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Advice to Future Honors Students 

 There is nothing more exciting in the pursuit of knowledge than to discover something 

original. Invention has driven man since the beginning of civilization and will continue to do so 

until the end of it. However, this thesis does not demand that you reinvent the wheel. When I 

began my thesis, the scope of it was so large that I was told even 500 pages would not nearly 

cover everything that I wanted to achieve. I ignored that advice. After months of paralysis at the 

daunting task of proposing a solution to the country’s entire homelessness epidemic with one 

paper, I decided to scale the scope back to a much more manageable and meaningful size. My 

biggest piece of advice is to pick a topic that excites you wildly but define a scope that keeps you 

confined. The worst thing that could happen in a thesis of this size is to have a never-ending 

feeling that there is more to add. Ever-growing focus creates ambiguity and accomplishes 

nothing to neither the writer nor the reader. Be realistic to yourself, and go crazy within those 

parameters, but make sure those parameters are established, and established well. 
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Abstract 

Seattle currently has the third highest rate of homeless of any city in the U.S., with homeless 

rates only rising. To assist struggling families, the United States government has issued a new 

federal minimum wage to lift pay to $15 per hour. While this change helps many families, it 

creates difficulties for the homeless in their search for work. When wages increase, most 

individuals’ wages are brought up to match inflation, but at the cost of a minority losing their 

jobs altogether. To combat a concerning path towards rising homelessness rates, this thesis 

explores the theory behind implementing education-based, minimum wage incentives. The 

implementation of this policy aims to increase accessibility to jobs for the homeless, and to help 

the falling rates of college enrollment. This study does not find the exact numbers to achieve, but 

rather dives into the theory of the policy itself. 

 Keywords: minimum wage, homeless, education, inflation  
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Exploring Education-Based, Minimum Wage Incentives to Counter  

Seattle’s Rising Homelessness Rates 

This paper serves to evaluate the idea of implementing an education-based tier structure 

into current minimum wage policies. To narrow the focus, the scope of this proposal will be 

limited to King County. With so many different regions having such different economic 

structures, introducing this policy as a blanket statement to all regions at once is unrealistic. 

However, if this idea proves successful in practice, alterations could be made to the proposition 

to apply to other cities as well. To better understand the issue of homelessness, and why 

addressing the issue from an education standpoint will help solve the homelessness crisis, this 

paper will dive into current homelessness statistics, education statistics, and education trends. 

 The proposed amendment to the current minimum wage system would implement a 

variable wage structure that is based on education level (i.e., middle school, high school, 

undergraduate, master’s, doctorate, trade school, etc.). This alternation will focus on helping 

those who did not complete their education by giving businesses incentives to higher those with 

less education, and to take competitiveness away from lower entry-level jobs by giving educated 

individuals a different wage minimum. This change will not lower current minimum wages, but 

instead grow the lower tiers of minimum wages slower than the higher tiers to follow natural 

inflation until the desired hourly wage spread is achieved. 

Basic Facts of Homelessness 

Seattle’s number of homeless individuals ranks third nationally at 11,751 behind only New 

York City’s 77,943 homeless and Los Angeles’s 63,706 homeless (McCarthy, 2021). King 

County’s 2.026% of the national homeless population compares highly to only having 0.684% of 

the general national population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Having triple the national average 
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ratio is not acceptable. However, there is a danger that comes with lumping so many homeless 

individuals into one common statistic. 

While the common image of a homeless person is someone who lives in a tent on the street, 

that definition does not accurately depict the real depth of the population. According to a recent 

All Home study, only about half of the homeless population sleep in their cars or on the streets 

(Brownstone, 2021). The other half is made up of those who live in shelters, temporary housing, 

and who “couch surf.” An inaccurate image of the homeless creates borders between those who 

need help the most and those who can give it. 

 The falsehood of tent-living is not the only incorrect assumption when it comes to the 

average homeless person. Many people are unlikely to help the homeless because they feel it is 

deserved in one way or another, typically due to drug use. On a national scale, only 26% of the 

homeless population use drugs (National Coalition for the Homeless, 2017). While that number 

is higher than the standard national population of 9.2%, it is not the drastic statistical spike that 

most people assume it to be (Drug Facts, 2014). Not only is there a strong misunderstanding 

about what kind of lifestyle the average homeless person chooses to live, there is also a larger 

and more damaging misunderstanding about how they got there. 

Outside of alcohol and drug abuse, countless other factors cause homelessness--many of 

which individuals have no control over. The Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) test can 

predict future hardships based on childhood traumas, such as parental abuse, sexual abuse, 

neglect, family suicide, alcoholic parents, and more. A study on this test revealed that neglected 

children are up to 16 times more likely to experience homelessness, and young children who 

experienced sexual abuse are 36 times more likely to end up homeless at some point in their lives 

(Radcliff, 2019).  Similarly, kids that grow up in foster care are 18 times from likely to 
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experience homelessness (Fien-burg & Fehsenfeld, 2012). These numbers are compared to the 1 

in 194 national average of a random US citizen experiencing homelessness at some point in their 

lives (Fien-burg & Fehsenfeld, 2012).  

On top of unfair life experiences, certain demographics are much more likely to become 

homeless at some point in their lives compared to heterosexual white males. Lurie and Schuster 

have compiled hundreds of different reports and findings to highlight the racial inequalities that 

exist within the homeless population. Their research shows that African Americans (by a factor 

of 3.5), Hispanics (by a factor of 1.67), Native Americans (by a factor of 4), and Asians (by a 

factor of 2) are more likely to become homeless (Lurie & Schuster, 2015). Their report also 

shows that female single parents, female domestic violence victims, LGTBQ youth, mentally 

disabled individuals, incarcerated individuals, and veterans also face disproportionate rates of 

homelessness (Lurie & Schuster, 2015). 

Current Studies on Minimum Wage Effectiveness 

 The current minimum wage for Seattle, as of May 2022, sits at $17.27 per hour, almost 

doubled from $8.67 an hour ten years ago (Seattle, 2022). Washington state’s minimum wage 

rests a bit lower, at $14.49 per hour. While there has been no official word about the minimum 

wage projection for the next few years due to unknown inflation variables, we can estimate using 

current trends that the Washington state minimum wage will rise above $20 per hour in the next 

fifteen years, though likely much sooner due to growing inflation rates (see Appendix A). 

The United States Congressional Budget Office (CBO), in its report “The Effects on 

Employment and Family Income of Increasing the Minimum Wage” argues that higher federal 

minimum wages can have severe impacts on impoverished families (Alsalam, 2019). The CBO 

supports this argument by showcasing different levels of predicted changes to the federal 
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minimum wage ($10, $12, and $15 per hour). In their analysis, they predict that if a $15 

minimum wage is implemented 1.3 million workers could be out of a job by 2025.  

In line with the CBO, Joseph Sabia and Robert Nielsen of the Employment Policies 

Institute, in the report “Can Raising the Minimum Wage Reduce Poverty and Hardship?” 

(2011), study how other small factors contribute to poverty, such as financial, housing, health, 

and food insecurities. They ultimately discover that there exists “no statistically significant 

evidence that a higher minimum wage has helped reduce financial, housing, health, or food 

insecurity,” claiming that people in poverty already are not likely to be affected by the minimum 

wage increase as they struggle to find work (Sabia & Nielsen, 2011). The authors are not 

necessarily in favor of canceling minimum wage increases, but they argue that there is no blanket 

effect of raising all families out of poverty simply by raising the minimum wage, giving merit to 

the idea of a variable minimum wage system. 

Contrarily, David Cooper of the Economic Policy Institute, in his report “Raising the 

Minimum Wage to $15 by 2024 Would Lift Wages for 41 Million American Workers” (2017), 

argues that raising the federal minimum wage will have beneficial effects on the economy and 

can bring many families out of poverty. Cooper (2017) supports this argument by stating that 

because the buying power of the U.S. dollar has decreased in the last few years, those in poverty 

will feel the strongest increase in buying power with a minimum wage raise, while the rich will 

barely feel it at all. Cooper mentions how women, single parents, and people of color, are among 

those who will be positively affected the most, narrowing the wage gap between many different 

groups at once.  

Interestingly, Cooper and the CBO share similar statistics, but with different emphases. 

Cooper focuses on the fact that 37.3 million Americans will receive a raise, while the CBO 
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acknowledges that while many Americans will receive a raise, it is at the cost of 1.3 million 

other Americans losing their jobs. Cooper seems to value getting middle-class families out of 

danger of becoming jobless/homeless, while the CBO values making sure lower-class individuals 

are not left behind.  

Taking a step back to look at the international scale, T. H. Gindling of the IZA World of 

Labor in the report “Does Increasing the Minimum Wage Reduce Poverty in Developing 

Countries?” (2018) expands on the idea of increasing the minimum wage to show that it can have 

both positive and negative effects, depending on the labor market. Gindling supports his 

expansion by comparing multiple nations with different minimum wages, especially those that 

have low minimum wages. The main takeaway from Gindling’s findings is that “while minimum 

wages can be part of a package of poverty-reducing policies, they should not be the only 

mechanism or even the most important one” (2018). Gindling (2019) brings both aforementioned 

arguments together, showing that a solution likely exists somewhere in-between in the form of a 

conditional/variable/sectional minimum wage. Looking at how countries differ in results implies 

that the same might be true for individual sections of the United State, wherein a policy may 

work perfectly in Seattle, but not in Chicago or New York. 

While Seattle has one of the highest homeless populations in the country, it has the lowest 

number of people that would be directly and indirectly affected by a federal minimum wage 

change (see Appendix B). The minimum wage for Seattle already sits just below the proposed 

$15 an hour federal minimum wage by President Biden (Executive Order 14026, 2021). This 

highlights the need for a Seattle-specific alteration, whereas a federal application might not have 

the intended effects in Seattle. 
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Decrease in College Enrollment 

This section serves to evaluate and emphasize the importance of assessing the current 

downward trend in college applicants, and how it affects job availability and the minimum wage 

arguments. To properly assess how a minimum wage policy would affect the education rate, an 

in-depth review needs to be taken on the causes of the current college enrollment decline. 

 American colleges tend to see fluctuating enrollment numbers conversely relational to the 

available jobs, as adults generally look towards colleges to supplement the need for work 

(Nadworny, 2021). However, due to important factors such as rising technology, the COVID-19 

pandemic, and decreasing birth rates, the economic crashes of 2020 did not result in the 

enrollment rise that was predicted. Doug Shapiro, the Executive Director of the National 

Clearinghouse Research Center, tells NPR’s Nadworny (2021) that “[t]his time, that entire crest 

of the wave just didn’t happen—it got swallowed up by the pandemic.”  

In a recent press release from the National Student Clearinghouse, Shapiro states that the 

length of this enrollment drought “will depend on how many of the missing students… will be 

able to make their way back to school for the coming fall” (Nietzel, 2021). Heeding Shapiro’s 

warnings, the numbers from fall 2021 do not look promising, with a 3.2% decrease from fall 

2020, which already faced a 3.4% decrease from the previous year (Schwartz, 2021).  

 Enrollment numbers across colleges of all kinds (public, private, and community) have 

dropped drastically during the last year, with 727,000 fewer undergraduate students in the 2021 

Spring semester than the previous Spring (National Student Clearinghouse, 2021). This 4.9% 

decrease is the biggest that colleges have faced in the last decade and marks the largest two-year 

decline in the last half-century at 6.5% (Douglas-Gabriel, 2021). College enrollment has been 
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declining since 2012, but Nadworny (2021) says that “the pandemic turbocharged the declines at 

the undergrad level,” boosting a decline that was already taking place. 

Interestingly, graduate-level programs have already seen readjustment, with graduate 

enrollments seeing a 2.1% increase since last fall, to begin a rebalance and correct the numbers 

lost in 2020 (Whitford, 2021). The steadiness of graduate enrollment is likely due to Shapiro’s 

concept of enrollment vs. job market converse relationality, with older students more able to 

afford to attend school during the pandemic recession, with high school graduates unable to step 

away from family commitments due to the severity of the pandemic. To confirm this theory, the 

National Student Clearinghouse Research Center has provided data that shows that first-year 

college enrollment has dropped 12.3% since fall 2019, nearly doubling the already-concerning 

6.5% decline across college students of all types (Schwartz, 2021).  

Going forward, there is not much hope in terms of college enrollment rising anytime soon, 

and the decline is expected to worsen. Bill DeBaun, a FAFSA expert from the National College 

Attainment Network, says that “[t]he FAFSA is one of the best indicators that we have about 

college going” (Nadworny, 2021). With this in mind, we can safely predict a serious drop in 

2022 enrollment as well, with a 4.8% drop in FAFSA completion for the 2022 school year, 

which already faced a 3.7% drop from the year prior (Nadworny, 2021). This decline in FAFSA 

registration comes disproportionately from low-income and first-generation students, following 

the decrease in Pell grant funding over the past few years that makes it much harder for lower-

class families to afford college (Adams, 2020). Shapiro points out that especially “students from 

low-income families who’ve been lured away by this temporary hitch in the labor market where 

wages are increasing” are the most likely to be gravitating away from college (Douglas-Gabriel, 

2021). This point from Shapiro especially highlights the effects that big corporations have on an 
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individual’s choice to attend college. With an increase in the minimum wage by education level, 

students will be less likely to be trapped by the false promise of high wages by companies. This 

“false promise” refers to the idea that students are excited by the idea of a higher wage but often 

do not get raises much higher than the starting wage. Even employees who rise the ranks and 

earn higher salaries at the company earn much less than those who complete even just a 

bachelor’s degree (See Appendices D & E). By using data from Appendices D and E, we can see 

that even the top 10% of retail workers make less than those who have even just a few college 

credits. 

With companies riding the wave of this economic revival, stores can offer much higher 

wages than ever before, distracting students from the time/money investment of college. Many 

stores, like Target and Walmart, are offering $20/hour wages for entry-level positions, enticing 

the option of postponing college.  

However, while many students take these positions with anticipations of attending college 

after a year or two, that plan rarely takes fruition. When asked about the topic, Shapiro observed: 

“The longer students are away from school, the harder and harder it becomes for them to come 

back” (Whitford, 2021). Recent surveys have found that the likelihood of high school students 

attending a university or four-year college dropped a staggering 20% over the worst months of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, to sit at about 53% currently (Dickler, 2021). 

 Going forward, the COVID-19 pandemic brings an encore to the foreshadowed 

enrollment cliff, with a much worse birthrate drop through the 2020 pandemic than the 2008 

recession. Between 2000 and 2019, daily births declined by 0.39% annually according to the US 

Census Bureau (US. Census Bureau, 2021). However, this same study shows that 2020 saw a 
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staggering 4.06% drop in births from the year before, hitting the biggest decrease in almost a 

century.  

 With just under half of the homeless population having even completed high school, it 

becomes clear how important education is. If we can incentivize education and offer fair wages 

to compensate for it, then homeless people will have a more substantial incentive to get back in 

school. 

The Policy/Proposition 

Instead of flat, unconditional minimum wages, this idea proposes wages based on highest 

educational achievement. This would mark the following achievement from the lowest hourly 

salary to the highest hourly salary, beginning with less than high school diploma, high school 

diploma/GED, associate’s degree, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, and doctoral degree, with 

trade/technical school marked at the same level as undergraduate. 

While the proposed change may at first seem like a punishment to the uneducated, it 

intends to help the homeless obtain meaningful jobs. At the current rate, the minimum wage is 

doing nothing but widening the gap between the lower class and the working class. While 

increases in the minimum wage are meant to aid the working class and those who already have 

steady jobs, the lower class often faces the challenge of rising costs without jobs to counteract 

inflation. Because of the inflation, many small businesses are only allowed to hire a certain 

amount of people at a time, therefore limiting job availability. 

Four main reasons explain how this proposal offers a solution based on the research 

previously given: 

1. The working class will be more incentivized to further their education, reducing their 

chances of homelessness. 



EXPLORING EDUCATION-BASED, MINIMUM-WAGE INCENTIVES 
 

 

15 

 

2. Educated individuals will be looking for jobs based on their minimum wage, 

lessening competition for lower wage jobs that can go to the homeless. 

3. Smaller businesses have more incentive to hire a less educated person, helping them 

get a wage to go back to school or better their living situation. 

4. Individuals already facing homelessness will have increased motivation to attend 

school, even if just to complete a GED, therefore lowering their chances of staying 

homeless. 

By lowering the minimum wage for less educated, they have new opportunities to get 

employment where they otherwise would not be able to. The following factors (viz., wage 

spread, implantation curve, and implementation timeline) are all the last steps that need to be 

negotiated to finalize the amendment to minimum wage policies. Each factor has multiple 

options to be weighed. There are no definitive numbers given for each factor as this thesis aims 

to describe the theory behind the proposal, not delineate exact steps. By lowering the minimum 

wage for those King County citizens who are less educated, they have new opportunities to get 

employment where they otherwise would not be able to. 

Wage Spread 

The “wage spread” refers to the difference in minimum wages between each education 

level. For example, a high school diploma having a minimum of $15 and a master’s degree 

having a minimum of $17 is a different spread than $15 and $20 respectively. There are six 

major education levels to be considered for this proposal: less than high school diploma, high 

school diploma, associate degree, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, and doctoral/professional 

degree. Trade/technical school will sit at the same level as the associate degree as a similar time 

commitment is required for both. Earning a GED will rank similarly to earning a high school 
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diploma. These education levels are based on current earnings (see Appendix E). According to 

the Economic Policy Institute, there is a clear converse relationship between the amount of 

education completed and the likelihood of working for minimum wage (See Appendix C). As 

noted earlier, the numbers do not incorporate Seattle as the minimum wage in Seattle is different 

than federally, however it can be still used to approximate the ratios of people that would be 

affected by the change. The spread should not be higher than the average earnings for each 

education level, as the goal is not to increase wages for all, but instead to promote education and 

offer more hiring incentives for those who are less educated.  

Implementation Curve 

 The “implementation curve”’ refers to how the current wages will rise to the desired 

levels. There are three main implementation curves for this proposal: linear (ex. $0, $0.25, $0.50, 

$0.75, $1); exponential (ex. $0.04, $0.16, $0.36, $0.64, $1); and immediate (ex. $0, $1). 

Immediate implementation is by far the most unrealistic option as it would cause thousands of 

businesses to instantly increase work wages, causing either loss of labor or an increase in pricing. 

Exponential and linear are both good options as they take place over time, but exponential is 

slightly favorable as it follows the natural inflation a bit closer. 

Implementation Timeline 

 The “implementation timeline” refers to how soon the intended wages will be reached. 

Naturally, if the immediate implantation curve is selected, the implementation timeline is 

redundant. However, for the much more realistic exponential and linear curves, a timeline 

decides the magnitude of the curve being used. For example, a two-year curve would yield quick 

results, but likely at the cost of upsetting the economy. On the opposite end, a fifty-year curve 
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would allow for an extremely natural wage separation, but at the cost of not having much effect 

for fifty years. 
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Conclusion 

The idea to alter the current minimum wage structure to allow education-based minimum 

wages not only helps small businesses employ more workers and promote higher education, but 

most importantly it empowers the uneducated and homeless to get jobs and work their way up 

the social ladder. With the way that the current minimum wage is, the homeless have little 

chance at earning sustainable jobs when they must compete with everyone else fighting for the 

same pay. By breaking up wages into tiers, this amendment allows those who need it the most to 

earn for themselves. This idea lifts the homeless population, while also taking the weight off the 

government’s budget by boosting the economy and lowering the need for government wage 

assistance. Overall, an education-based minimum wage is the best solution to the problems that 

the current minimum wage structure is causing. 
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Graph by Jake Fankhauser (Washington State Department of Labor and Industries, 2022) 
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