education (CTE) 
Caucus, along with Senators Susan Collins (R-ME), Tina 
Smith (D-MN), and Roger Marshall (R-KS), reintroduced 
their JOBS Act. 

 Ultimately, Sen. Budd ushered provisions from these 
bills into the fiscal year 2025 budget reconciliation bill. 
Elements of the 2023 Bipartisan Workforce Pell Act were 
also included in the fiscal year 2025 budget reconciliation 
signed into law in July. The changes allow Americans to 
leverage Pell Grants for shorter-term programs (eight 
hours or more) that consist of between 150 and 599 clock 
hours. To be eligible, these programs also must meet hiring 
requirements of employers, have a verified completion rate 

85% of companies are experiencing, or expect 
to experience, a significant skills gap within 
the next five years and are adapting by looking 
at skills and not just degrees when hiring.
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of at least 70%, and generate median value-added earnings 
that exceed the median total price charged to students. 

 Educators and employer groups praised the change. 
“This could be really important for moving folks into 
careers,” said Layla Merrifield, president of the Wisconsin 
Technical College System. Zack Perconti of the National 
Utility Contractors Association called it “a transformative 
win” that would facilitate “a pathway for more individuals 
to gain the skills needed to thrive.” 

 Expanded eligibility is scheduled to begin in July 2026 
after the U.S. Department of Education drafts regulations 
to guide implementation. With the Gen Z “toolbelt gener-
ation” seeking careers in the skilled trades instead of the 
traditional college path at increasing rates, the Pell Grant 
eligibility expansion will help meet these new demands. 

 Senator Budd shared with Engage readers why 
getting this bill across the finish line was so important for 
American workers, our economy, and future competitive-
ness: “The strength of our economy rests on the strength 
of the American worker. In today’s dynamic economy, 
investing in pathways to family-sustaining careers is 
essential — not only for families, but for our nation’s 
long-term competitiveness. My PELL Act delivers on that 
promise by paving the way for students to earn in-de-
mand, industry-recognized credentials in as little as eight 
weeks — the true currency of today’s labor market. These 
credentials are pivotal to building a workforce that has the 
resilience and skills to adapt, compete, and succeed in a 
rapidly changing economy.” 

K E R R I E  R U S H T O N  is a freelance writer and owner 
of Groundwork Communications based in  
Bethesda, MD.  
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The Smart Dose of 
Technology Can 
Help Heal America’s 
Literacy Problems
by  K E R R I E  R U S H T O N

A M I R A  L E A R N I N G
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A decade ago, preschool parents sought schools with 
one-to-one student-to-iPad ratios. Now, as their 

children navigate high school, these parents are advocates 
for school smartphone bans.

 Mark Angel, co-founder and CEO of Amira Learning, a 
science company that has produced an artificial intelligence 
(AI)-based literacy tutor, understands parents’ wariness. 
“We have absolutely overdosed children on screens,” said 
Angel. “What we need to do is find the right dose.” 

 Through research, Amira Learning believes it has 
determined the right dose.

Human beings have been reading for thousands of 
years, but it was not until the 1970s that scientists began to 
understand how people learn to read. Technology — brain 

2025 National Assessment of Educational Progress of Fourth 
and Eighth Grade Students 
Testing conducted in early 2024 found 65% of fourth graders nationwide do 
not read proficiently. NAEP defines “proficient” as “competency of challenging 
subject matter.” Scores were on the rise until they started to drop in 2017, and 
averages have continued to fall since. 

2025 National Assessment of Educational Progress of Eighth 
and 12th Grade Students  
The NAEP report on 12th graders released this September showed that in read-
ing, the average score in 2024 was the lowest score in the history of the assess-
ment, which began in 1992. Thirty-two percent of high school seniors scored 
below “basic,” meaning they were not able to find details in a text to help them 
understand its meaning.
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A M I R A  L E A R N I N G

scans and eye-tracking technology — helped determine 
that good readers decode the sounds of each letter to 
decipher a word. Once a word is unlocked, it is encoded 
in a reader’s brain, easily retrieved the next time they 
encounter it. 

 Today, technology has taken another leap forward 
with AI. This tool can not only assess a student’s reading 
strengths and struggles and diagnose errors; it can turn 
data from that assessment into an individualized learning 
plan with tested intervention strategies and act as the 
tutor that implements that plan, and maps a path for 
continued growth. 

 The approach is based on research begun in 1993 
at Carnegie Mellon University when computer science 
professor Dr. Jack Mostow launched Project LISTEN. 
A new father at the time, Mostow had been involved in 
research on automatic speech recognition. 

 “Mostow was able to see two generations ahead of 
where the technology was,” said Angel. “He imagined a 
world where speech recognition would be good enough 
to listen to children talk, where algorithms would be 
good enough to parse that speech and provide real-time, 
intelligent questions back to students, and where we could 
measure a student’s mastery of words.” 

 Flash forward to the 1996-97 school year when Project 
LISTEN piloted its reading tutor in an underserved urban 
elementary school. Six third graders who had started 
the term three years below grade level used the tutor 

◀
Amira’s AI-based literacy 
tutor identifies the precise 
skills every students needs to 
develop, tracks growth, and 
estimates reading mastery.
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with individual supervision. They averaged two years of 
reading progress in less than eight months. A year later, 
Project LISTEN had more than 100 elementary school 
children use the tutor daily in 10 classrooms under regular 
conditions. A four-month controlled study found these 
students made significant gains in reading comprehension 
compared to classmates who did not use the tutor.

 Today, Amira Learning uses Project LISTEN’s intellec-
tual property to transform outcomes for 5 million students 
in school districts across the United States. 

“Reading is personal,” says Angel, who often shares 
his own experience as a child who moved frequently. 
“My parents had to work hard, so I got parked in public 
libraries. Books became an important part of my ability to 
cope with that transition.”

 It is this personal connection to the power of reading 
that inspired him to connect his years of AI expertise 
to helping solve America’s literacy crisis. “I saw how 
advanced technology made a difference in more conven-
tional areas and wanted to see how it could make a 
difference for kids by helping them attach to the power of 
books and connect with unique characters.” 

 One of the keys to success, Angel said, is for tech-
nology to provide an ultra-personalized approach. 
The Amira platform acts just as a patient, empathetic 
librarian, teacher, or parent would, interacting with 

Six third graders who had started the 
term three years below grade level used 
the tutor with individual supervision. 
They averaged two years of reading 
progress in less than eight months. 
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“Just looking at how Amira assesses — by capturing students’ 
real spoken responses — it gives us a true, authentic measure of 
individualized reading skills.” 

–Ebony Brown, Coordinator of Elementary English Language Arts, Clayton County 
Public Schools

A M I R A  L E A R N I N G

elementary school readers at their developmental 
level and middle school readers with their pre-teenage 
mindset. “There is a need to support people on their own 
terms. Amira is a different tutor for a sixth grader than a 
second grader.” 

With a background in health care, Angel sees a lot 
of parallels between how we think about learning: “All 
interventions have a dosage curve and you have to find 
that spot of efficacy.” Teachers often react in surprise 
when Amira advises that teachers limit student use to 
40 minutes per week. (Beyond that, the positive returns 
diminish.) Less than an hour is sufficient. In fact, students 
who use Amira for 20-30 minutes a week show a 70% 
acceleration in reading growth, Angel said.

 He also describes how Amira operates as a tutor with a 
point of view, one that supports the adoption of science of 
reading ideas that have had an amazing impact over the past 
ten years. Louisiana has risen from 50th in the country in 
2019 in terms of student literacy to 16th, and Angel is proud 
of the part Amira has played in that transformation. 

 A study from Utah found the company’s technology had 
a “significant” positive effect on the literacy achievement of 
at risk learners in grades 1-3. Some students “dramatically 
outperformed” other students over time. (At-risk is defined 
as starting the academic year below expected reading level.) 
A study from the Teachers College at Columbia University 
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found students who use Amira show significant vocabulary, 
fluency, and comprehension gains. 

Angel is also thinking beyond the classroom, toward 
adult literacy where there is an exceptional need for inter-
ventions. Only 16% of Americans say they read for pleasure. 
Reading fluency may play a key role in that statistic.  

Researchers are also looking forward to insights 
gained through upcoming research by Digital Promise 
and the University of Pennsylvania’s Graduate School of 
Education to explore how to help struggling readers by 
tapping into their linguistic and cultural backgrounds and 
help make Amira more sensitive to those factors. 

“We are a company that leads with science and realizes 
the vision of using AI to advance learning,” Angel explains 
about the work Amira Learning is doing. 

K E R R I E  R U S H T O N  is a freelance writer and owner 
of Groundwork Communications based in Bethesda, MD.  

More than 54% of adults in the U.S. struggle with low literacy skills, 
reading and writing below the adult equivalent of a sixth-grade 
level. About 43 million Americans — nearly one in five adults — 
read below a third-grade level. 
Engage was instrumental in establishing the U.S. Senate Caucus 
on Adult Literacy. Founding Senators include Susan Collins (R-ME), 
Jack Reed (D-RI), Bill Cassidy (R-LA), Ben Ray Luján (D-NM), Lisa 
Murkowski (R-AK), Alex Padilla (D-CA), Tina Smith (D-MN), and Todd 
Young (R-IN).
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S H O W  Y O U R  B A D G E

Q: Let’s pretend LinkedIn didn’t exist (of 
course, we are glad it does). Was your 
dream always to work on Capitol Hill? 
How did you find your way to Senator 
Young’s office?

A: I was always interested in politics and 
government, and then participating in the 
Washington Semester Program at American 
University during my junior year of college 
solidified my desire to move to D.C. when I 
graduated. I stacked my remaining classes 
and left college a semester early to start the 
job hunt. 

The advice I was given then is still the same 
advice I give to students today — if you can 
swing it, intern on the Hill while you job 
hunt. Representative James Sensenbrenner’s 
office was kind enough to give me a home 
to do just that. An informational interview 
with a House chief of staff led me to a staff 
assistant job interview with then-freshman 
Representative Geoff Davis (R-KY) that I 
was lucky to land despite limited ties to the 
state. After eight years working my way up to 
deputy chief of staff in the office, Rep. Davis 
retired. After that, I spent a number of years 
in government affairs, but I always wanted 
to come back at some point to learn more 
about Congress from a different vantage 
point. When the legislative director position 
opened up with Senator Young in early 2020, 

SHOW YOUR BADGE 

it was a great fit since I graduated from Saint 
Mary’s College in South Bend, Indiana.

Q: Senator Young is a member of the 
Senate AI Caucus and a true leader 
around this technology and its impact 
both currently and as we look to the 
future. It’s not an overstatement to 
say the country has never experi-
enced this kind of revolution before. 
You must have had to learn so much 
so quickly — basically a graduate 
degree in quantum computing — how 

L AU R E N  O ’ B R I E N

Legislative Director for  
Senator Todd Young (R-IN)  

▲
Lauren O’Brien speaking to members of the 
Greater Louisville Inc. Chamber during their 
annual D.C. fly-in
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have you done that? Are there any 
resources or books you have found 
particularly useful?   

A: When Senator Young decided to join the 
Bipartisan Senate AI Working Group in 2023, 
we embarked on a crash course in all things 
AI. That included lots of meetings with stake-
holders, learning more about what our leading 
research universities in Indiana were working 
on in this space, and a fact-finding staff 
trip to Silicon Valley to tour the Lawrence 
Livermore National Lab and meet with the 
top AI companies. It was fascinating and 
helped to form the basis for organizing the AI 
Insight Forums, which then led to the group’s 
Roadmap for AI Policy in the U.S. Senate. 

Q: Is there a piece of legislation that 
Senator Young has brought over the 
finish line that you are particularly 
proud of?

A: We’ve been lucky to land a number of big 
policy wins over the years thanks to Sen. 
Young’s focus on building bipartisan coalitions, 
which are essential to getting almost anything 
done in the Senate. The biggest so far during 
my time in the office would be the CHIPS and 
Science Act, which was signed into law in 2022. 

It took years and had many twists and turns 
along the way, but we managed to get it done in 
the end. So far, the law has helped bring in over 
$450 billion in private sector commitments to 
invest in our domestic semiconductor industry, 
including in Indiana.

Q: It has been said on more than one 
occasion by several gals who have held 
the legislative director (LD) position 
in the U.S. Senate that it’s the best job 
they have ever had. Obviously, it is your 
current post, so some days may not 
feel like it. But what do you love about 
your job? There also seem to be true 
friendships across the aisle between 
legislative directors — has that been 
your experience?

A: I couldn’t agree more. Having served as a 
legislative director in the House as well, the 
Senate LD position is a very different job that I 
frankly enjoy more than the House version of 
it. Typically, Senate LDs don’t have their own 
issues, which frees you up to be a better and 
more available manager of the policy team. 
I view my role as ensuring Senator Young’s 
policy priorities are being advanced on a daily 
and weekly basis. Our legislative team is one 
of the best on the Hill, so I like for legislative 

“We’ve been lucky to land a number of big 
policy wins over the years thanks to Senator 
Young’s focus on building bipartisan coalitions 
which are essential to getting almost anything 
done in the Senate.”
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S H O W  Y O U R  B A D G E

assistants to do their thing, and then I help out 
as needed, whether it is advice on big picture 
strategy, help prioritizing competing interests, 
identifying upcoming legislative vehicles, or 
ensuring we get a response on something time 
sensitive. LD-to-LD communication is a life-
blood in the Senate and helps to cut through 
the constant influx of requests and emails.

And since there are fewer of us, I think it 
is easier than in the House to get to know 
everyone and form connections. Senate LDs 
tend to stick around in their jobs longer, so 
that also contributes to the LD camaraderie.

Q: None of us are born experienced 
managers — any tips for managing staff 
at the beginning of their careers?

 A: It has been fun to come back to the Hill 
after more experience to get another chance 
at managing congressional staff. As a quite 

young House LD, I barely knew how to do 
the legislative assistant (LA) job myself, so 
managing other LAs and legislative corre-
spondents (LC) was sometimes a challenge. 
I’ve tried to take advantage of professional 
training opportunities provided by organi-
zations like the Congressional Management 
Foundation and encourage everyone in 
our office to do the same. It also helps to 
lean on colleagues who have been doing 
the job longer to borrow helpful tactics and 
approaches to management, so I encourage 
legislative team members to meet with their 
peers in other offices.

I worked my way up from the bottom and 
did every legislative job along the way, so I 
think it helps that I can relate to the pros and 
cons of each position and try to share my 
perspective on how to make the most of it. 
If an LA or LC scores a win, that’s a win for 
me and Senator Young too, so my job is to 

▲
Senator Young, Lauren O’Brien, and staff at a meeting regarding college athletics 
with University of Notre Dame Football Coach Marcus Freeman and Athletic 
Director Pete Bavacqua. Photo Credit: U.S. Senate Photography
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make sure they have the expertise, tools, and 
guidance to succeed. For more junior staff, 
that might mean me spending more time 
explaining Senate process and the legislative 
history of an issue or sharing advice on how 
to handle difficult situations as they come 
up. Exposure to higher-profile job respon-
sibilities and opportunities is also a big part 
of training junior staff. The earlier you can 
see how cool it is to work for a Senate office, 
the more enthusiastic you will be about the 
job (and the hours and the stress). For more 
senior staff, I try to serve as a sounding board 
for their ideas and strategy proposals.

Q: Let’s finish off with these. 
Favorite professional sports team?

A: Pittsburgh Steelers.

Q: Favorite TV show (can be a guilty 
pleasure)?

A: It is hard to beat Schitt’s Creek, but my 
guilty pleasures are Below Deck and Traitors.

Q: Favorite AI tool?

A: We’ve experimented with a number of 
uses in the office, from coming up with 
answers to obscure questions (ChatGPT 
agrees that Indiana is the top popcorn state!) 
to brainstorming name ideas for new bills. In 

a personal capacity, I love the photo prompts 
that will turn your dog into a human or 
people into Muppets.

 Q: Best way to unwind after a long day 
in the Senate?

A: Taking our dog Marshall on a long walk around 
the Hill or off-leash at Congressional Cemetery.

“The earlier you can see how cool it is 
to work for a Senate office, the more 
enthusiastic you will be about the job 
(and the hours and the stress).”

▲
Lauren’s dog Marshall during a walk around 
Capitol Hill. 
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engage is a non-profit organization dedicated to promoting 
women’s economic security through bipartisan and 
commonsense solutions. Engage views the journey of a 
woman’s economic security holistically as “a thread” across 
her entire life, during which factors within and outside her 
control determine her ability to achieve economic security. 
Among these factors are lifelong health, education and 
workforce, generational caregiving, and financial prosperity. 
This basket of issues is vast and far-reaching, and Engage 
seeks to highlight and advance work that makes progress for 
American women. 
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The Economic Thread of a Woman’s Life

Average income of a woman with only a high school 
degree is $31,123. (5) The US poverty threshold for a single 

person is $12,760. For a family of four, it is $26,200. (6)

1 in 3
individuals 
does not 
advance 
beyond a
6th grade 

reading
level. (3) 

11
18

12% of girls 
fail to 

graduate high 
school

on time. (4)

Median age for 
marriage & average 
age for having first 

child. (7-8) Typically, a 
mother’s earning 

power drops by 4% 
per child. (9)

28

THE EARLY
CHILDHOOD YEARS

•  Foundational language skills are 
acquired and built in the first five years.

•  Children who enter kindergarten 
behind their peers academically are 
more likely to stay behind . (1)

•  1 in 6 children lacks consistent access 
to sustenance, leading to lower math 
scores, grade repetition, and arriving 
late to school or missing it entirely . (2)

Average marriage ends in 
divorce after 8 years.(10)

75% of women applying 
for welfare cite divorce 

as the reason. (11)

36

The average 
caregiver is a 
49-year-old 
woman. (12)
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THE CAREGIVING YEARS

•  61%  of family caregivers are also working.

•  8 out of 10 caregivers spend about $7,242 
of their own money annually — on average,  
26% of their income.

•  7  out of 10 caregivers are women. (14)

•  A 50+ woman who leaves the workforce 
early to care for an aging parent loses more 
than $324,000 in wages and retirement. (15) 62

In the first year of 
eligibility, 1 in 3 

women takes 
Social Security 
benefits out of 

necessity. Claiming 
early reduces 

benefits. (13)

Minimum age 
to receive full 

Social Security 
Retirement 

benefit.

6785

Two thirds of 
those 85+ are 

women. (19) 
Of those, 55% 
are divorced, 

widowed, 
or never 

married.(20)

Women live 
longer than 

men and half 
of today’s 

newborns will 
live to be 

100. (21)

100

www.engagewomen.org
© 2022 Engage: Promoting Women’s Economic Security. All rights reserved.

1. The First Five Years Fund.
2. “Child Nutrition.” National Education Association.
3. The Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy.
4. “The unreported gender gap in high school graduation rates.” Brookings.
5. “Mean earnings in the United States in 2020, by highest educational degree earned and gender.” Statista.
6. “2021 Poverty Guidelines.” Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation.
7. US Census Bureau, 2020.
8. “The Age That Women Have Babies: How a Gap Divides America.” The New York Times.
9. “The Hidden Penalty of Motherhood.” The Balance.
10. “Divorce rate in the United States from 1990 to 2019.” Statista.
11. “Factors Affecting the Labor Force Participation of Lone Mothers in the United 
 States.” Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

12. AARP.
13. “5 Reasons to Claim Social Security at Age 70.” US News & World Report.
14. AARP.
15. “Paid Leave Will Help Close the Gender Wage Gap.” National Partnership 
 for Women & Families.
16. “Many Women Feel Unprepared for Retirement.” AARP.
17. “Women, Race & Wealth.” Duke University and the Insight Center for 
 Community Economic Development.
18. Calculations based on US Census Bureau data.
19. “Women & Long-Term Care.” AARP.
20. “Moving Into Old Age As A Single Woman.” Family Story.
21. “The New Map of Life.” The Stanford Center on Longevity.

THE
RETIREMENT 

YEARS

•  46% of women enter retirement 
financially insecure. (16)

•  Single black women over  60
with a college degree have only 
$11,000 in wealth. Single white  
women with a college degree
have $384,400.(17)

WOMEN RETIRING 
INTO POVERTY

46% of Black Women        
28% of Asian Women
45% of Hispanic Women

27% of White Women (18)
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