Enough is Known for Action Series
Supporting the Educational and Career Success of English Language Learners under the
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act
This technical assistance document is part of a series of resources the U.S. Departments of Labor and
Education (Departments) developed to provide strategies and examples of State and local partnerships
that facilitate the reengagement of out-of-school youth. Other technical assistance documents address
strategies for serving out-of-school current and former foster youth and justice-involved youth. More
information can be found here: https://ion.workforcegps.org/resources/2016/01/29/22/51/Enough_Is_
Known_for_Action_Youth_Webinar_Series.
The approximately 4.4 million English Language learners (ELLs) attending school in the United States
(U.S.) have certain unique academic, linguistic, and socio-emotional needs, distinct from the broader
youth population.1 Historically, ELLs have faced challenges in achieving academic success comparable
to their non-ELL peers, scoring lower on 4th- and 8th-grade reading assessments compared to their nonELL peers.2 The ELL achievement gap is particularly problematic because these students have unique
potential to increase linguistic diversity in today’s global economy. In order to close the achievement gap
and ensure ELLs have ample career opportunities, it is crucial that these youth have access to a wide
variety of resources. Education and workforce development system staff can help connect ELL youth to
appropriate education, training, and employment services, and set them on the path to educational and
professional success, by implementing the practices similar to those outlined in this document. It is clear
that the field is in need of more research on how practitioners can meet the needs of ELLs and close the
achievement gap. Following are examples of how communities across the country are responding to the
needs of ELLs through innovative program collaborations.3
i.

Cultural Competency Training for Educators and Service Providers

Teachers and youth service providers who understand the value of bilingualism and the complex,
challenging dynamic of learning a language and academic content simultaneously are vital resources for
ELL students. Research shows that many successful school programs employ teachers who understand
and celebrate linguistically and culturally diverse populations.4 Similarly, it is important that leaders in
other support programs respect and appreciate cultural and linguistic diversity so that they can better
assist ELLs. These same competencies—a positive mindset about ELLs, cultural awareness, and
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bilingualism—can also have a significant impact when developed in other service providers who work
directly with ELL youth.
Example: Oakland, California
In 2009, Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) identified social emotional learning (SEL) as a
priority for its five-year strategic plan, which was based on three pillars: a high-quality
instructional core, social and emotional health and well-being, and equitable opportunities for
learning. During the 2015-2016 school year (SY), OUSD selected a number of schools to
participate in a culturally responsive training, which also focused on SEL and restorative justice to
promote and increase student-teacher relationships. The next frontier for OUSD is a district-wide
training in SY 2016-17 supported by the district’s new Office of Equity.
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ii.

Consistent Support Services for Youth

Research suggests that ELLs typically require 4 to7 years to reach the academic English proficiency of a
native speaker.6 Hence, it is important to provide continuous and consistent support throughout an ELL’s
learning experience. For example, a program that offers academic and counseling services to current and
former ELL students may help those students feel comfortable and supported regardless of their language
skills. Additionally, newcomer programs may aid recently arrived ELL students integrating into
education, training, or employment by providing them with academic help, cultural orientations, and
connections to other support services. For ELLs who have a diagnosed disability, instruction must
account for both their specific special education needs, as well as their language development needs7. In
regular classroom instruction as well as in other education and workforce development programs, ELLs
need support from caring adults who understand their backgrounds to fully develop their communication
skills and feel confident socially, academically, and professionally.8
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Example: New York, New York
Liberty High School supports newcomer students from over 50 different countries through an
extensive Bilingual/English as a Second Language program, including technological and literary
resources in languages that are representative of the student body. The school’s program enables
non-English-speaking students to learn new academic content while transitioning into classes taught
in English.
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Example: St. Paul, Minnesota
LEAP High School currently serves 425 new immigrant and refugee students, who often enter
school as ELLs. The school provides special programs that bring students up to speed on their
academic subjects while also helping them become proficient in English throughout their four
years. Over 80 percent of LEAP graduates go on to attend college, which demonstrates LEAP’s
success transitioning ELLs into postsecondary education.
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Example: Columbus, Ohio
Columbus Global Academy provides ELLs with the stability of a 6-year middle and high school
program, specialized teachers, extended learning time, and bilingual aides in classrooms.
Additionally, teachers work with parents to bridge gaps in communication, promoting a solid support
system at home as well as at school.
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Example: Chula Vista, California

Chula Vista Learning Community Charter School serves a student population comprised of over 90
percent Latino students and over 50 percent ELLs. The school’s dual language immersion program
focuses on the acquisition of both the Spanish language and English language with the goal of
providing programming authentic to their student population. The school’s instructional model
supports students to maintain their native language, as well as their cultural identity. The school’s
attendance rate has been ranked number one in their district three years in a row attributing the
success of their program and dedication of teachers.
12
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a. Balanced Bilingual Education Plus Workforce Opportunities
High-quality programs for ELLs anticipate their potential and provide the supports they need to attain
academic and career goals. Educators can help ELLs achieve at high levels and reach their potential by
engaging them in rigorous learning and career training.13 Examples of programs for ELLs include
different approaches to meet the needs of newcomers enrolled in a district, such as newcomers receiving
academic and social emotional supports in newcomer centers and international schools until they
transition to elementary or secondary schools within a district.14 Another approach to meet the needs of
varied populations can be dual or bilingual language programs that enroll newcomers, children of
immigrants, and English-only students.
Dual language programs are one promising instructional approach to help ELLs reach their academic
potential. Research indicates that educational success for ELLs can be positively correlated with “the
consistent provision of instruction in the student’s native language.”15 Research also suggests that
because concepts can be transferred between languages, a well-implemented dual language program can
have students apply content learned in their first language to the same material in English. 16 Developing
students’ home languages, simultaneously with English, capitalizes on inherent cultural and linguistic
assets ELLs bring and acknowledges the key role that language acquisition plays as part of learning
academic content.17 Research demonstrates that a balance of instruction in students’ native language and
English thus appears to produce the best outcomes. In addition, research shows that students enrolled in
dual language programs develop academic competence, ambition, and resiliency at higher rates than
students in solely English-focused ELL programs.18
Additionally, ELLs need to become proficient in English in order to succeed in today’s economy. ELLs
may come from a variety of educational and work backgrounds, so resources that help ELLs understand
career options and access employment opportunities may benefit their future career outcomes. Preapprenticeship programs, for example, can prepare individuals to enter and succeed in Registered
Apprenticeship programs which, in turn, expand youths’ career pathway opportunities through industrybased training and classroom instruction.19 Integrated education and training strategies can also be very
effective at helping youth with low literacy, math, and English skills access instruction and gain a
credential. Training in, and instruction of, English skills, which can be learned and developed
contextually while working, allow ELLs to pursue jobs that interest and support them, as well as continue
their education. As the Career Pathways Toolkit describes, if new immigrants do not possess the
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language skills to benefit from occupational skills training, a specialized “ teaching strategy is necessary
to ensure these learners have the opportunity to gain the skills necessary to compete in America’s
workforce and earn a family sustaining wage.”20
Example: Washington State
The Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) model, from Washington State’s
Board of Technical and Community Colleges, provides occupational training classes for students
with basic skill levels. The program combines instruction in technical and basic skills, allowing
students to learn English and advance quickly in their chosen skill sets. Analyses show that IBEST has been effective in significantly improving students’ education and career outcomes.
21

Example: Chicago, Illinois
Carreras en Salud is a collaborative career pathways program established to bridge limited
English-proficient individuals into Certified Nursing Assistants (CNA), Licensed Practical
Nursing (LPN), and Registered Nurse (RN) positions. The Carreras En Salud provides
contextualized basic skills courses that combine academic instruction with technical training for
the healthcare industry. The program offers students seven levels at which they can enroll.
Students enter and advance according to their capacity and test scores and each level is
designed to be completed in 16 weeks. Program data shows consistently high retention rates
(70 percent to 90 percent) among LPN cohorts and an average wage increase among program
completers between $10 to $25 per hour. Additionally, 88 percent of students complete their
Vocational English Language Acquisition (ELA)/Pre-CNA courses and 77 percent of students
advance to the bridge portion of the program.
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Example: Albuquerque, New Mexico
In addition to being ranked in the top 5 high schools in New Mexico, Albuquerque High School
offers Bilingual Education, Dual Education, and ELL programs. The school offers an even number
of courses taught in English and courses taught in Spanish to promote overall student achievement in
both languages. Students who complete the program can apply for the Bilingual Seal, a graduation
honor that encourages students to strive for a high level of bilingual fluency.
23
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iii.

Special Resources for Immigrant and Refugee Youth

Between 630,000 and 720,000 refugee children and youth reside in the U.S.,24 and approximately 3.4
million more are immigrants.25 Of those 3.4 million, an estimated 1 million children and youth are
undocumented.26 While the experiences of immigrant and refugee youth are by no means homogenous,
many of these youths are ELLs, and may also share many of the needs of ELLs. The practices that can
benefit ELLs may also be applied and adapted to newcomer youth in the United States. The following set
of additional examples of practices (assembled based on research and models in the field) specifically
addresses the needs of immigrant and refugee youth.
a. Wraparound Support, Mentoring and Community Engagement
For immigrant and refugee youth to succeed in school and at work, their physical, mental, social, and
other needs must be met. Whether they seek education or employment, these youth need an array of
services to support them as they adjust to life in a new country with an unfamiliar language and culture,
especially when many may be dealing with trauma, poverty, multigenerational disconnect from education,
discrimination, and periods of family separation. Effective support programs provide resources that aid
youth in entering school or work, address the unique emotional challenges they may encounter, and
support their new bicultural experiences. These might include sessions with counselors who understand
the complex difficulties that immigrant and refugee youth face and, in the case of refugee youth in
particular, ways of responding to grief or trauma. High-quality mentoring can also help connect youth
with caring, supportive and empathetic adults. In addition to wraparound supports and mentoring, it is
also critical to provide social networks for newcomers and to connect immigrants and refugees with
others in their communities who share their experiences. 27
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Example: Oakland, Macomb, and Wayne Counties, Michigan
Lutheran Social Services Michigan (LSSM) provides English classes to adults and children as well
as cultural orientations, including one-on-one meetings with parents, youth, and children. It also
works with the school system to ensure that students are registered. LSSM provides professional
opportunities for older youth, and hosts a Summer Learning Academy in which families learn about
nutrition, American culture, English, and enjoy leisure time with other community members. LSSM
has been assisting refugees since the 1950s and has helped resettle thousands of people, many of
whom are unaccompanied minors or families with adolescent children.
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Example: Portland, Maine
The Portland Mentoring Alliance at Portland High School brings together local business and
community leaders in partnerships with high school students, particularly immigrant students who
are new to the area. Mentees are recruited through English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers,
current and former program participants, and word of mouth, and many benefit from the
involvement of a caring and successful adult in their daily lives.
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Example: Seattle, Washington
Refugee Women’s Alliance (ReWA) offers a comprehensive support program for women and
families entering the United States. Its youth program is a highlight, as it provides after-school
activities, job readiness training, mentoring, and leadership opportunities. It also offers English
classes and vocational training. Bundling this set of educational resources in one place is the
distinguishing feature of this program, which has contributed to over 550 youth successfully
completing its academic programs.
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b. Cultural and Workforce Training
Immigrant and refugee youth enter the U.S. with mixed professional and educational backgrounds, so
connecting them with the appropriate schooling, job readiness programs, English language classes,
disability supports, as needed, and cultural awareness information is an important element of a successful
program. Providing information on different types of work experiences, including internships,
community service, paid and unpaid positions, and on-the-job training opportunities is valuable as well.
Workplace readiness training can make a difference in the lives of immigrant and refugee youth by
helping them attain the skills they need to be independent and productive.
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Example: New York, New York
NYBest College Bridge Program, run through LaGuardia Community College, is designed to
improve the language and literacy skills of immigrants so that they may be able to enroll in degree
or credential programs in the future. The program seeks to help immigrant and refugee youth
surmount the obstacles that prevent them from achieving success in school or in the workplace. It
is unique in that it provides a pathway not just for currently enrolled students but also for out- ofschool youth and adults to gain the skills they need to reach higher education and/or steady work.
31

Example: Seattle, Washington
The Seattle Human Services Department provides funding to organizations that train ELL,
immigrant, and refugee students in job skills and self-sufficiency. They work with students
bilingually and offer cultural events and academic support in addition to their job readiness
programs. Organizations funded by the Department address different immigrant and refugee
populations, focus on multiple pathways to success, and engage adults and youth alike in preparing
for a career.
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DOL and ED are working diligently to ensure that states, local areas, other grantees, and stakeholders
are prepared for the implementation of WIOA. If you have questions regarding this WIOA guidance,
please contact the Departments by emailing DOL at DOL.WIOA@dol.gov and ED at
AskAEFLA@ed.gov.
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