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Providing English language and literacy services for adults who are not yet 

proficient in English continues to be both a growing need and a growing concern 

in the United States. A high quality immigrant education system is critically 

important for millions of immigrants whose success in the new country depends 

in large part on their ability to communicate in English, manage the ins and outs 

of a new system, and integrate into the larger society.  An effective immigrant 

education system is no less important for receiving communities and society at 

large as they are more likely to absorb newcomers and to benefit from the 

knowledge, skills, and resources that immigrants bring with them once English 

proficiency is no longer a major barrier. 

English as a Second Language (ESL),now often referred to as language 

services for English language learners (ELLs), is a key component of the adult 

education system. In fact, ESL is the fastest growing segment of the program, 

comprising 40-50% of the total enrollment. Adult ESL is the place where research 

and practice can meet up with policies on immigrant integration, job training, 
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employment, and community development to build collaborations across 

agencies and interest groups; English language and literacy skills are central to 

all of these endeavors.   

For the immigrants and refugees themselves, control -if not mastery- of 

English represents the key to the Golden Door behind which lie the benefits of  

American society:  educational opportunities, jobs that pay a living wage, social 

mobility and a better life for oneself and one’s children. For thousands, the adult 

education and training system offers the best hope for getting through the Golden 

Door.  Adult immigrants often dream of a time when they no longer have to 

depend on their children to translate, and their intelligence and accomplishments 

are no longer judged by their ability to speak English. For those with higher levels 

of education and/or professional experience, mastering English means 

recognition as professionals and attaining access to positions (social and 

economical) that afford them the respect  often denied those not yet able to  

express sophisticated ideas in a new language.  Adult education, serving as an 

entry point for low literate as well as educated adults needing English, can play 

an important role in helping these immigrants advance.  

Providing language and literacy services to a wide variety of adult 

immigrants and refugees is a multi-faceted process that deserves closer attention 

if the system is to be effective.   This chapter argues for differentiating services 

based on the needs of various subgroups of adult English language learners, 

including those with only a few years of schooling in the home country , those 

hoping to naturalize, and immigrants seeking English in order to improve their job 
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prospects.  Many adults have broad overlapping goals; others are looking not for 

general all-purpose ESL classes, but rather for focused single purpose classes 

that move them quickly toward their goals.   

Currently, we do not have a system of adult immigrant education and 

training in the United States that is highly effective and efficient, although most 

participants do come away with some gains in language proficiency and many 

who participate do find jobs (many others also find jobs without having taken part 

in programs). On the policy side, the system serving immigrants with English 

language needs is highly fragmented. There is a patchwork of services provided 

by a variety of departments, including the Department of  Education, the 

Department of Labor, along with the Department of Health and Human Services, 

along with various state initiatives. Little guidance is provided by the federal 

government on how English language learners should be served, or how 

program structures and programs funded by different federal departments might 

be integrated (Chisman, Wrigley, & Ewen 1994; Wrigley, Richter, Martinson, 

Kubo & Strawn, 2003).  On the state level, the guidance given by the federal 

government and the states tends to ignore regional differences such as the lack 

of appropriate infrastructure in the new immigrant states like North Carolina and 

Georgia, and the need for new models that take into account the strictly bilingual 

nature of many linguistically isolated areas where Spanish is now the lingua 

franca of every day communication, including communication in many 

workplaces.   
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This chapter makes the case that the current system, does a fine job 

serving as a “life boat” for newcomers who need English skills to go shopping, 

talk about family, understand our currency, or make a doctor’s appointment. 

While this emphasis meets the needs of  beginning language learners and new 

entrants to the country, it tends to fall short of  meeting the goals of those who no 

longer need survival English to help them function day-to-day.   A largely 

generalized curriculum emphasizing a broad set of life skills, (including general 

pre-employment skills and civic activities) is not sufficiently focused on the 

specific demands of different contexts for English learning to make a significant 

difference in the lives of participants.  Given the broad spectrum of backgrounds 

and needs among the immigrant population, a system that is more highly 

differentiated, while perhaps more expensive in the short run, (classes are likely 

to be smaller), is a worthwhile investment. 

 The chapter starts by providing an overview of recent demographics and 

the implications for communities as well as for adult literacy programs and then 

highlights the diverse linguistic, cultural and educational backgrounds of adult 

immigrants, along with the differences in status that exist among legal 

immigrants, refugees, and students without legal papers.  It then focuses on two 

current policy challenges: the recent changes in citizenship testing, and the 

relationships between language services and workforce development. Policy 

recommendations conclude the chapter. 

Defining the Need – Demographics of Adult ESL 
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More people came to the U.S. in the 1990s than in any other decade in the 

nation’s history. As a result, all across the country, agencies and schools serving 

adult learners are seeing more and more language minorities come to their 

doors.  Currently, among the 264.4 million people aged 5 and over who live in the 

United States, 47 million (18%) speak a language other than English at home, a 

number that has doubled over the last 20 years (Schmidley 2001, U.S. Census 

2000).  Many of these families are recent arrivals, and a significant number are 

settling in different states than did earlier immigrants. Both legal and silent 

immigration are likely to continue across the United States as many new 

immigrants and refugees enter the country, either to live on their own or to join 

families already in the United States. We can expect many of these newcomers 

to have very low levels of literacy in the native language   (Fix, Passel and 

Sucher, 2003; Wrigley et al., 2003). Given these changes, providing services for  

new entrants constitutes a major challenge for programs which, in the past, could 

assume that learners had sufficient reading skills in their native language to 

make an easy transition from literacy in the first language to English literacy while 

developing their oral English skills. 

Diverse Education Levels 

Adult ESL learners have a much wider range of educational backgrounds than do 

ABE learners who, as a rule, share the common characteristic of not having a 

high school diploma. In fact, educational backgrounds among all foreign-born 

individuals show a bimodal distribution: one-third lack a high school education, a 

proportion twice as large as among native born adults. Educational needs are 
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even greater for immigrants from Mexico where two thirds have not completed 

high school (Wrigley et al, 2003). At the same time, however, the immigrant 

population has the same proportion of educated adults as their native born 

counterparts, roughly one-quarter of the foreign-born have a bachelor’s degree or 

higher (Schmidley, 2001).  This disparity in education levels makes it clear that a 

one size fits all system is not likely to be the most effective or the most efficient 

way to advance skills. Rather, we must conceive of a system that takes 

educational backgrounds into account and provides different kinds of services for 

professionals new to English but with higher levels of education than for those 

who not only need English but who look to adult education as a way to fill 

educational gaps and build their literacy skills.   

A National Issue with Local Impact  

While providing quality educational services adults who speak a language 

other than English is concern in all U.S. states, the impact of immigration on 

ABE/ESL services varies by region. According to the 2000 Census report on 

language use, more than one quarter of the population in seven states spoke a 

language other than English at home. California has the largest percentage 

(39%), followed by New Mexico (37%), and Texas (31%), Arizona and New 

Jersey (each had about 26%).  Cities are differentially affected as well. For 

example, the metropolitan areas of Los Angeles and New York City are home to 

one-third of all immigrants in the U.S. (Schmidley, 2001). In these cities, large 

majorities, from two-thirds to three-quarters of immigrant adults report not 

speaking English well (Capps, et al., 2002). This then is the very population likely 
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to come for services under the Adult Basic Education (ABE) system and other 

programs funded under the Workforce Investment Act.  

 Help Needed in New Immigrant States.  Increasingly, immigrants settle 

in areas that are not in the traditional immigrant states. Within the last 10 years, 

40% of all immigrants who have come to the U.S have settled in Iowa, Georgia, 

Kentucky, and North Carolina, for example. .  Other states like Arkansas and 

Idaho, have seen their immigrant populations rise by over 150% within that time, 

a trend that presents new challenges for communities and schools (Passel & 

Zimmerman, 2001).  To off-set the burden on local districts, state adult basic 

education directors from the key immigration states have started to advocate for 

Federal Impact Aid Funds to mitigate the cost of serving adult ESL students. 

 Lacking the history, and thus infrastructure to serve immigrants, these new 

immigrant states and their educational systems are not always well-prepared to 

assist newcomers in their quest to enter and advance in the workforce and gain 

financial stability.  Federal funding and technical assistance is needed to help 

them build a system that can meet the language and job development needs of 

immigrants and of the local employers who need skilled workers.  Such a system 

should include infrastructure that can train teachers and provide resources to 

implement effective instructional models and structures, as well as disseminate 

research which can be linked to practice. These new immigrant states will also 

need help setting up collaborations between educational entities such as adult 

schools or community colleges, immigrant assistance groups who provide 

support services, job training providers, and employers.  While such partnerships 
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are  mandated under the Workforce Investment Act, in reality there is very little  

collaboration between the One Stop Centers providing services under Title I of 

the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and adult literacy providers funded under 

WIA Title II. (Wrigley, et al 2003; Strawn & Martinson, 2002). The challenge lies 

in building different kinds of collaborations in which adult education providers 

play a key role in service provision for immigrants, and can draw monies from 

different funding sources such as the Department of Labor which funds training 

for low skilled immigrant workers, and the Department of Health and Human 

Services which funds welfare to work services, as well as language and 

employment services for refugees.   

 Language Distribution.  The countries of origin and languages spoken at 

home of non-native speakers help shape the nature of  ESL literacy services that 

a community provides. For example, throughout the adult ESL system, Spanish 

speakers predominate, reflecting the overall immigrant population that shows 

43% of immigrants coming from Spanish speaking countries, the vast majority 

from Mexico.  According to the 2000 Census, 19,594,395 people in the U.S. are 

Spanish speakers and half of these report speaking English less than very well, 

making up a significant group of adults and families who could benefit from 

language and literacy services.  The west and the south combined had about 

three times the number of  Spanish speakers (21 million) as the northeast and 

midwest combined (7.1 million).  This pattern highlights the need for services that 

reflect the bilingual, bicultural nature of life and work that exist in many of the 
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traditional receiving communities for immigrants from Puerto Rico, Mexico, and 

other parts of Central America.  

Speakers of languages associated with Asia and the Pacific Islands make 

up the second largest language group but constitute a much smaller percentage 

(26%) of the immigrant population.  Among the latter, Chinese is the most 

common language spoken at home, with a range of other languages taking 

second place.  In areas where there is a high proportion of one Asian language 

group, bilingual staff, particularly counselors and  outreach workers, may be 

necessary to provide meaningful access and advisement along with other 

resources that are available in both English and the language of the community.   

Differences in Immigration Status 

 A wide range of language and literacy skills is not the only characteristic that 

sets immigrants apart from their U.S.-born counterparts in adult literacy 

education. Differences in immigration status play a significant role as well, both in 

term of educational needs and in access to services. The most significant 

features to consider deal with legal immigration, refugee status, U.S. born status, 

and denial of access to federally funded educational programs.  

 Lawful immigrants.  By far the largest group of ESL learners was born in 

another country and are classified by the US Citizenship and Immigration Service 

(USCIS) as “immigrants,” meaning “legal immigrants” although immigrant 

households often include individuals without legal status. In some families, only 

the children are legal immigrants, a status they acquired by being born in the 

United States while the rest of the family, including the parents lack authorization 
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to live, work, or study in the United States.  The vast majority of students served 

in adult ESL programs are lawful, sometimes called legal immigrants.  

Refugees. The category of legal immigrants includes a subcategory of 

refugees who came to the United States under special circumstances. Typically 

they have suffered hardships related to persecution, civil strife, and war. 

Refugees are the only group whose arrival and education is guided by explicit 

policies which guarantee assistance including English language education linked 

to employment, resettlement assistance, and mental health counseling. Although 

they have been the smallest group of immigrants since the end of the Vietnam 

War, refugees are a population of special concern because of  the hardships they 

have endured, the gap between their old way of life and U.S. circumstances, their 

relative poverty, and their need for English and cultural services. In fact, only 8% 

of refugees reported speaking English well at the time of their arrival in the U.S. 

Although thousands of refugees are languishing in overseas camps waiting to be 

resettled, entry into the U.S. has become far more difficult since the attacks on 

the U.S. in September 2001. The U.S. Committee on Refugees reports that while 

70,000 refugees were authorized to come the United States in fiscal year 2002, 

only about 50,000 were admitted by the U.S. State Department.  Once 

restrictions are eased, adult ESL programs can expect thousands more to enter 

classes, since participation in a formal English language program with a focus on 

employment preparation is mandatory in order for refugees to receive cash 

assistance as part of their resettlement.  
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 Their numbers are small, but refugees deserve special consideration as 

part of the adult ESL system, not only because the United States has made a 

promise to shelter and educate them, but because of the hardships they have 

endured. A significant percentage of refugees have experienced trauma related 

to war or civil strife.  Most refugees are women and many face serious emotional 

challenges as they seek to adjust to U.S. society (Isserlis, 2001). Uprooted and 

forced to leave family behind, they now must negotiate a new culture, find work, 

and often switch from living in a rural area dependent on agriculture, to an 

industrialized and technology-driven society. Often with little school experience, 

these refugees must struggle with a strange language while finding their way in a 

country that is different in almost every way from what they knew back home. 

Two groups of refugees illustrate these points.  The Hmong, displaced as a result 

of the Vietnam War, are expected to enter the U.S. in 2004-2005 after having 

lived in Thailand as refugees for over 20 years.  Over the next few years, 12,000 

Somali Bantu will be resettled in the United States (U.S. Department of State, 

2003).  For these refugee families, ESL literacy classes are the entry point into 

U.S. civic life that allows them to gain cultural competence, and to acquire the 

English they need to be successful in American society.  For many, these 

classes are also the first and sometimes the only chance to learn to read and 

write.  

Native born.  Although most ESL program participants are foreign-born, a 

small portion of students were born in the United States, but have not acquired 

full proficiency in English. Both the oral language and writing of these students 
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may show traces of non-native language interference, and learners may still have 

difficulties creating the kind of writing expected in college. This group includes 

young people who did not complete high school.   Their profiles in many ways 

are similar to those of ABE students who communicate quite well but speak and 

write a non-standard variation of English. It also includes residents of  Puerto 

Rico, who grew up speaking Spanish, and residents of Guam who may speak 

Chamorro, Palauan, or Tagalog as a first language. English learners in this group 

also include speakers of native American languages. In some areas in Alaska 

(Bethel, for example), 66% of the population speak a language other than 

English and 97% of those speak a native North American language. A similar 

situation exists in the Navajo Indian reservation, spanning several counties 

throughout Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah. Currently, the needs of U.S. born 

adults who are not fully English proficient don’t receive a great deal of attention in 

the adult ESL literacy field.  However, some community colleges, particularly in 

California and Texas, are paying attention to a group of students with similar 

needs, known as Generation 1.5 (see Thonus, 2003 and Crandall & Sheppard, 

2004).  These students may have been born in the United States, or may have 

come to the U.S. as young children, and have grown up in households where a 

language other than English is spoken.  Generation 1.5 students share 

characteristics of both first and second-generation immigrants. They fit neither 

the traditional profile of academically under-prepared literacy students who grew 

up speaking English, nor that of foreign-born immigrant students who are trying 

to acquire English language skills.  The insights gained by college teachers 



 

 

 

13 

working with these students might help inform adult literacy programs as to the 

kind of support that ESL learners who have transitioned to ABE or GED might 

need.  

 

 Undocumented Immigrants.   Under the Workforce Investment 

Act which governs services for both adult basic education and adult ESL, only 

students with legal status in the United States may be served in federally funded 

programs. However, exceptions  are common as local districts find ways to 

circumvent federal legislation.  As a result, quite a few students without legal 

documentation find their way into adult ESL programs. Not surprisingly, serving 

unauthorized immigrants with federal monies is a highly contentious issue in 

adult ESL.  In many areas with high proportions of families without legal status, 

programs struggle to serve these students in ways that fall within the law, but at 

the same time do not turn the program into an enforcement arm of the Homeland 

Security Office.  Strategies for straddling the issue include asking students for 

official identity numbers, recording whatever number is given in the official data 

base, and then simply notifying the student that he/she may have made a 

mistake if a number given is already in the system. Most programs do not ask for 

official documentation such as Green Cards or Social Security Numbers since 

these kinds of documentation are not required for registration in K-12 schools. 

Other programs, committed to providing services to all adults who need ESL and 

literacy, go one step further. When an adult student signs up for classes, staff 

simply assign an available I.D. number, often generated by computer. All in all, 
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there is a great deal of “fudging” within the system in order to provide services to 

all who need and want them.  Some advocacy groups point out that denying 

services based on legal status often means allowing some family members to 

participate in English classes while denying access to others. The practice 

seems especially harsh in cases where parents with U.S.-born children may not 

participate in federally funded family literacy programs although their children 

attend publicly funded schools, and they and their children would greatly benefit 

from these services.   

 It is not necessarily a given that immigrants without legal status will forever 

be denied educational services funded by the federal government. While the 

Immigration Control and Reform Act is clear in its intent to deny federally funded 

ABE/ESL services to undocumented adults, the Act could be amended, 

particularly at a time when “amnesty” for those living in the U.S. without official 

documentation is being discussed in Washington.  While full amnesty may be a 

long way away, advocacy efforts geared toward regularizing the status of 

“illegals” in adult ESL classes certainly deserves consideration in the meantime. 

Amendment of the law would allow both adult English learners and the programs 

that serve them to come out of the shadows. Since the U.S. Supreme Court has 

already given the right to an education to undocumented children (Plyler v. Doe, 

1982), similar arguments can be made to allow parents and other adults to learn 

English and increase their literacy skills.  From a broader perspective, the more 

adults that are educated and literate, the more that individuals, families and 

societies will benefit.  If we do indeed want to move toward a quality education 
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system for adult immigrants who still struggle with English, the need to serve 

individuals who lack proper documentation will need to be broached.   

Linguistically Isolated and Multi-lingual Environments 

Demographics, educational backgrounds and immigrant status are only some of 

the factors that shape curriculum and instruction for immigrants. The language 

environment in which students live and study plays an important role as well. 

Various regions and cities within the U.S. differ significantly in the composition of 

their population, and (among other individual factors) the language mix within a 

particular area greatly influences how much opportunity immigrants have to hear 

English and use English.  Local demographics, in particular, tend to determine 

the composition of a class and sometimes of an entire program.  This has 

significant implications for curriculum and instruction. For example, in El Paso, 

Texas, in East Harlem, New York, and in the barrios of Los Angeles and 

Chicago, classes are made up almost exclusively of students who share a single 

language background –Spanish.  In the West, the Spanish language group may 

also include speakers of Maya who struggle with Spanish as a second language 

as well as with English. In these areas, Spanish is invariably used by teachers 

and students, particularly in beginning ESL classes where translation is often the 

quickest and surest way to ensure directions and tasks are understood. Classes 

composed of a single language group are also common in various Chinatowns 

across the United States and are found in other ethnic communities, such as 

Somali neighborhoods in Seattle, Haitian-Creole in Boston, or Hmong 

neighborhoods in Fresno and Minneapolis/St.Paul.   
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Serving students in communities where one language predominates in 

classes as well as in the neighborhood presents a special challenge to programs.  

To help immigrants become  bilingual and bicultural, they must find ways to 

acknowledge the mono-lingual nature of day-to-day interactions while at the 

same time providing opportunities for students to develop their English and not 

depend on continuous translation in class.  Unlike their K-12 counterparts, few 

adult ESL teachers have been trained in how to implement  an approach  that 

takes into account bilingual realities.  If these students are to be served well, 

curriculum, instruction, and staff development need to take on the challenge of 

helping them develop their English skills in ways that offer maximum exposure to 

and use of English.  To succeed in that endeavor, models that look at effective 

ways of teaching English as a foreign (rather than a second language) may 

provide some insights since teachers overseas also struggle with using the 

native language just enough to facilitate learning but not so much to create 

overdependence on translation.    

 Language diversity looks quite different in cities such as Seattle, Brooklyn, 

or Las Vegas where multiple language groups are learning English together. 

Because immigrants from different countries live, work, and study together there, 

English tends to be the lingua franca, and there are many more occasions inside 

and outside of class that demand the use English. Since they cannot rely on the 

home language outside a small neighborhood, students in these situations are 

used to hearing different variations of English and tend to be much less hesitant 

to use imperfect English to get their point across or accomplish a task.  For 
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programs that serve this group, one of the ongoing challenges is to encourage 

students to keep learning and refining their English so that their language does 

not become “fossilized” – as is the case when a student’s “interlanguage”  

(English influenced by the native language) becomes permanent and errors 

persist although fluency may continue to develop.  As a result of fossilization, 

non-standard language forms become fixed, and interlanguage stabilizes at a 

point well short of native speaker proficiency.  If adults are to be prepared for 

employment or academic work where grammatical accuracy matters, programs 

serving adult immigrants will need to find an appropriate place for  instruction that 

addresses the special needs of those who speak English quite fluently but 

nevertheless make errors that are distinctive from those within a larger 

population focused on communicative competence.   

Systems and Program Challenges 

In recent years, several major developments have challenged the adult ESL 

programs to think beyond typical survival English instruction, and respond to new 

opportunities, while at the same time confronting  policy that seems short-sighted 

or ill conceived. These opportunities and challenges come in the form of the fairly 

recent inclusion of EL Civics to the federally funded ESL program, the prospect 

of a new test for citizenship that could  adversely effect low literate immigrants, 

and the need to respond to the needs of low literate immigrants who are in the 

workforce and require both English language services and skills training as well.    

Civics Education 
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Adult ESL encompasses a broad charge that includes not only language 

teaching but services related to the civic integration of newcomers to the United 

States.  As such, adult ESL is influenced by federal policies that determine what 

kind of service can be provided to whom and what the nature of these services 

should be.  At times, these federal policies are shortsighted and regulations 

contradictory and not necessarily in the best interest of the students and their 

families. If we truly want to have a quality system of education, it becomes 

important not only to implement policy in the best possible way but also to 

challenge policies that appear unreasonable or unfair. Recent discussions in 

Congress focused on what it should take for immigrants to become  naturalized 

citizens is a case in point.  

 The notion of an adult education system that prepares immigrants for 

community engagement and citizenship is not new and a number of countries 

offer classes designed to help newcomers acculturate, integrate, and if they wish 

to do so, naturalize and become citizens. In the United States, funding 

specifically designated for civics and citizenship has been available since 1999, 

when the federal government, upon urging of the Congressional Hispanic 

Caucus, created a separate funding stream, called EL Civics (English literacy 

and civics) designed specifically for those born in another country who spoke no 

or little English. According to the federal regulations, EL Civics is “an education 

program that emphasizes contextual instruction on the rights and responsibilities 

of citizenship, naturalization procedures, civic participation, and U.S. history and 

government to help students acquire the skills and knowledge to become active 



 

 

 

19 

and informed parents, workers and community members” (Federal Register, 

1999).  

 The EL Civics funding stream and its requirements challenges programs 

to develop classes for immigrants and refugees who either plan to become 

citizens or simply need English to communicate with others, function in daily life 

or gain a better sense of how the United States works. Teachers in EL Civics 

classes are expected to develop or deliver curriculum that connect immigrants 

and refugees with the wider community, help them understand local services, 

and engage them in dialogue around community issues.   There is also an 

expectation that programs teach the civic values upon which the United States is 

built: tolerance for diversity, democracy, freedom of expression, and a legal 

system that promises due process.  Teaching might also include civic rights and 

responsibilities, including the right to challenge the system and advocate for 

change.  While it seems extremely worthwhile for ESL programs to offer a 

window to understanding “what it means to be American,” civic values and 

concepts are difficult to teach, particularly for ESL instructors whose training and 

education generally does not include the teaching of  subjects related to 

immigrant integration. The challenge is particularly great for programs serving 

students who understand only minimal English and do not have a deep 

knowledge of the principles and values associated with living in a Western 

democracy.  

The Redesign of the U.S. Citizenship Test 
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 Since funding for EL Civics encompasses both the teaching of civics and 

the knowledge and skills associated with naturalization, ESL programs must 

grapple with the dual nature of the program: on the one hand, they are expected 

to increase the civic engagement of immigrants and refugees (whether they are 

citizens or not), on the other, they are expected to prepare students who are 

interested in naturalization to pass the federally mandated national citizenship 

exam. While the civics and literacy component is conceptualized fairly broadly 

and provides quite a bit of leeway in terms of educational outcomes – it may 

include life skills related to commerce, transportation, or health related issues- 

preparation for citizenship is rather specific and is driven by the requirements of 

the  United States Office of  Immigration and Citizenship Services (USCIS, 

formerly known as the Immigration and Naturalization Service).  Since many 

students who plan to become citizens look to adult ESL programs to teach them 

the skills required to pass the exam, programs are now faced with additional 

challenges that go beyond the teaching of  communication, grammar, 

pronunciation and life skills – the mainstay of most regular ESL programs.  

Preparing adult ESL students for naturalization is made particularly difficult 

by the fact that most students coming to classes have language skills well below 

the level needed to pass the citizenship test (Fix, Passel, & Sucher, 2003), and 

these conditions are not likely to change quickly. As is true for the adult 

population of immigrants and refugees overall, the profile of those eligible for 

naturalization is changing, creating additional challenges for programs and 

classrooms.  Currently 7.5 million foreign-born are eligible to naturalize with two 
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million additional legal immigrants likely to become eligible (Fix, Passel, and 

Sucher, 2003). When compared with groups who have already become citizens, 

individuals in the newly eligible group, most of whom are from Mexico, have more 

limited English skills and have lower educational levels.  Among the eight million 

adults in this category, many will not be able to pass the citizenship test because 

of the lack of English proficiency. These demographics highlight the need for 

programs to establish services for low literate Spanish speaking applicants who 

have few years of education in their home countries, minimal literacy in the native 

language, and who may not have the academic preparation that would help them 

understand complex concepts and sophisticated vocabulary that appear in most 

citizenship textbooks, including those being developed by USCIS. 

In the next few years, adult educators will be directly confronted with 

policy in action. Citizenship preparation is likely to be a contentious issue, as the 

Office of Citizenship and Immigration moves toward redesigning the 

naturalization test in ways that may put additional burdens on non-English 

speaking immigrants.  USCIS, in response to Congress’ desire to have a test that 

is both fairer and more meaningful, is planning to make several changes to the 

test that have the potential of making the test more demanding both linguistically 

and cognitively.  Proposed changes relate to the two basic requirements in the 

immigration act:  To show an understanding of the fundamentals of  U.S. history 

and government, and to speak and respond to ordinary English.  

The implications of the proposed changes are far-reaching. Whereas in 

the past, citizenship teachers could focus on strategies for memorizing and 
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recalling key information from a set of pre-determined questions, they may now 

be confronted with the task of helping students gain deeper knowledge of U.S. 

history content, learn difficult and uncommon vocabulary related to U.S. 

government structures, and  become familiar with complex concepts such as the 

separation of church and state.  Language and literacy skills that could be 

required may be assessed in new and more difficult ways as well.   

The test currently in place assesses the language requirements for citizenship 

through a one-on-one interview in which the examiner may ask applicants about 

their families or their work histories. For the most part, the interviewer tries to 

gauge English proficiency by engaging the person in a conversation that revolves 

around topics with which individuals are likely to be familiar. Under the proposed 

model, applicants no longer would hold a conversation on every day topics but 

would be asked to describe one or more pictures instead – orally and in writing. 

Clearly, this type of task requires a different kind of English (descriptive and 

narrative, rather than interactive).  Early USCIS proposals also indicated that 

portions of the exam may be administered via computer. If the English portion of 

the exam changes from an assessment administered person to person and 

focusing on every day topics to a pencil and paper or technology-mediated test, 

applicants will need to develop a set of skills different from those required in the 

past and will look to adult ESL programs for help. If the adult education system is 

to be responsive to emergent needs, pedagogies will be needed that focus on 

the acquisition of content knowledge and test taking skills.  
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 The debate over the proposed changes in the citizenship test highlights 

another feature of quality programs for immigrants and refugees: the  motivation 

to keep current on proposed legislation and advocate for changes in policies that 

are not educationally sound or potentially discriminate against certain groups. 

Advocating for sound policies and providing students with quality education 

geared toward naturalization deserves special consideration since the citizenship 

test carries serious consequences.  The stakes are high.  Passing the test 

confers special advantages tied to access to public benefits, the right to vote and 

serve on a jury, and the opportunity to sponsor family members who will be 

eligible to enter the United States and live here legally. It also allows immigrants 

to obtain citizenship for children born abroad. Conversely, failing the test means 

being potentially subject to deportation, not being able to live overseas for 

extended periods of time and limited political participation.  If we are to build a 

quality education system, monitoring, and responding to policies that affect the 

lives of millions of immigrants and refugees must be in integral part of our 

mission. 

  Community-based organizations, associations of ESL teachers (TESL) 

and immigrant rights groups have followed the proposed changes closely and 

have submitted strongly worded commentary regarding both the content and the 

format of the new test.  The Illinois Coalition of Immigrant Rights, for example, 

has voiced their concerns that the proposed citizenship test will discriminate 

against applicants with limited formal education if one-on-one conversations 

focused on every day conversational skills are replaced by more academic 
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content (da Mota, 2003). The board of TESL, the International Organization for 

those teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages had expressed concerns 

as well and recommends that both the test and the proposed study guide focus 

on “practical civics knowledge” related to civic participation, rather than on 

academic content related to history and government.  The organization is so 

concerned about both the content and the potential impact of the proposed 

redesign, that it is establishing a special committee in 2005 to work on citizenship 

issues.  The strongest critique of the test comes from the National Academy of 

Sciences which in its Letter Report (December 2004) questioned the scientific 

basis for the redesign of the test (now under development) and suggested that 

the process for developing a citizenship test be systematic rather than ad hoc, 

based on established principles of test development (which were largely ignored 

in the USCIS design), and transparent to the public. The Academy also strongly 

recommended that sufficient classes and appropriate materials be made 

available, stressing the importance of providing immigrants with the “opportunity 

to learn” a key principle in high stakes testing.  

Workforce Education 

The needs of  English language learners who are either working or looking for 

work deserve special consideration. This is true in terms of both educational 

policy and program design. English for work, either to find a job, succeed in a job, 

or advance beyond current employment, is consistently named the number one 

reason why immigrants attend ESL classes.  Yet, for the most part, most ESL 

programs focus on  teaching general life survival skills such as shopping, 
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accessing community services, health, or family. While topics related to work, 

such as filling out an application or answering questions in an interview may be 

included, such generalized skills may not be sufficient to help immigrants gain 

access to jobs that pay a living wage. The following section highlights the 

economic situation of immigrants in the workforce and suggests a new model 

that integrates language teaching and occupational skills training so that adults 

with limited English skills can attain the knowledge, skills, and strategies needed 

for the kind of employment that helps families move out of poverty.   

 How well adult education helps prepare undereducated adults for jobs that 

pay a living wage is of utmost concern to both individuals and communities and 

may be one of the indicators of a quality system. In terms of immigration, 

statistics tell the story: Immigrants supplied half of the workforce growth in the 

1990 and will account for all of the net growth over the next 20 years (Wrigley, et 

al., 1993). However, immigrants will only be able to fill skilled jobs if they have 

access to both skills training and language education. Adult ESL can play a 

significant role in linking immigrants to employment and in helping them move out 

of poverty since English fluency is directly linked to both employment 

opportunities and to economic independence.  For example, a 1999 report on 

refugees in the U.S. found that only 26% of those who did not speak English 

were employed, compared with 77% of those who spoke English well or fluently 

(Office of Refugee Resettlement , 1999). In addition, English fluency increases 

immigrants’ earnings by 17%, far more than increases attributed to additional 

years of work experience (Fremstad, 2001).   
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 Why should the adult ESL system be concerned with teaching the kinds of 

English that prepare students for jobs?  Adult education does not exist in 

isolation and can often be most effective if it is tied to other efforts to improve the 

lives of learners (Auerbach, ; Freire, ). In the case of immigrants, language and 

literacy learning tied to employment prospects offers such an opportunity. 

Research has shown that immigrants constitute a high percentage of the 

“working poor” and are likely to remain so unless the system makes a full out 

effort to provide language and literacy skills that speak to workforce needs 

(Wrigley, et al., 2003). Currently, immigrants have higher rates of employment 

than their U.S. born counterparts, but at the same time, they earn lower wages 

than native-born workers. As a result, over 20% of immigrant families live below 

the poverty rate, a proportion twice as high as that of the native born-population 

(Wrigley, et al., 2003).  That means that many of the clients who come to ESL 

programs need support services to help them deal with the issues and concerns 

associated with poverty: limited access to quality child care, transportation, 

health care services, and advice on how to negotiate the social service system.  

Comprehensive service models that integrate language and literacy education 

with skills training and are offered within a larger system of social services show 

a great deal of promise in addressing multiple needs (Cave, Box, Doolittle & 

Toussaint, 1993). 

 In order to advance in the labor market, individuals with limited English 

skills clearly need both to improve their English language abilities and acquire 

job-specific skills.  Research shows that the most effective programs for moving 
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low-income individuals into work combine job training with basic skills instruction 

or provide a mix of services, including job search, education, and job training 

(Strawn & Martinson, 2002).  These programs produced larger and longer-lasting 

effects on employment and earnings than programs in which the primary 

program activity was job search or basic education. 

To make this model work for immigrants with limited English, language 

instruction will need to be tied to training in particular occupations and should 

incorporate key instructional elements, including general workplace 

communication skills, job-specific language needed for training, certification and 

testing, and soft skills to help navigate U.S. workplace culture.  

 Integrated approaches—models that combine language education with 

skills training—show a great deal of promise for immigrants and refugees.  They 

offer a number of potential benefits:  (1) participants gain important job skills 

while developing the communication skills needed to obtain jobs, (2) the 

language and cultural skills needed for job search and job retention are more 

easily integrated into training, (3) learning is both focused and contextualized and 

therefore more easily absorbed by participants who have little experience with 

formal schooling, and (4) motivation to learn remains high as participants see a 

clear end goal (Orr et al, 1996; Cave et al, 1993; Strawn, & Martinson, 2002, 

Wrigley et al. 2003).  

 In some areas of the United States—for example along the U.S.-Mexico 

border and in large ethnic enclaves in Chicago or Los Angeles—English 

proficiency is not necessarily a requirement for entry-level jobs.  This is 
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particularly true for jobs in the ethnic economy where immigrants work for other 

immigrants, although both advancement and lateral movement are often severely 

limited in these circumstances. In communities where two languages are 

commonly spoken, some service providers have started delivering job skills 

training in the native language concurrently with ESL classes. This model, 

sometimes referred to as bilingual-vocational training, has distinct advantages for 

adults who find learning English difficult.  Older adults may benefit the most—

particularly displaced workers who possess only marginal literacy in the native 

language and speak little English, in spite of having worked for many years 

before job loss occurred (Wrigley & Powrie, 2003).  Continued access to ESL 

services after the completion of the bilingual training program are important, 

however, to ensure that limited English skills do not hurt participants’ prospects 

later on when English is required for advancement.  

 While the One Stop System in the United States was meant to build such 

a model, it has not been effective for those most in need: individuals who speak 

little English, have no levels of literacy, and need access not just to ESL but to 

technical programs that offer the kinds of knowledge and skills that translate into 

jobs likely to move a family out of poverty (Wrigley and Powrie, 2003). As 

manufacturing jobs move overseas, adults with low levels of skills, immigrants 

and U.S. born, run the danger of being ghettoized in service jobs unless technical 

training, in areas such as health care, construction and transportation, is made 

available.  
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 Because the integration of adult ESL and job training is both a hot issue 

and a relatively new notion for both policy makers and  educational providers, 

studies into “what works” in this area are very much needed.   The educational 

community could greatly benefit from research and development efforts that 

investigate what it takes to combine successfully English instruction, literacy 

education, and job training for a diverse population groups.   

Conclusion 

Given the large numbers and diverse needs of immigrants in general, and the 

large numbers of adults seeking language services, the U.S. would be well 

served by a language policy that spans federal departments (e.g., Departments 

of Labor, Education, and Health and Human Services), and specifically 

addresses the needs of adult immigrants and refugees. The nation would benefit 

from a quality system of educational services that looks at adult ESL as part of a 

comprehensive effort toward immigrant integration. Such a system could help 

states and programs address a number of challenges including those discussed 

here. These include creating an infra-structure for newcomer services in new 

immigrant states, and providing differentiated services for various subgroups of 

immigrants and refugees. It also means monitoring federal policies and 

advocating for fair assessments, especially in areas such as naturalization where 

people’s futures are at stake.  Finally, a quality system should be concerned with 

collaboration among federally funded services, with a special emphasis on 

programmatic innovations such as integrated language and job skills training 

where research has shown significant success.   
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As immigration to the United States is ever-increasing, demand for English 

language services is likely to remain high. Adult ESL can play a critical role in 

enhancing the opportunities of those who have left their countries to seek new 

lives, as well as those who have been uprooted by war or civil strife.  A well 

thought out, well articulated adult ESL system that takes into account different 

subgroups and their goals, as well as different contexts for language learning, 

can make an important contribution not only to the adults who seek services but 

also to the social good and the well-being of our communities.  
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