Senator Patty Murray, Chair
Senator Richard Burr, Ranking Member
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP)
Re: Request for Input: Policy Ideas on Workforce Development

April 9, 2021

Overview:

The Covid-19 pandemic has spotlighted as never before the vital role that immigrants and English learners play at all levels of the economy – whether harvesting the food that keeps America fed, manufacturing and transporting vital goods across our country, caring for seniors and people with disabilities, processing the laboratory samples that diagnose and treat disease, or developing innovative medical and scientific technologies to heal our pandemic-stricken nation. 

Overall, immigrants comprise 1 in 6 US workers.[footnoteRef:1] Three-quarters of immigrants in the US already have legal work authorization. One in ten US workers are English learners. Yet for decades, federal workforce development policy has been largely silent about the assets and expertise these workers have to offer, and the challenges they face. As a result, immigrants and English learners are dramatically under-served in signature federal programs.  [1:  “Frequently Requested Statistics on Immigrants and Immigration in the United States,” (Migration Policy Institute, 2021.) Viewable at: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-united-states-2020] 


For example, less than 2% of adults receiving intensive training services under WIOA Title I are English learners – far less than their representation in the US workforce, at 10 percent. Similarly, while formal data on immigrants’ participation in federal Registered Apprenticeship programs is not readily available, reports from the field indicate that immigrants and English learners are equally under-served by those programs. 

Because many immigrants are people of color, these disparities in access and participation in federally funded workforce development services can also serve to worsen racial inequities. As previous research has noted, because public policies have played a role in creating racial inequities, policies must also be part of the solution.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  The Roadmap for Racial Equity: An Imperative for Workforce Development Advocates (National Skills Coalition, 2019.) Viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Racial-Equity-Report_6x9_web.pdf] 


Today, immigrants are facing the same tumultuous labor market as their fellow US-born workers: Existing jobs that have transformed overnight to require new digital skills; vanishing jobs that have disappeared in the tsunami of hospitality and food-service layoffs connected to the pandemic; survival jobs that provide few or no opportunities for wage gains or career advancement. 

The solution is federal workforce development policies that are intentional, substantive, and strategic in connecting talented immigrants to the same education, upskilling, reskilling, and apprenticeship opportunities that their US-born friends and neighbors already enjoy. The policy recommendations below illustrate how this can be accomplished by strengthening and improving key elements of federal workforce development legislation. 
HELP Committee Request #1: How to enhance or improve workforce training in direct relation to the COVID-19 pandemic and economic recovery, including ways to address workforce needs of the health care and public health sectors
Problem: Health workers are facing a rapidly transforming digital environment that continually places new demands on their ability to learn and use new software, automated technologies, and other tools.[footnoteRef:3] The challenges are especially acute for frontline workers who often have the fewest opportunities for incumbent-worker training or other employer-based upskilling.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Health workers need investment in their digital skills (National Skills Coalition, 2020). Viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Digital-Skills-Health-NoCrps-1.pdf]  [4:  See examples of how frontline workers are being called upon to use digital skills in these slides from National Skills Coalition: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Digital-literacy-data-webinar-June-3-2020-pdf-slides.pdf, and learn about frontline workers’ limited opportunities for upskilling in Funding Resilience (National Skills Coalition, 2020), viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/08-18-2020-NSC-Funding-Resilience.pdf] 

Solution: Invest in industry-specific digital skills training for frontline health workers, and ensure that funding reaches eligible nonprofit organizations and other entities with demonstrated expertise in serving immigrants and English learners. This investment should be woven through federal workforce legislation, including the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), to ensure that workers can build digital skills as they are learning other technical skills specific to an industry or occupation.[footnoteRef:5] One effective example of this comes from the SEIU-UHW Training Fund, which serves 100,000 healthcare workers across nine Western states, including Washington and California. This labor-management partnership trains medical billing and coding specialists to use in-demand software tools specific to their occupations, such as EncoderPro.  [5:  This integrated approach is an emerging best practice, as documented in Boosting Digital Literacy in the Workplace (National Skills Coalition, 2020.) Viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/12152020-NSC-Boosting-Digital-Literacy.pdf] 

Problem: Immigrant health workers with training from abroad are under-utilized in the US labor market and face barriers in re-credentialing, even as the US faces chronic and acute shortages of health workers who have the cultural and linguistic expertise necessary to serve ethnically diverse American communities.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  “An Untapped Pool of Critical U.S. Health-Care Workers in a Time of Pandemic,” (Migration Policy Institute, April 2020. Viewable at: https://www.migrationpolicy.org/content/untapped-pool-critical-us-health-care-workers-time-pandemic
] 

Solution: Incorporate language from the Professionals’ Access to Health (PATH) Workforce Integration Act as part of federal workforce legislation. The PATH Act was introduced in the 114th Congress as HR 2709, and would help lawfully present internationally trained health professionals to participate the American workforce via employment that matches their professional skills, education and expertise. In particular, the bill would provide grants to eligible entities such as community colleges or nonprofit organizations to: assist in the evaluation of international credentials; facilitate access to contextualized and accelerated courses on English as a second language; and otherwise support the ability of qualified health workers to contribute their skills in the US healthcare field. 
Problem: Programs serving dislocated workers are underfunded and have complicated eligibility requirements that often exclude workers of color, including many immigrants and English learners. As the pace of worker dislocation accelerates and the reasons for dislocation continue to evolve (store closings, industry transformations, automation), workers need greater investment and predictability in the public systems that are supposed to help them navigate a tumultuous economy.
Solution: Congress should establish and fund Dislocation Reskilling Accounts providing up to $15,000 per worker to invest in training at a community or technical college, community-based organization, or other quality training provider. These accounts should be funded through the creation of a Workforce Trust Fund, from which states can draw down funding to support investments in workers’ ability to access skills in-demand by local businesses. Eligibility should be clear, simple, and inclusive of workers with diverse backgrounds and work histories. 
HELP Committee Request #2: Reforms to programs authorized under the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act;
Problem: Despite a powerful track record of success,[footnoteRef:7] the groundbreaking Integrated Education and Training model that was institutionalized in the 2014 passage of WIOA is currently reaching only a tiny fraction of Title II adult education participants – roughly 5 percent. Reports from the field indicate that multiple strategies are needed to scale up participation, including additional resources, more federal guidance and professional development support, and greater connections between adult education and workforce development partners. With millions of workers in need of reskilling opportunities as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, expansion of IET is urgently needed, especially as new research shows that integrated models are valuable for boosting in-demand digital skills.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  The Institute for Education Science (IES) What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) holds the highest standard for rigor in independent education research, seeking to drive education policy less by ‘professional wisdom’ and more by evidence-based practice. In September 2020, the National Center for Education Evaluation at IES released an Intervention Report on I-BEST. This gold-standard research identified three random control trial studies that meet the WWC criteria, documenting impacts on 45,413 learners in nine states and demonstrating statistically significant positive impacts. View the report: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/InterventionReport/706]  [8:  Boosting Digital Literacy in the Workplace (see link in earlier footnote) and Amplifying Impact: How Policies that Combine Investment in English Language Skills with Digital Learning Pay Off for Workers and Businesses. (National Skills Coalition, 2020). Viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/06-25-2020-NSC-Amplifying-Impact.pdf] 

Solutions: Congress can address these challenges by:
· Establishing additional, dedicated funds to support the development and implementation of high-quality IET models, including those that incorporate industry-specific digital skills. These funds can be provided within the WIOA system and/or be seeded throughout other federal workforce-related legislation. (See New Deal for New Americans recommendation below.)
· Directing the Departments of Education and Labor to substantially expand their efforts to foster IET collaboration among Title I and Title II partners, including by providing joint professional development and technical assistance support though WIOA national leadership dollars and issuing additional guidance as appropriate. 
Problem: State implementation of the IET model has been hamstrung by difficulties in convincing non-Title II partners to pay for training costs. A persistent concern raised by the field has been that some WIOA Title II adult education providers feel as though they are “compliance police” trying to chase down scarce workforce funding for IET programs. This is an inefficient use of precious staff time that could be better devoted to program development and direct services.
Solution: Congress should create meaningful incentives for non-WIOA partners to fund the training component of IET programs and collaborate with WIOA providers in streamlined ways that can effectively serve workers and businesses.  These incentives should cover both WIOA Sec. 231 Integrated Education and Training and Sec. 243 Integrated English Literacy and Civics Education (IELCE) IET activities.
For example, Congress should “pave the high road” and make it much easier for WIOA Title II partners to utilize the Ability to Benefit (ATB) student financial aid provision in the Higher Education Act to help qualified students access federal aid to pay for IET programs that are part of an eligible career pathway. While not all IET programs fall under the ATB umbrella, making the ATB option easier and more seamless would be a powerful lever to expand education and workforce training opportunities for marginalized students. At present, ATB is poorly understood and massively underutilized. However, a subset of innovative higher education institutions, such as Pima (AZ) Community College, are effectively using ATB to support adults without a high school credential in IET programs, allowing them to simultaneously earn a high school and a postsecondary credential.
HELP Committee Request: Ways to develop, modernize, and diversify the national apprenticeship system, including innovative approaches such as youth apprenticeship and pre-apprenticeship. 
Problem: Immigrants and English learners have far less access to high-quality pre-apprenticeship and apprenticeship programs than their US-born peers. In part, this is because there are fewer “on-ramps” from trusted organizations that have earned the confidence of immigrant workers, while existing apprenticeship-focused organizations may have little if any experience serving immigrants and English learners. 
Solution: Congress should dedicate a portion of apprenticeship funding to be used for equity intermediaries, as was previously done during the Obama administration.[footnoteRef:9] In particular, Congress should require that at least three of the funded intermediary organizations have demonstrated expertise in serving immigrants and English learners.  [9:  See, for example: https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/eta/eta20160921] 

Problem: Existing federal registered apprenticeships and other work-based learning programs often require advanced English skills as a prerequisite, rather than creating pathways that are inclusive of workers who are still building their English skills.
Solution: Ensure that a portion of apprenticeship and work-based learning funds are dedicated to supporting models that help workers build foundational skills such as English while preparing for or participating in an apprenticeship program. One way to support this is to establish new IET funding (as discussed above) that will equip WIOA Title II providers to provide bridge programming to help immigrants develop the specialized English skills needed to participate in apprenticeships. An example of this being done successfully is the IET program for electricians at the Socorro Independent School District adult education program in El Paso, Texas. Graduates of this program can seamlessly move into a local registered apprenticeship program for electricians.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Learn more about this example Better Together: How Adult Education/CTE Collaborations Benefit Workers and Business. (National Skills Coalition, 2018.) Viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/NSC-EL-PASO-Dec2018-Online-FIN.pdf] 

Problem: There is significant pent-up demand for pre-apprenticeship programs and services. Evidence of the enthusiasm for this approach in the adult education field comes from the recent US Department of Education Rethink Adult Education challenge, in which a tiny pool of just $750,000 in total available funding drew more than 200 applicants, of which 95 were selected as finalists.[footnoteRef:11]   [11:  More information: https://www.rethinkadulted.com/challenge-finalists-announced/] 

Solution: Congress should dedicate specific funds to pre-apprenticeship programs for adults, not simply for youth, and should incentivize creative approaches such as braiding of other federal funds to further support such programs. 
HELP Committee Request: Strategies to encourage innovation to address worker and industry needs.
Problem: US workers face substantial digital skill gaps, and small businesses have limited capacity to upskill workers in-house without public investment. Nearly one-third of the total US workforce lacks the foundational digital literacy skills that are increasingly essential to work and education in today’s economy.[footnoteRef:12] Immigrants and English learners are disproportionately likely to lack these skills, in part due to the ripple effects of historical, structurally racist policies.[footnoteRef:13] Federal workforce and adult education policy is lagging behind reality on the ground, as workers and businesses scramble to identify resources needed to adapt to today’s technologically-driven workplaces.   [12:  The New Landscape of Digital Literacy (National Skills Coalition, 2020.) Viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/05-20-2020-NSC-New-Landscape-of-Digital-Literacy.pdf]  [13:  Applying a Racial Equity Lens to Digital Literacy (National Skills Coalition, 2020.) Viewable at: https://www.nationalskillscoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Digital-Skills-Racial-Equity-Final.pdf
] 

Solution: Establish Digital Literacy Upskilling Grants. Through these grants, expand access to high quality digital skills instruction that meets industry and worker needs, including closing racial equity gaps. The federal government should allocate funds to states to administer grants and create a new national grant program to invest in digital skills training best practices across the country. These funds should be available to contextualize digital skills instruction for specific industries, increase instructor professional development, support training costs of incoming and incumbent workers, and include a state set-aside to support the development of digital literacy skill gain metrics as part of state postsecondary attainment goals.
Problem: Jobseekers need career navigation assistance. Career navigators are a proven component of the workforce development system. They provide career guidance and labor market information, help jobseekers identify training and educational options that will best fit their needs, and facilitate access to services for unemployed and under-employed people who may otherwise struggle to navigate the myriad training options and services. However, funding for navigation is grossly inadequate. Even during the 2009 recession, the 1.7 million people who could access reemployment counseling (a form of career coaching delivered through the America's Job Centers) was a small fraction of the 15 million who were unemployed. The massive job losses and the structural changes caused by the Covid-19 pandemic mean that millions more now require this help to successfully re-enter the workforce and obtain a well-paying job. Immigrants and English learners are especially likely to benefit from career navigation because the act of migration means that they have less “place-based social capital” to help them figure out potential career paths compared to their US-born peers.  
Solution: Provide direct funding through WIOA for career navigators. This could be done by allocating additional funding for WIOA Titles I, II, and IV to create coaching positions at the AJCs and other workforce service providers; making updates to the Reemployment Services and Eligibility Assessment program to encourage more access to high-quality career navigators for unemployment insurance recipients; and providing new WIOA funding for states to regrant to community-based organizations, labor-management partnerships, and community colleges that have demonstrated expertise in serving immigrants and English learners. 

Problem: Traditionally, federal workforce programs have discouraged the use of public dollars for incumbent worker training, except in limited circumstances. However, investing in workers’ training while they are employed is a wise policy that allows for maximizing private investment in the same training and minimizes public costs associated with finding a worker a new job or supporting income replacement while the worker is unemployed. Incumbent worker training also supports greater racial equity. Women of color, for example, are disproportionately concentrated in lower-wage jobs in the health care industry.  Investing in incumbent worker training and upskilling will help create ladders to good jobs for these and other workers in jobs deemed “essential” during the pandemic, but which do not pay wages commensurate with the risk or skill required to do. 

Solution: Create a Federal Incumbent Worker Training Fund. A new title of formula dollars under WIOA would provide more flexible, dedicated resources to states to fund partnerships between employers, education and training providers, and other stakeholders. These resources would be used to upskill and advance current workers who face foundational skills gaps (including digital literacy gaps) changing occupational requirements due to new technologies or processes; or where such training allows workers to advance to higher-paying positions within a firm or industry and creates employment opportunities for new workers to fill in vacated positions. For example, Washington State’s Upskill/Backfill initiative invested $1.6 million in 2017 to support employer-provided training for 550 workers and new entry-level opportunities for 300 workers. For workers rehired in different industries after the pandemic, these funds can help workers gain skills necessary to advance in their new industry. 

Finally, the HELP Committee has a powerful opportunity to collaborate with Congressional colleagues to ensure that other landmark federal legislation moving in this session is well-aligned with workforce development legislation and priorities. In particular:
· The Accessible, Affordable Internet for All Act (S. 745) would require the National Telecommunications and Information Administration to establish grant programs to ‘community anchors’ to promote digital equity, support digital inclusion activities, and increase adoption of broadband by their residents. States would develop a digital equity plan and receive funds based on their populations, demographics, and availability and adoption of broadband. While this well-conceived legislation already incorporates the Digital Equity Act, it will be vital to ensure that as it moves through Congress the investments in digital skills are maintained and even expanded to include industry-specific digital skills. 

· The New Deal for New Americans Act (S. 433) would provide $100 million in Workforce Development and Prosperity Grants specifically focused on adult foundational skill building and integrated education and training models to accelerate language learning and technical skill attainment for immigrants and refugees. This landmark legislation is the first to focus not on immigrant admission to the US, but rather on ensuring that immigrants already present in the US become fully included in American society. The inclusion of the IET model in this legislation represents a welcome embrace of WIOA’s innovation and is a compelling argument for HELP Committee members’ support as this legislation progresses. 

The undersigned organizations appreciate the opportunity to submit comments to the HELP Committee. We welcome the opportunity to further discussion any of the recommendations made here. 
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