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I. Introduction
Immigrants and their families are an increasingly important part of our country’s economic 
well-being.1 In 2014, about 42.2 million immigrants lived in the United States—approximately 
13 percent of the total population, compared to 5.4 percent of the population in 1960.2 It is 
estimated that 11.3 million immigrants, or about a quarter of the total, are unauthorized (also 
termed “undocumented”), and just under a quarter of all immigrants living in the United States 
are permanent residents and eligible for naturalization (8.8 million in 2012).3 Of the total number 
of unauthorized immigrants, about 62 percent have lived in the United States for more than a 
decade, and about 38 percent live with their US born children.4

Immigrants and their families also make up a large proportion of some states’ total population. 
In California, immigrants comprise 27 percent of the state population, while the foreign-born 
proportion of the population of New York and New Jersey is 22 percent.5 Furthermore, a number 
of states have experienced very high growth rates of their immigrant populations in recent years. 
For instance, between 2000 and 2013, the immigrant population of Arkansas grew 82 percent, 
while in Tennessee it grew 92 percent.6 
Immigrants make up a sizable portion of the US labor force, even greater than their share of 
the overall population: 16 percent, compared with 13 percent of the US population as a whole.7 
The number of foreign-born workers in the United States is projected to increase by 9.9 million 
between 2010 and 2030.8 They will become even more important to our workforce and economy 
as baby boomers retire, among other decreases in labor market participation.
Immigrants are a key segment of our workforce, and yet they are much more likely than the 
native population to be poor. Forty-two percent of foreign-born residents fall below 200 percent of 
the poverty threshold versus 30 percent of the native-born population.9 Other research shows that 
they are in need of more stable jobs with better wages and stronger connections to skills training 
and career advancement opportunities.10

The challenges of poverty, unstable employment, and low wages affect not just the adult family 
members, but also their children. The number of children in immigrant families has grown 
substantially over the last two decades—by 51 percent between 1995 and 2014, to 18.7 million first- 

1 We use the terms “immigrant,” “foreign- born,” and “new Americans” interchangeably. 
2 Brown, Anna, and Renee Stepler, “Statistical Portrait of the Foreign Born Population in the United States,” Pew Research Center, last modified April 
19, 2016, . 
3 Auclair, Gregory, and Jeanne Batalova, “Naturalization Trends in the United States,” Migration Policy Institute, last modified October 24, 2013,  

. 
4 Passel, Jeffrey S., and D’Vera Cohn, “Unauthorized Immigrant Population Stable for Half a Decade,” Pew Research Center, last modified July 22, 
2015, .
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Singer, Audrey, Immigrant Workers in the U.S. Labor Force: 

8 Myers, Dowell, Stephen Levy, and John Pitkin, “The Contributions of Immigrants and Their Children to the American Workforce and Jobs of the 
Future,” Center for American Progress, last modified June 19, 2013, 

.
9 McHugh, Margie, and Madeleine Morawski, “Immigrants and WIOA Services: Comparison of Sociodemographic Characteristics of Native- and 
Foreign-Born Adults in the United States,” Migration Policy Institute, last modified April 2016, 

.
10 Singer, Audrey, Immigrant Workers in the U.S. Labor Force: 

; Spence, Robin, “Sound Investments: Building Immigrants’ Skills to Fuel Economic Growth,” Economic Mobility 
Corporation, 2010 ; Lee, Helly, Christina Walker, and Olivia 
Golden, “Two Generational Strategies to Improve Immigrant Family and Child Outcomes,” CLASP, last modified December 2015, 

.  

http://www.pewhispanic.org/2016/04/19/statistical-portrait-of-the-foreign-born-population-in-the-united-states-key-charts/
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/naturalization-trends-united-states
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/07/22/unauthorized-immigrant-population-stable-for-half-a-decade/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/report/2013/06/19/66891/the-contributions-of-immigrants-and-their-children-to-the-american-workforce-and-jobs-of-the-future/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/immigration/report/2013/06/19/66891/the-contributions-of-immigrants-and-their-children-to-the-american-workforce-and-jobs-of-the-future/
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/WIOAFactSheet-USProfile-FINAL.pdf
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/WIOAFactSheet-USProfile-FINAL.pdf
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and second-generation immigrant children. They now represent one-quarter of all US children.11 
With tens of millions of immigrant workers in poverty, this translates into a disproportionately 
high number of children of immigrants growing up in poverty.12 As an abundance of research 
has demonstrated, poverty negatively affects children’s development, cognitive skills, academic 
performance, behavior, and overall chances for a healthy, successful life.13 Children of immigrants 
also face additional risk factors. These include, among other factors, having parents with low 
educational levels, living in households in which adults do not speak English, living in unstable 
households due to current immigrant policies, and experiencing high rates of family stress.14

Although immigrant workers are a sizable percentage of our workforce and demonstrate significant 
need for employment and skill-building services, our public workforce development system appears 
to serve very few immigrants. Research for this paper revealed that this system serves a very 
small percentage of Limited English Proficient (LEP) speakers15 (the closest proxy for immigrants 
in workforce system data). Moreover, we found limited connections and coordination between 
immigrant-serving organizations (e.g., immigration legal service providers, community-based 
organizations, and worker centers) and workforce organizations (e.g., one-stop career centers, 
nonprofit training centers, and community colleges and other postsecondary education institutions).
Nevertheless, some recent federal policy developments offer opportunities for states and 
localities to develop concrete strategies to expand and improve workforce development services 
for immigrants and LEPs, as well as to strengthen partnerships across the different types of 
organizations that, together, could serve them better. At the federal level, opportunities include the 
passage of the 2014 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) and the 2012 Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) executive action. By making workforce and immigration 
policies, systems, and programs work better for new Americans, improved workforce development 
strategies could pave the way for states and localities to better help those covered by DACA to 
access services, including those offered through WIOA. More generally, such strategies could build 
a foundation for stronger, accelerated integration of immigrants into our workforces and society.
In fall 2015, the Aspen Institute Workforce Strategies Initiative (AspenWSI), with the support of the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation, engaged in a modest research project to learn more about partnerships 
between immigrant-serving organizations and workforce organizations, practices and strategies 
adopted by these partnerships, and state and local policy ideas for improvements. This paper 
summarizes the key findings from our interviews. Because only limited efforts have been made to 
document these types of partnerships, their joint practices, and policy barriers and enablers, we 
present these findings to contribute to building a more robust field of knowledge and practice in this 
space.16 This paper is designed to encourage dialogue among interested stakeholders. We look forward to 
discussing the findings with others in both the immigrant-serving and workforce development worlds. 

11 “Immigrant Children,” Child Trends, last modified October 2014, .
12 Hernandez, Donald J., and Jeffrey S. Napierala, “Children in Immigrant Families: Essential to America’s Future,” Foundation for Child 
Development, last modified June 2012, . 
13 For example, see “The Consequences of Poverty for Children and the Nation,” Annie E. Casey Foundation, last modified March 11, 2014,  

.
14 Lee, Helly, Christina Walker, and Olivia Golden, “Two Generational Strategies to Improve Immigrant Family and Child Outcomes,” CLASP, last 
modified December 2015, .
15 “Comments on the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Notices of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRMs) Relating to Immigrants and 
Limited English Proficient Individuals,” National Immigration Law Center and National Skills Coalition, last modified June 2015,  

.
16 For earlier research efforts documenting how immigrants access skill building services see: Benner, Chris, et al., “Immigrant Workers 
Empowerment and Community Building: A Review of Issues and Strategies for Increasing Workforce and Economic Opportunity for Immigrant 
Workers,” Center for Justice, Tolerance, and Community: University of California Santa Cruz, 2005; Spence, Robin, “Sound Investments: Building 
Immigrants’ Skills to Fuel Economic Growth,” Economic Mobility Corporation, 2010 

; Cordero-Guzman, Hector, “Community-Based Organizations, Immigrant Low-wage Workers, and the Workforce Development 
System in the United States,” Baruch College and the City University of New York, last modified 2014.

http://www.childtrends.org/?indicators=immigrant-children
http://fcd-us.org/sites/default/files/FINAL%20Children%20in%20Immigrant%20Families%20(2)_0.pdf
http://www.aecf.org/blog/the-consequences-of-poverty-for-children-and-the-nation/
http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/Immigrant-Roundtable-Brief-FINAL.pdf
http://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/2015-06-WIOA-draft-regulations-immigration-comments.pdf
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II. methodology
The AspenWSI research, which began in September 2015, involved a literature scan and a series of 
telephone interviews with representatives of organizations providing workforce development services 
and organizations providing services to immigrants (including integration, legal, education, workforce 
and employment services). We interviewed both grassroots organizations providing services in 
local communities and national organizations engaging in research, policy advocacy, and technical 
assistance. The interviews focused on perspectives on building and improving practice and how to 
work with different stakeholders across institutional boundaries for greater impact on policy. We also 
asked about state and local policy barriers and enablers. 
We conducted interviews with thought leaders and practitioners representing 16 organizations. 
Recognizing that immigrants interact with diverse systems and policies, we intentionally selected 
a wide range of both national and grassroots organizations. When selecting informants, our goal 
was breadth. Organizations included immigrant- and worker-rights organizations, immigrant-
integration organizations, workforce organizations (community colleges, community-based 
organizations), and national research, advocacy, and intermediary organizations and associations. 
We targeted organizations and informants who are recognized nationally for their innovative 
approaches in the fields of workforce or immigration. Taking into account that collaboration 
between the workforce and immigration fields is an emerging area of practice, we focused on 
local/state organizations in states with large immigrant populations and those that have a long 
history of working with immigrants. The research further focused on services and policies 
targeted to immigrants with lower levels of education, English, and skills.
Our main research questions were:

•  How are workforce organizations and immigrant-serving organizations  
partnering to expand immigrants’ access to workforce services? 

•  What are the practices and strategies of these partnerships for connecting immigrants to 
workforce services?

•  What are the non-policy barriers and enabling factors to these partnerships and services?
•  What are enabling policies and policy barriers to these partnerships and services?

List of interviewees 
national organizations 
Amanda Bergson Shilcock, National Skills 
Coalition
Ana Avendano, United Way
Surabhi Jain, National Council of La Raza
Darlene G. Miller, National Council for 
Workforce Education
Josh Stehlik and Jesse Hahn, National 
Immigration Law Center
Teresita Wisell, Community College 
Consortium for Immigrant Education
Kathleen Nelson, Association of Farmworker 
Opportunity Programs

Saket Soni, National Guest Workers Alliance
Tara Raghuveer and Joshua Hoyt, National 
Partnership for New Americans
Ron Painter and Josh Copus, National 
Association of Workforce Boards 

state and Local organizations
Cristina Tzintzun, Worker’s Defense Project 
Alma Couverthie, Casa de Maryland
Roxana Tynan, LAANE
Roxana Norouzi, One America
Daniel Loftus, PODER Works  
Aida Barragan, Building Skills Partnership
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III. Immigrants and the Workforce 
Development system: context and Background
As a growing and diversifying element of the US workforce, foreign-born workers are essential to 
our nation’s health and vibrancy. Foreign-born individuals contribute to the economy’s stability 
and growth, and addressing their needs for education, training, skill development, credentialing 
and career advancement is a national imperative. 
However, as currently funded and administered, our public workforce system is challenged 
to serve new Americans and individuals with Limited English Proficiency (LEPs). No federal 
public funding streams directly address the 
workforce-development and skill-building needs 
of immigrants, other than funding for refugee 
services, which are very short term and limited 
(e.g., case management, limited cash assistance, 
English as Second Language classes and job 
readiness assistance).17 As part of the general 
population, immigrant workers can access skill-
building and workforce services at community-
based organizations, community colleges, and 
other postsecondary education institutions, as well 
as through worker centers and unions in some 
instances. These services are typically funded 
through a combination of the federal Workforce 
Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) and 
other federal funds, state and local funds, and 
philanthropic investments.18

Title II under WIOA, which covers Adult Education 
and English Acquisition Services, is one of the main 
avenues through which LEPs can access education 
and language services. WIOA Title II is silent on 
the question of participants’ immigration status and 
does not require that participants be legally work-
authorized. Approximately 19 million working-
age adults in this country (16-65 years old) are 
considered Limited English Proficient.19 However, 
only 668,226 adults were enrolled in Title II English 
as a second language services in 2013-2014.20 
Clearly, the public system serves just a fraction 
of those who could benefit from these English 
language skill building services.21

17 “Refugees,” Office of Refugee Resettlement, last modified January 28, 2016, .
18 The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, enacted on July 22, 2014, replaced the Workforce Investment Act of 1998. WIOA coordinates 
efforts between Department of Labor and Department of Education workforce and training programs to create more unified and streamlined offerings 
for job seekers. See: . 
19 Wilson, Jill H., “Investing in English Skills: The Limited English Proficient Workforce in U.S. Metropolitan Areas,” Brookings Institution, last modified 
September 2014, .
20 “English Literacy/English as a Second Language (ESL) Education in the Adult Basic Grant Program,” U.S. Department of Education, last modified 
August 2015, .
21 McHugh and Morawski (2016).

Box 1: eMPLoYMent & eDUCAtion 
LeveLs of iMMiGrAnts 
immigrants in the workforce
Immigrants are represented in jobs at all wage and 
skill levels. However, they are overrepresented in 
industries with low or high education requirements. 
For example, although immigrants comprise 16 
percent of our workforce overall, they are almost 
50 percent of workers in the service of private 
households, and over 30 percent of workers in the 
accommodation or lodging sector. Immigrants are 
20 to 25 percent of workers in the construction, 
agriculture, food services, and warehousing 
industries. And 23 percent of immigrant workers are 
in the IT and high-tech manufacturing industries. 

educational Levels
Immigrants are concentrated at the higher and 
lower ends of the education spectrum. Nearly one-
third of U.S. immigrants age 25 and older lacked a 
high school diploma or equivalent, about 19 percent 
had some college or a two-year degree, and about 29 
percent had a college degree or higher.

Sources: “State Immigration Data Profiles: Review of U.S. Census 
data on U.S. immigrants and the native born”, Migration Policy 
Institute, last accessed August 2017, 

Singer, Audrey, “Immigrant Workers in the U.S. Labor 
Force,”Brookings Institution, last modified March 15, 2012,  

$$$/Dialog/Behaviors/GoToView/DefaultURL
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Furthermore, about 10 million foreign-born individuals lack a high school diploma, indicating that 
significant numbers of foreign-born individuals could benefit from Adult Basic Education services 
as well.22

Title I of WIOA provides funding to support employment and training services for adults, 
dislocated workers, and youth. Immigrants who are work-authorized are eligible for Title I 
services. The shortage of data on immigrants in the public workforce system makes it difficult 
to know how many immigrants this system actually serves. However, we do know that a tiny 
percentage (1.6 percent) of Title I participants are Limited English Proficient individuals, which is 
the closest indicator in the data for flagging immigrants.23

The small percentage of LEP individuals served by the federal workforce system may be due in 
part to the system’s severe and chronic underfunding. Lack of funding has, in turn, affected 
the system’s capacity to meet the language, education, and training needs of many individuals, 
including lower-skilled immigrants and LEP individuals. Under WIOA, there are opportunities 
to better integrate Title I workforce development services with Title II Adult Education and 
Literacy programs, potentially increasing services to immigrants. 
Another challenge is that the workforce development system is not equipped to address the needs 
of highly skilled immigrants in low-paying jobs, which can include foreign-born individuals with 
secondary and post-secondary degrees earned abroad and who could be Limited English Proficient 
or not. According to a 2014 Migration Policy Institute report, about 20 percent of foreign-born 
adults who had a post-secondary degree from abroad were working in low-skilled jobs compared 
with only 12 percent of the U.S. native-born population.24 To find employment that meets their 
education and skill levels, they have to navigate complicated 
systems to validate their foreign credentials, find alternative 
pathways if the licensing and certification obstacles are too 
great, and incur significant expenses. 
The limited ability of the current federal workforce system 
to serve the needs of a sizable and growing foreign-born 
population facing language-acquisition and other training 
challenges underscores the importance of partnerships 
between immigrant-focused and workforce-focused 
organizations. Furthermore, the significant momentum 
of the 2013 efforts to pass comprehensive immigration 
reform and the Obama administration’s Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals and Deferred Action for Parents of 
Americans shed light on the need to address the challenge.
Federal comprehensive immigration reform would increase 
significantly the number of participants who are eligible 
for workforce services under both WIOA Title I and II, 
particularly lower-income workers with lower education 
and skill levels. For instance, the first round of the DACA 

22 Recent Analysis from the Pew Research Center indicates that educational-attainment levels tend to be higher among Asian, European, and Middle 
Eastern immigrants compared with immigrants from Central America and Mexico. See: “Statistical Portrait of the Foreign-Born Population in the 
United States,” Pew Research Center, last modified July 6, 2015, 

.
23 “Comments on the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Notices of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRMs) Relating to Immigrants and 
Limited English Proficient Individuals,” National Immigration Law Center and National Skills Coalition, last modified June 2015,  

.
24  McHugh, Margie, Jeanne Batalova, and Madeleine Morawski, “Brain Waste in the U.S. Workforce: Select Labor Force Characteristics of College 
Educated Native-Born and Foreign Born Adults,” Migration Policy Institute, last modified May 2014, 

.

The limited ability of the 
current federal workforce 
system to serve the needs 
of a sizable and growing 
foreign-born population 
facing language-acquisition 
and other training 
challenges underscores the 
importance of partnerships 
between immigrant-focused 
and workforce-focused 
organizations.

http://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/2015-06-WIOA-draft-regulations-immigration-comments.pdf
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/brain-waste-US-state-workforce-characteristics-college-educated-immigrants
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/brain-waste-US-state-workforce-characteristics-college-educated-immigrants
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program launched in 2012 granted temporary work authorization to more than 700,000 
undocumented youth, making them eligible for WIOA Title I training services among other 
educational and skill building opportunities.25 A 2015 survey of DACA recipients indicates 
that 92 percent of those surveyed were able to access educational opportunities not previously 
available to them.26

 

25 “Number of I-821D, Consideration of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals by Fiscal Year, Quarter, Intake, Biometrics and Case Status: 2012-2015 
(March 31),” United States Citizenship and Immigration Services, accessed June 2, 2016, 

.
26 Wong, Tom K., “Results from a Nationwide Survey of DACA Recipients Illustrate the Program’s Impact,” National Immigration Law Center, Center 
for American Progress, last modified July 2015, 

.

Box 2: DeferreD ACtion for ChiLDhooD ArrivALs (DACA)
whAt it is: Executive action announced by President Obama in 2012. Allows undocumented 
individuals who came to the United States as children and who meet certain conditions to 
apply to obtain work authorization and have removal from the United States deferred for two 
years. Can be renewed.

reqUireMents for PArtiCiPAtion: To qualify, a participant must be under the age of 
31 as of June 25, 2012; have arrived in the United States before turning 16 years old; have 
maintained continuous presence in the United States since June 15, 2007; currently be 
in school, graduated from high school, have a high school equivalent, or was honorably 
discharged from the Coast Guard or the Armed Forces; have not been convicted of a felony,  
a significant misdemeanor, or had three or more misdemeanors.
* In 2014, the Obama Administration proposed an expansion of DACA that would lift the age cap and otherwise 

adjust requirements to allow more individuals to apply. The proposed expansion of DACA is currently on hold; 
however, the original program is still in effect.

DeferreD ACtion for PArents of AMeriCAns (DAPA) 
whAt it is: Executive action announced by President Obama in 2014. Allows undocumented 
parents of U.S. citizens and legal permanent residents to apply to obtain work authorization 
and delayed removal from the United States. The proposal has not been implemented.

reqUireMents for PArtiCiPAtion: To qualify, a participant must have lived in the  
United States continuously since January 1, 2010; have a child who was a U.S. citizen or 
lawful permanent resident on November 20, 2014; and is not an enforcement priority for 
removal from the United States. 
*  The DAPA proposal and the proposed expansion of DACA would have qualified approximately four million 

people for work permits and, by extension, WIOA Title I services. However, in early 2015 a federal judge issued 
an injunction preventing the proposals from going into effect. The Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the 
injunction against the Obama Administration which led the Administration to take the case to the Supreme Court. 
The Supreme Court heard the case (United States v. Texas) in the spring of 2016, but the vote was deadlocked 4-4, 
which upholds the lower court’s injunction. (The death of Justice Antonin Scalia in early 2016 leaves just eight 
justices on the Supreme Court.)

https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/USCIS/Resources/Reports%20and%20Studies/Immigration%20Forms%20Data/Naturalization%20Data/I821d_performancedata_fy2015_qtr2.pdf
https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/USCIS/Resources/Reports%20and%20Studies/Immigration%20Forms%20Data/Naturalization%20Data/I821d_performancedata_fy2015_qtr2.pdf
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Iv. Key Findings on partnerships, practices, 
and policy Barriers 
Our qualitative primary research yielded several findings about the partnerships between 
workforce and immigrant-serving organizations, their joint practices, and the policy barriers that 
may impede their partnership and work. 
One overarching finding is that, while policy barriers are indeed stumbling blocks for these 
partnerships, there are other significant challenges to workforce organizations and immigrant-
serving organizations partnering or working together to connect immigrants to workforce 
services more effectively. The assumption with which we began this research was that, given the 
stalled state of comprehensive immigration reform at the federal level, it was worth exploring 
how state and local and other federal policies may be barriers to or opportunities for partnership 
between workforce and immigrant-serving organizations. The goal was to understand how 
immigrant-focused and workforce-focused organizations can partner and then identify policy 
barriers—as well as policy opportunities—that could inform a policy agenda. 
Indeed, our research revealed policy barriers, particularly concerning immigration and 
workforce policies affecting the one-quarter of immigrants who are not authorized to live and 
work in this country. For example, undocumented legal status at the federal level severely limits 
eligibility for services; overcoming this policy barrier requires comprehensive immigration 
reform. Furthermore, our interviewees reported that partnership and policy work at the state 
and local level is more easily conducted in states such as New York and California where the 
policy context has been historically more amenable to reform policies affecting immigrants, 
versus states like Texas and Arizona where the political environment is more difficult.
Other policies hamper the provision of services to authorized immigrants. For example, limited, 
piecemeal, and uncoordinated funding presents stumbling blocks to providing immigrants with 
workforce services. While none of these funding challenges directly prevent organizations from 
partnering, they hamper partnership because the costs of braiding together a joint effort can be 
costly, which creates a disincentive for organizations to partner. 
Our research also revealed several non-policy barriers to partnership between workforce and 
immigrant-serving organizations. Significant constraints are due to more fundamental barriers—
such as lack of knowledge and understanding about each other’s types of organization and work; 
lack of leadership, information and support to wade into new partnership territory; and lack of 
time and resources to engage in the time-consuming and sensitive work of building partnerships. 
Policy and system reforms can help to address these barriers. Additional approaches are needed 
as well, such as leadership development, capacity building, peer learning, technical assistance, 
and documentation/dissemination of good practices and models. 

Types Of parTnerships and challenges faced
With the growing focus on the need to improve skill-building and career-advancement services 
for immigrants, interest is also increasing in the role of partnerships between workforce-focused 
and immigrant-focused organizations. For example, in 2014, the White House Task Force on New 
Americans formalized a federal immigration integration agenda that emphasizes the importance 
of intentional collaboration among the different federal agencies that serve immigrants in order 
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to improve services that integrate immigrants linguistically, economically, and politically.27 In 
early 2016, the taskforce announced the National Skills and Credential Institute, which will bring 
together state networks of stakeholders seeking to improve outcomes for credentialing higher 
educated and skilled immigrants and refugees.28

Additionally, a number of federal agencies and philanthropies have made modest investments in 
networks and pilot programs that bring together stakeholders working to help immigrants access 
skill-building services. For instance, the Ford and Annie E. Casey foundations have funded 
the National Council for Workforce Education (NCWE) to facilitate Building Community 
Partnerships to Serve Immigrant Workers, a pilot program to expand and replicate community 
college/worker center/community-based organization partnerships to address the workforce 
development needs of immigrants and immigrant workers.29 
Another notable example includes the efforts of the US Department of Education’s Office of Career, 
Technical and Adult Education through the Network for Integrating New Americans.30 Through 
this work, the Department of Education is providing technical assistance to a variety of education 
institutions serving immigrants and creating a community of practice among these providers.
Our interviews revealed several major themes on how immigrant and workforce organizations 
are approaching partnerships. 

1. Partnerships between grassroots immigrant-serving and workforce organizations can be very 
valuable, but barriers to creating and maintaining them include lack of time, resources, and 
committed partners willing to work through organizational and cultural differences.

Interviewees described the potential value of immigrant-serving organizations and workforce 
organizations partnering to expand workforce services to immigrants. The value to immigrant-
serving organizations is the ability to provide critical services that help their constituents 

access better jobs, higher wages, and family economic 
sustainability. The value to workforce organizations, 
interviewees reported, is the ability to serve community 
members who are eager, hard-working, and have 
supportive communities and organizations behind them. 
These two types of organizations need not be competitors; 
rather, they can be positioned to provide a pipeline of 
skills and economic opportunity for immigrants and a 
well-rounded package of education, training, supports, 
employment, and empowerment.
Despite this latent value, interviewees identified a general 
lack of understanding of potential partner organizations. 
The language, culture, norms, policies, and funding 
structures differ significantly. Information gaps between 
workforce and immigrant-serving organizations include 
abstract qualities such as language and culture, as well as 

27  “Strengthening Communities by Welcoming All Residents: A Federal Strategic Plan on Immigrant and Refugee Integration,” The White House Task 
Force on New Americans, last modified April 2015, . 
28  “Participate in the Task Force on New Americans’ National Skills and Credential Institute,” The White House, last modified March 30, 2016,  

.
29  See “Building Community Partnerships to Serve Immigrant Workers,” National Council for Workforce Education, accessed June 2, 2016,  

.
30 See Kallenbach, Silja, Kien S. Lee, Susan Downs-Karkos, and Madeleine Beaubien Taylor, “Adult Education and Immigrant Integration: Networks 
for Integrating New Americans,” World Education, last modified September 30, 2013, 

.
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https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/final_tf_newamericans_report_4-14-15_clean.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2016/03/30/calling-all-communities-participate-task-force-new-americans-national-skills-and
http://www.ncwe.org/?page=BCPIW


ImprovIng ImmIgr ant access to Workforce servIces 11

more concrete elements such as funding—availability, eligibility, restrictions, and how it could be 
braided together—and knowledge about data collection and performance measures. For example, 
with the implementation of DACA, many workforce service providers do not understand exactly 
what services they can offer to those who are eligible.31

Further, informants indicated that there is a lack of leadership encouraging partnership. 
Without leadership and commitment from the heads of organizations, these types of partnership 
usually do not even get off the ground; if they do, they have little chance of success. This type of 
partnership is new and different from the norm. Organizational leaders can find it difficult to 
place a high priority on this type of partnership, or they may be unwilling to risk going outside 
the status quo, especially if funding is limited. 
It should be noted that several national organizations, including many of our interviewees, are 
engaged in efforts to support these types of partnerships to improve practice and policy at the 
state and local level. 

2. Partnerships between immigrant-serving organizations and entities in the wioA system (e.g., 
public one-stop job centers, workforce investment Boards) are uncommon. Partnerships between 
immigrant-serving organizations and community colleges appear to be more common.

In many communities, informants identified a general lack of knowledge among WIOA-funded 
entities (particularly WIOA Title I service providers) of the existence of immigrant-serving 
organizations, and vice versa. This lack of engagement is evidenced by the very low numbers of 
LEPs accessing Title I services. Immigrant and Title I workforce-focused organizations tend to 
operate—or at least perceive they operate—in different spaces and may not believe they have 
much to offer the other type of organization or its clients. As a result, many do not even know 
that the other type of organization exists. 
We also learned that many immigrant-serving organizations perceive the workforce system as 
underfunded and overtaxed with serving too many special populations. Therefore, immigrant-
serving organizations tend not to even reach out to engage with the workforce system, believing 
that it likely would be a fruitless effort.
On the other hand, interviewees reported several examples of immigrant-serving organizations 
that partner successfully with community colleges to offer immigrants access to training and 
credentials. This connection may be the result of the WIOA funding structure. WIOA Title I 
funding flows to local Workforce Investment Boards and jobs centers, which have little natural 
connection to immigrant-serving organizations. On the other hand, WIOA Tile II funding is 
distributed competitively to local entities, including local educational entities (LEAs or K-12 
institutions), community-based organizations, community colleges, and other postsecondary 
education institutions. Given this funding structure, community colleges receiving WIOA Title 
II funds have a more natural connection to organizations serving immigrants with lower English 
and educational levels. The fact that community colleges also provide English language education 
under other funding sources reinforces this connection.
Local immigrant-integration organizations that have participated in this type of partnership with 
community colleges felt it gives their constituents access to credentials valued in the labor market. 
Interviewees also discussed how these partnerships enabled community colleges to expand their 
student base and leverage the expertise of immigrant-integration organizations in providing 
services to these students. 

31  Immigrant-advocacy organizations, including the National Immigration Law Center and United We Dream, partnered with the National Skills 
Coalition to advocate for the U.S. Department of Labor to clarify eligibility of DACA recipients for WIOA Title I Services. As a result, the department 
issued a Training and Employment Guidance Letter around the issue. See: .
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3. Interest in partnership and partnership “fit” vary, depending on the type of organization. 
We interviewed different types of immigrant-serving organizations, including worker centers 
assisting members with employment and other services (such as assistance with wage and 
employment rights violations), local immigrant-integration organizations, local organizations 
educating and assisting immigrants on their rights, and national immigrant-rights organizations 
and immigrant-integration organizations.32 
At the local level, we found that local worker centers and immigrant-integration organizations seem 
to focus more on increasing access to workforce development services than do immigrant rights 
groups. Within immigrant-serving organizations, those with an integration mission had a longer 
track record of partnering with those outside their field, while legal and rights organizations that 
are more accustomed to protecting their clients from abuses may be less likely to take the lead on 
reaching out to develop workforce-focused partnerships with other organizations and employers. 
For legal- and immigrant-rights organizations, the need to make their mission a priority in an 
environment of limited funding is also an important consideration. At the national level, both 
immigrant-rights organizations and immigrant-integration organizations that we interviewed 

were very interested in efforts to expand access to workforce 
development services and resources. 
Given these differences, it is crucial to not lump together 
all immigrant-serving organizations into one category 
when considering encouraging partnership with workforce 
organizations. In fact, the same is true for workforce 
organizations, which vary significantly from Workforce 
Investment Boards that set policy and funding, to job 
centers that provide services, to community colleges that 
provide education, to community-based organizations that 
provide a variety of services and beyond. It is important to 
pay attention to the specific partners, the specific types of 
partners, and organizational context and characteristics 
when assessing potential and support for partnership.

4. including worker centers and unions as partners with community colleges or immigrant-
integration organizations is a promising approach to serving immigrants better. 

Interviewees indicated that unions and worker centers can be helpful partners to organizations 
providing education and training services to immigrants. Specifically mentioned were 
partnerships in the construction industry, where immigrant workers are overrepresented and 
often face violations of their rights. Informants discussed how partnerships could help working 
immigrants connect to and succeed in work and training. For example, “earn and learn” models 
and union apprenticeship programs could be good options for immigrant workers, offering 
employment during training and often a guaranteed job at the end. 
DACA and DAPA executive actions and proposals have encouraged some worker centers 
to think more deeply about the need to connect workers to skill-building services. In some 
instances, like the Building Community Partnerships to Serve Immigrant Workers pilot 
project, worker centers are partnering with community colleges. In Austin, Texas, the Workers 
Defense Project is planning a partnership with a construction union to run a pre-apprenticeship 
program.

32 No “bright line” distinguishes between these types of organization. Some provide a combination of services.
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5. Service providers in both fields identified the value of cultivating strong employer partnerships. 
Interviewees discussed the importance of working with employers and making the case to them 
for investing in immigrant workers, whether through training or by improving standards for job 
quality. On-site vocational and English language education surfaced as examples of strategies that 
employers can implement to support immigrant workers. Additionally, interviewees noted that 
implementing these types of strategies can help employers retain immigrant workers.
Given the types of industries in which immigrants with lower educational and skill levels 
are employed (e.g., construction, personal services, hospitality), job-quality issues surfaced 
multiple times in our interviews. Clearly, employers are important stakeholders in efforts to 
improve job quality—either as partners making improvements or as the focus of advocacy 
efforts. Interviewees also noted that job-quality standards and efforts vary significantly by 
industry. Finally, many interviewees mentioned employers in the context of the role of unions 
and alternative labor organizations that negotiate on behalf of workers. This underscores the 
important role that immigrant-rights and labor organizations could play in expanding and 
improving workforce services for immigrants.

6. Building and strengthening partnerships between organizations in the two fields requires 
capacity building, peer learning, leadership development, and research and documentation  
of good practices.

We interviewed service providers in the immigrant-serving and workforce fields who have 
participated in initiatives like the Network for Integrating New Americans and Building 
Community Partnerships to Serve Immigrant Workers. They discussed the benefits of these 
projects, including providing a space to bridge the knowledge gap between the two fields, 
creating opportunities for representatives from both fields to plan and strategize together, and 
nurturing leadership for partnership, which has helped to increase the potential to spark creative 
partnership. Many of these informants reported that the limited resources supporting these 
initiatives, their small scale, and the lack of additional similar opportunities, often result in a 
vacuum in which partnerships are not developed further or might be seeded but not sustained.
Interviewees in both fields also pointed to the limited research and documentation of partnerships 
between immigrant-serving and workforce organizations, which limits knowledge on the 
possibilities of partnership. In particular, national leaders were interested in support to develop 
tools to provide technical assistance to those who want to partner at the local level. Grassroots 
leaders sought documentation and materials that would yield lessons learned on partnership 
development and implementation. 

cOmmOn pracTices and sTraTegies TO address The skill and 
career advancemenT needs Of immigranTs 
Throughout the interviews, interviewees agreed that service providers in both the workforce and 
immigrant-serving fields have developed innovative approaches to connecting immigrants to 
skill-building and career-advancement services. However, many also noted a need to document 
these efforts better and take them to scale. Interviewees provided examples of what they considered 
effective practices for training and education that partnerships can engage in together. These 
included integrated and contextualized instructional approaches, popular education methods, and 
work-based learning. Text Box 3 provides examples of effective practices highlighted by interviewees. 
Three major themes emerged from our interviews regarding strategies organizations use and 
consider effective in providing workforce services to immigrants.
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1. intentionality was one of the most critical factors to consider when serving immigrants.
Many interviewees felt that organizations that intentionally set out to address the needs of 
immigrants, whether through strategic planning and/or partnership, were more successful 
in helping immigrants connect to training and jobs than were organizations that serve 
immigrants the same as other populations. This focus on intentionality means reviewing how 
organizations recruit and serve clients who are not born in the United States and may have 
language, networking, cultural awareness, and status issues. Additionally, it requires service 
providers to consider that immigrants are a diverse group culturally and linguistically. Finally, 
program designs will most likely differ depending on whether immigrants live and work in rural 
areas, suburbs, or cities. These types of considerations for program design could help surface 
corrective “do no harm” solutions as well as more systemic approaches to design and recruiting. 
For example, requirements to provide legal identification to enter a building where services are 
provided hinder access for immigrants without legal identification; service providers may want to 
ensure that services are located in accessible locations. 
Intentionality could also apply to program outreach methods. For example, some programs cited 
specific outreach strategies targeted to immigrant groups, such as holding recruitment sessions at 
day labor locations or centers, churches, or community schools. 

2. Language services and proper assessments of language levels are critical components of training 
programs designed for immigrants. 

Immigrant workers enter programs at differing language and literacy levels, which significantly 
widens the scope of education services needed to effectively serve such clients. Interviewees 
discussed the challenge of properly assessing the language levels and skill-development needs 
of immigrant students and the difficulties with providing the wide range of language services 
their constituents require. Additionally, learning or improving language skills is a time-
intensive process, one that can take years. Often, immigrant workers can enroll in English 
language courses but languish in them without ever having an opportunity to access career-
training courses. Interviewees pointed to bridge programs and integrated instruction (e.g., 
integrating English language instruction with vocational education) as potential solutions to 
offer immigrants the opportunity to improve language skills while obtaining useful career and 
technical skills, as well as accessing job-readiness supports. 

3. the ability to provide wraparound support services is crucial to the success of immigrants  
in training and education. 

In particular, services such as child care and transportation 
came up as critical needs. Some interviewees mentioned two-
generational or multigenerational strategies as an important 
approach to addressing the needs of immigrant families. 
Offering support services was particularly important for 
immigrant workers juggling one or more jobs or unstable 
working conditions (e.g., day laborers). Many service providers 
indicated that it can be difficult for immigrant workers to 
commit to training for two main reasons: a lack of time/
competing obligations; and a difficult trade-off between much-
needed money now versus potentially higher earnings, access to 
benefits, and more stable work in the future.

Offering support 
services was 
particularly important 
for immigrant workers 
juggling one or more 
jobs or unstable 
working conditions. 
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sTaTe and lOcal pOlicy barriers TO parTnership and expanded 
wOrkfOrce services 
Throughout our interviews, respondents discussed state and local policy barriers. These can be 
categorized into four main areas: funding; eligibility and performance measures in the public 
workforce development system; the need to work on the demand side of the labor market; and 
licensure. Several main themes emerged on how local and state policy barriers affect immigrant-
focused and workforce-focused organizations, either in partnership or individually.

1. funding for workforce development services for immigrants is limited and piecemeal.
Public funding for education and workforce services for immigrants is largely embodied in the 
federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act. WIOA Title I provides workforce services to 
eligible customers and Title II provides English language and adult education services. However, 
interviewees reported that the WIOA system is significantly underfunded, and data from national 
organizations, such as the Center for Law and Social Policy, National Skills Coalition, and others, 

Box 3: exAMPLes of effeCtive PrACtiCes 
Our interviews with representatives from immigrant-serving and workforce organizations 
pointed to a number of effective practices.

integrated education and training combines language or basic skills education with 
technical education programs such as welding or carpentry. Students build technical skills 
while strengthening basic skills in English and math. Many immigrants juggle more than 
one job and have language acquisition needs or low basic skills. Sequential programs could 
prevent them from quickly acquiring the skills and credentials they need to obtain jobs or 
advance in their careers. The most notable example of this approach is the I-BEST model 
(Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training). Developed in Washington State, it is being 
expanded and replicated in a variety of states, including Maryland, Georgia, and Kentucky. 

Popular education methods enable adult learners to actively collaborate in their own 
learning by connecting curricula and instruction to their life experiences. Respondents noted 
that this strategy, commonly leveraged by community organizations and worker centers, can 
be particularly useful for helping immigrant workers build awareness around their rights 
and economic and social issues that can affect their livelihood. This methodology makes 
education and language acquisition more approachable for low-income and immigrant 
workers with lower levels of education. 

work-based training is helpful for both English acquisition and up-skilling. For example, the 
Building Skills Partnership in California partners with janitorial companies to offer on-site 
vocational ESL classes. PODER Works in Illinois has taken the on-site training concept one 
step further, creating a social enterprise in the form of a call center. Participants with higher-
level English skills can strengthen their language skills and train to be call center operators 
for PODER Works and its clients. 

occupational and safety training emerged as important for immigrant success in the labor 
market. Occupational and safety training is especially key to addressing job retention and 
other job-quality issues for immigrants in lower-wage and lower-skilled jobs.



ImprovIng ImmIgr ant access to Workforce servIces16

confirm this assertion.33 According to interviewees, the lack 
of funding is a disincentive for local public workforce systems 
to place a high priority on serving immigrants. 
Several representatives of immigrant-serving organizations 
articulated a perception that the public workforce system 
is not interested in serving immigrants, and that has long 
been a disincentive even to reaching out to workforce 
development agencies as potential partners. While it was 
widely acknowledged that economic circumstances are worse 
in some communities than others, interviewees agreed that 
communities with more immigrants should be especially 
concerned about providing more and better services to these 
community members. For these respondents, targeted public 
funding to improve the English language, basic academic, 
and vocational skills for this population is a national, state, 
and local economic imperative. 
Additionally, the piecemeal nature of funding for workforce 
services for immigrants was cited as a significant limitation. 

Beyond WIOA funds, interviewees who provide workforce services to immigrants described 
tapping into state or county funds, philanthropic funds, and other sources of education and training 
dollars. However, it was mentioned that this approach often ends up being piecemeal, with staff 
forced to weave together small grants with varying eligibility criteria, reporting requirements, and 
funding periods. Various interviewees indicated that it takes significant time and knowledge for 
service providers to knit together different sources of funding and effectively meet the needs of 
immigrant workers, especially when trying to partner with other organizations. 

2. Federal workforce eligibility requirements and performance measures may pose significant  
barriers—real and perceived—to serving immigrants.

Many interviewees viewed the public workforce system under WIOA as an opportunity to better 
serve immigrants, but emphasized that eligibility issues may still be problematic. Although 
immigrants without work authorization have typically been able to access WIOA Title II services 
(basic and English language education), the new law’s focus on promoting coordination between 
titles may squeeze out unauthorized workers. First, the law has established common performance 
measures that apply to each title in WIOA. Many of these measures focus on employment, and 
usually states report on them by “matching” WIOA participants’ enrollment information with the 
wage-record data collected through Unemployment Insurance systems. Social Security numbers 
are the identifier in these state systems, so a person without a number does not show up in the 
system and employment cannot be verified.34 Thus, even though participants do not need to 
be work-authorized to receive Title II services, services to unauthorized individuals may be in 
jeopardy because service providers usually would need to be able to verify employment through a 
state database that uses Social Security numbers as the identifier. 

33  See Unruh, Rachel, and Amanda Bergson-Schilcock, “Missing in Action: Job-Driven Educational Pathways for Unauthorized Youth and Adults,” 
National Skills Coalition, last modified February 2015, 

; Lee, Walker, and Golden (2015); “Comments on the Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (WIOA) Notices of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRMs) Relating to Immigrants and Limited English Proficient Individuals,” National 
Immigration Law Center and National Skills Coalition, last modified June 2015, 

.
34  Many WIOA participants may not “match” in the wage-record system, including individuals who work across state lines, work for the federal 
government, are independent contractors, or are undocumented.
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http://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/documents/2015-02-NSC_Missing-In-Action_Job-Driven-Educational-Pathways-for-Unauthorized-Youth-and-Adults.pdf
http://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/documents/2015-02-NSC_Missing-In-Action_Job-Driven-Educational-Pathways-for-Unauthorized-Youth-and-Adults.pdf
http://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/2015-06-WIOA-draft-regulations-immigration-comments.pdf
http://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/resources/publications/file/2015-06-WIOA-draft-regulations-immigration-comments.pdf
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Several immigrant-serving organizations have called upon the federal government to add more 
specific language that allows for a supplementary option to WIOA regulations for states to report 
on outcomes for WIOA participants who may not show up in the wage-record system. However, 
even if this option is allowed, many questions would remain on how state and public workforce 
systems would implement alternative verification methods. 
Further, the new law’s tightened focus on service alignment between the titles could create a 
disincentive to serve immigrants. Although participants do not need to be work-authorized to 
receive Title II services, they do need to be work-authorized to receive Title I services. Given the 
severely limited resources in the public workforce system, some states and localities may default 
to limiting most services to those who meet Title I eligibility requirements. 
Interviewees also discussed that many work-authorized immigrants who are eligible for Title 
I public workforce services are nevertheless unaware of the availability of these services or 
even the existence of public job centers. And some interviewees from immigrant-serving 
organizations hypothesized that the stronger focus on employment outcomes under the new law 
may be a disincentive for workforce agencies to serve immigrants with limited English language 
skills, who may need additional time and resources to meet employment outcomes compared to 
other clients. 
Another big takeaway on this theme was the lack of a clear, candid conversation on how WIOA 
performance measures will affect service provision for immigrants. This underscores the 
importance of emerging partnerships between the two types of organizations at the national 
and grassroots levels. At the national level, workforce organizations such as the National Skills 
Coalition and immigration-focused organizations like the National Immigration Law Center 
have started to collaborate in order to advocate for these issues across the country. As the 
organizations figure out how to implement WIOA and interpret performance measures, they are 
also collaborating to support their constituents. 

3. The low-quality jobs in which many immigrants work can undermine workforce  
development efforts.

Interviewees noted that many immigrant workers—especially undocumented immigrants—often 
work in difficult, dangerous, low-paid jobs. Immigrants who work as day laborers and in many 
other occupations lack access to stable employment and earnings, much less benefits. This harsh 
reality induces organizations serving immigrant workers to focus on more immediate issues of 
stable employment, safety, and fair labor practices, making it harder, given limited resources, to 
place a high priority on education and training opportunities. 
Interviewees viewed poor working conditions as in part the result of weak state and federal 
employment policies. They mentioned a variety of employment policies that could improve 
working conditions and enable workers and organizations to focus more on education and 
training. These include job-scheduling policies to provide adequate and predictable hours 
for workers, work-based learning policies to improve access to training on the job, and 
regulations to educate employers on the appropriate uses of e-verify35 so that they are not 
screening out immigrant workers for employment at higher rates than necessary. Worker-
rights and immigrant-rights interviewees emphasized that policies to improve job quality 
improve retention among immigrant workers—in employment and in education and training 
programs—and may also encourage immigrants to seek advancement opportunities in the 
industries where they work. Interviewees pointed to employers and industry representatives 

35  E-Verify is an Internet-based system that compares information from an employee’s Form I-9, Employment Eligibility Verification, to data from U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security and Social Security Administration records to confirm employment eligibility. See: , 
accessed May 2016.
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in industries that hire a large number of immigrants (construction, retail) as key potential 
partners in this.

4. state legislatures and, in some cases, state professional licensing boards have the potential to 
institute reforms to expand access to credentialed employment for unauthorized immigrants or for 
certain lawfully present immigrants who may be excluded by federal law. 

According to a few interviewees, state requirements to provide a Social Security number to 
obtain a professional license potentially limit the ability of unauthorized immigrants to work 
and advance in certain key fields such as landscaping and construction. With proper training, 
immigrant workers could be safe, successful licensed professionals or certified workers regardless 
of their legal status. One informant pointed to successful state advocacy campaigns to allow 
unauthorized immigrants to obtain drivers’ licenses as a model for reforming requirements for 
state professional and occupational licensing. Another noted that California’s 2014 legislation 
expanded access to state professional and occupational licenses to undocumented immigrants 
by allowing licensing boards to accept Individual Taxpayer Identification Numbers in lieu of 
Social Security numbers. This regulation, being implemented in 2016, is likely to provide valuable 
lessons for licensing boards in other states interested in pursuing policy change in this area.
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v. Ideas for Action to Facilitate partnerships 
between Immigrant-serving and Workforce 
organizations 
Most interviewees provided good suggestions for how their organizations and others can 
better support the development of partnerships between immigrant-serving and workforce 
organizations and expand workforce services to immigrants. Most of the ideas outlined below are 
from informants, supplemented with a few developed by the authors based on our knowledge of 
these fields and information from conversations with interviewees. A number of these ideas focus 
on policy, which was a primary focus of our original research questions. However, interviewees 
reported challenges outside policy that stymie partnerships between immigrant-serving 
organizations and workforce organizations; hence, we include such ideas for action as well.
We present these as “ideas for action” and not recommendations due to the limited scope of our 
interview pool and the need for more research and discussion. 

a. ideas fOr acTiOn by immigranT-serving and wOrkfOrce 
OrganizaTiOns

1. Improving practice and promoting partnerships between workforce and immigrant-serving 
organizations 

Immigrants are a growing segment of the labor force, and our research points to a critical need 
for workforce and immigrant-serving organizations to develop concrete outreach and partnership 
building strategies with each other. 
Specifically, workforce organizations should focus on better understanding the size and 
characteristics of their regions’ immigrant population in order to obtain a better grasp on 
how well the organization is providing workforce services to this population and specific sub-
populations (i.e., authorized and unauthorized, English-speaking, and LEP populations and those 
varying by education and skill levels). WIOA’s disaggregated data requirement could be a nudge 
in this direction—if data-collection methods to identify foreign-born individuals are improved. 
Currently, the only way to know if someone is foreign born is if she or he is flagged as Limited 
English Proficient, which is a narrow indicator. Working toward more effective indicators to track 
how the WIOA system serves those who are foreign born is the type of activity that could be 
undertaken by both immigrant-serving and workforce organizations. 
Immigrant-focused organizations need to find ways to actively participate in local and state 
workforce decision-making processes and conversations. For example, an immigrant-serving 
organization can forge a partnership with the local public workforce system by helping recruit 
and support immigrant clients, offering coordinated services, or even co-locating services at a 
job center. One interviewee suggested that immigrant-serving organizations could seek to join 
state or local Workforce Investment Boards to better link to the workforce development system. 
Immigrant-serving organizations would be wise to become much more knowledgeable about 
workforce issues in order to advocate more effectively for more and better workforce services for 
immigrant populations.  
Deeper engagement between the two fields of practice will take time and resources, but it is a 
necessity in order to improve and expand workforce services for immigrants and LEPs. Although 
our interviews demonstrated that partnerships between workforce- and immigrant-focused 



ImprovIng ImmIgr ant access to Workforce servIces20

organizations do exist, most tend to focus on transactional activities, such as recruitment or 
referrals. Partnership activities between the two fields should focus on more systemic efforts such 
as establishing integrated career pathways at community colleges or collaborating to influence 
and change attitudes among employers who might hesitate to hire immigrant workers due to a 
lack of knowledge of immigration laws or concerns with language proficiency. 
Forging stronger connections with state and local economic development agencies also could be a 
promising strategy for partnerships. A more robust relationship with a region’s economic development 
organizations could integrate a potential workforce-immigrant partnership into decision-making 
around attracting businesses to the community and improving job-quality standards for workers. For 
example, one interviewee in southern California successfully advocated for new public infrastructure 
projects to utilize union labor—including significant numbers of immigrant workers—and this 
promises to provide safer, better-paying jobs with more career-advancement opportunities. 

2. Leveraging the implementation of existing policies at the state and local levels
Interviewees at both workforce and immigrant-serving organizations pointed to the 
need to better leverage opportunities within existing policies affecting the provision of 
workforce services to immigrants and LEPs. Comments and ideas for action focused on the 
implementation of WIOA.
For instance, the newly codified English Language/Civics (EL/Civics) program in WIOA emerged 
in our research as a promising avenue for collaboration. Under prior federal workforce policy, 
set-aside funds from annual appropriations supported this program. WIOA codifies the EL/
Civics program into the Integrated English Literacy and Civics Education (IEL/CE) program, 
which is designated to provide “education services to Adult English Language learners including 
professionals with degrees and credentials in their native countries.”36 The IEL/CE program 
includes “instruction in literacy and English Language acquisition and instruction on the rights 
and responsibilities of citizenship and civic participation, and may include workforce training.”37 
The possibility of including workforce training through the IEL/CE program offers an opportunity 
for workforce providers to work closely with immigrant-integration organizations to build in 
career-building components. However, some of our interviewees noted that WIOA’s common 
accountability measures across titles and programs, which place a priority on employment and 
post-secondary outcomes, might discourage providers from offering robust citizenship and civic-
education services or disadvantage current programs providing EL/Civics training. 
WIOA’s increased support for work-based learning is an opportunity for workforce and 
immigrant-focused organizations to partner with employers in industries that have large 
immigrant workforces. Another federal funding opportunity mentioned was the Susan Harwood 
Training Grant Program, which focuses on worker safety. It could be helpful if state governments 
provided assistance to help nonprofit and higher education institutions apply for these grants. 
States also may want to consider following the example of Massachusetts, which has its own state-
level program, the Massachusetts Safety Grant Program.

3. Policy changes and new policies at the state and local levels 
Interviewees mentioned several ideas for policy changes or new policies that could help 
immigrants access workforce services. 
One idea was to improve policies focused on job quality, such as wages, benefits, scheduling, 
worker protection, and worker organizing, among other job characteristics. Efforts around job 

36 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, Public Law 113-128, US Statutes at Large 128 (2014): 1425-1722, https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-
113publ128/pdf/PLAW-113publ128.pdf. See especially section 203 “Definitions,” item 12 “Integrated English Literacy and Civics,” on page 1611.
37 Ibid.
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quality are particularly important when serving immigrant 
workers because a large proportion of this population is 
overrepresented in industries that pay low wages and have 
low job quality standards. Improving job security would 
enable workers to engage in efforts to improve economic 
mobility. For organizations that do not typically focus 
on job quality, interviewees suggested accompanying 
such a strategic shift by internal policy changes regarding 
which employers to engage, how to engage them, and the 
allocation of staff time and capacity to focus more on 
employer-engagement activities. 
Job-scheduling policies, which are gaining momentum 
in many states, are particularly important for enhancing 
workers’ ability to access workforce services. Changing 
policy around job scheduling to make it easier for workers to combine and balance work with 
education and training could be a high-priority for advocacy efforts. For example, Vermont’s 
“right to request” law gives workers the right to request a flexible and/or predictable and/or 
stable schedule without fear of retaliation. Similarly, provisions for more predictable and stable 
hours are in place in Connecticut, Illinois, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Oregon, and other states. 
A second policy change mentioned by interviewees was to remove unnecessary barriers that 
make it harder for unauthorized workers to obtain state professional and occupational licenses. 
The example from California, in which the state expanded the types of federal identification 
that could be provided to apply for certain state licenses, could be instructive for other states. 
Likewise, the efforts in several states to allow individuals to obtain drivers’ licenses regardless of 
their legal status might also be instructive.38 

b. ideas fOr acTiOn by public and philanThrOpic invesTOrs 
Public and philanthropic investors have a significant role to play, given the value-add of 
partnerships between immigrant-serving and workforce organizations as well as fundamental 
challenges to incubating and strengthening this type of partnership (e.g., the basic lack of 
knowledge about each type of organization). The ideas here combine those shared in the 
interviews with those extrapolated by the authors from analyzing the interviews.

1. increase investments in peer learning and the documentation of promising practices. 
Our interviews with different types of workforce and immigrant stakeholders demonstrated the 
need to document and share examples of partnerships between such organizations. Additionally, 
given the nascent state of understanding between these two types of organizations, many more 
opportunities are needed for them to interact and begin to see how they could collaborate. 
Interviewees suggested that both peer learning, such as NCWE’s Building Community 
Partnerships to Serve Immigrant Workers, and documentation would be helpful. Peer learning 
not only brings different types of stakeholders together, but it can also nurture leadership and 
increase the potential to spark creative partnership models.
Building evidence to demonstrate the value of a partnership approach between workforce entities 
and immigrant-serving organizations will also be critical. Both fields would benefit from more 
research that maps the organizational assets of each type of organization (and the different types 

38  States include California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Vermont, and Washington, as 
well as the District of Columbia.
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of organizations within the immigrant-serving and 
workforce fields), how those assets can be leveraged to 
better serve immigrants and LEP individuals, and how 
partnerships can help each organization meet its goals. 

2. increase investments in capacity building to improve 
data systems for tracking workforce development 
services to foreign-born individuals and LePs.

Through our interviews, we learned that methods to 
track how foreign-born individuals move through 
federally funded workforce services could be 
improved. Targeted efforts that encourage cross-agency 
collaboration among agencies serving immigrants to 
identify common data measures and indicators would be a major contribution toward improving 
workforce services for immigrants.39 In particular, having more accurate information on the 
number of immigrants and their characteristics in a community would help immigrant and 
workforce organizations devise more targeted efforts and strategies for collaboration. This would 
also support “intentionality” in serving this population, which several interviewees mentioned as 
a good practice.

3. increase investments in disseminating lessons learned and providing technical assistance on practices 
and policies considered to be effective for addressing the workforce needs of immigrants and LePs. 

Interviewees discussed a variety of practices they consider effective for connecting immigrants 
and LEPs to workforce services. However, most interviewees also pointed to the need for more 
documentation on lessons learned about these practices. For instance, worker centers and 
immigrant-integration organizations have long used popular education methods to provide 
education for their constituents. This could be a promising approach from which workforce 
providers could learn, but is hindered by the lack of documentation of this method in the 
mainstream basic education and workforce literature. 
Integrated-instruction methods such as I-BEST and bridge programming also surfaced during 
our interviews either as practices that service providers have adopted or as a practice that they 
want to learn more about. The new WIOA law strongly encourages workforce providers to use 
integrated instruction. However, it is a relatively involved method of education and training and 
requires staff training, planning and implementation time, and additional resources to cover the 
provision of more intensive education in one setting. More technical assistance on integrated 
instruction and documentation of practice and lessons learned would be helpful, particularly 
examples of immigrant-serving and workforce organization partnering to provide it. 
Finally, funders could provide the space for discussion and problem solving around more 
complex policy issues, including WIOA eligibility and performance measures and the 
implementation of the IEL/CE program. Many interviewees noted the importance of building 
each field’s knowledge of the other, so that both can better advocate for the workforce 
development needs of immigrants. 

39  For more recommendations, see “Workforce Data & Immigrants FAQ,” National Skills Coalition and Workforce Data Quality Campaign, accessed 
June 2, 2016, .
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vI. conclusion
Our research demonstrated how early we are in the movement toward forming robust 
partnerships between workforce and immigrant-serving organizations to improve training 
services for immigrants. There are a few strong examples of such partnerships and more are 
emerging with various modest investments. However, on the whole, workforce and immigrant-
serving organizations know very little about each other, vary in terms of seeing value in 
partnership, and have few natural opportunities to come together. 
Yet access to workforce development services is more important than ever for this population 
and our economy. It is important to help immigrants and their families access more stable 
and adequate income, especially because they and their children represent future community 
members and workers, but many struggle in poverty and unstable employment. Building better 
systems for immigrants and their families is not only important for our labor force but also 
critical for the social cohesion of our communities. 
Policy changes at all levels of government and greater leveraging of existing policies can help 
to improve access to workforce services and smooth a path to partnership for workforce and 
immigrant-serving organizations. However, current policy is not the only barrier, and other 
significant and fundamental barriers must be addressed, as outlined in this paper.
The findings and ideas for action presented here are meant to advance the conversation that 
is beginning between the fields of immigrant-serving and workforce organizations. We hope 
readers find them useful for better understanding the importance, value, and implementation 
of partnerships between these two types of organizations to better serve a critical population in 
our country.
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