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I.
INTRODUCTION


On May 4, 2007, the Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Kendall Stewart, will conduct an oversight hearing on the demand for English for Speakers of Other Languages (“ESOL”) programs among immigrant adults in New York City.  Those expected to testify include representatives from the Mayor’s Office of Adult Education, the Center for an Urban Future, the Literacy Assistance Center, and other interested organizations.

II.
BACKGROUND ON ADULT ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS

A.
National Perspective

One of the most visible and inimitable features of the United States is the cultural and linguistic diversity of its population.
  Approximately 15 percent of adults (age 18 and older) in the United States are foreign-born.
  An increasing number of these individuals rely on adult education programs to acquire the basic English literacy and language skills necessary to fully participate in their communities.
  Nationally, the population of adult English language learners doubled between 1980 and 2000 from 6 percent to 12 percent.

The population of adult English language learners in the United States is ethnically, linguistically, and culturally diverse.
  Ranging in age from 16 to over 90, adult English language learners are recently arrived and long-term immigrants, permanent residents, and refugees.
  Among the immigrant population, recently arrived adults are more likely to have limited English proficiency; according to Census 2000 data, 60 percent of recent arrivals age 16 to 64 had limited English proficiency compared with 44 percent of all immigrants.
  Adult English language learners are predominantly Spanish speakers, but Asian, African, and European languages are also represented among this population.
  The English language proficiency of adult English language learners ranges from very limited or beginning levels to near native ability.
  In terms of educational background, adult English language learners may have had interrupted formal schooling, or may have been schooled in a country without a writing system, or may have had limited access to education and literacy in their native countries due to civil unrest.
  These learners, however, may also hold post-secondary or graduate degrees; or may be experienced educational, medical, or legal professionals; or may be accomplished artists or musicians.

B.
Local Perspective

Similar to states that are traditional immigrant settlement areas, such as California, Florida, and Texas, adult English language learners continue to be highly concentrated in New York.
  There are 3.9 million immigrants residing in New York State, and more than one in four adult New Yorkers, or 27 percent, are foreign-born.
  From 2000 to 2005, the state’s immigrant population increased by over 7 percent, and since 2000 alone, 270,000 immigrants have settled in New York State.


The largest number of the state’s foreign-born population resides in New York City, which is home to nearly 3 million immigrants, and the population continues to grow.
  In Queens, 66,000 immigrants moved to the area between 2000 and 2005.
  According to 2005 data, over 850,000 adult residents in Queens—approximately 60 percent of the borough’s adult population—were foreign-born.
  In Brooklyn, almost 730,000 immigrants reside in the area.
  Between 2000 and 2005, the immigrant population in the Bronx grew by 14 percent.
  Staten Island has experienced the most significant percentage increase in foreign-born residents in recent years.
  The borough gained approximately 20,000 immigrants since 2000, which is a 25 percent increase.

Foreign-born residents throughout the state constitute the overwhelming majority—80 percent—of New Yorkers with limited English skills.
  In 2005, more than 1.6 million adult New York residents, which comprise about 14 percent of all adults age 18 to 64 in the state, spoke English “less than very well,” representing a 6 percent increase since 2000.
  Of that population, 640,000 or over a third spoke English “not well,” and another 210,000 did not speak the language at all.
  Many recently arrived immigrant adults in New York have limited English skills, and 79 percent of foreign-born English speakers in the state have only basic or below basic prose literacy, a rate below the national average.
  In New York City specifically, a quarter of all adults, or more than 1.2 million, have inadequate English skills.

III.
THE IMPACT OF LIMITED ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY


For the current generation of immigrants, English language limitations considerably hamper their opportunities for economic stability and progress.
  Without proficiency in the English language, it is exceedingly difficult to establish a path for career advancement.
  In regions of New York State, as well as throughout the country, the only available jobs are high-skill positions that require post-secondary education or the lowest-skilled positions, such as those in cleaning services.
  English language skills are ever more important in the 21st century knowledge economy, during which job prospects between high-skill and the lowest-skill occupations are dwindling, or in some areas, non-existent.

The economic status of immigrant New Yorkers is much more unstable in comparison to that of the state as a whole.
  Immigrants in New York are more likely to be in or near poverty, and lacking English proficiency is a significant barrier to some of the most reliable channels out of poverty for recent immigrants.
  More than one in four, or nearly 27 percent, of foreign-born New York state residents were at or below 150 percent of the poverty line in 2005, including 866,000 immigrants in New York City.
  Among New York State’s 1.7 million adults with earnings below the poverty line in 2005, over 40 percent or 735,000 adults spoke a language other than English at home.

Limited English skills among a growing immigrant workforce also have a negative impact on businesses.
  Businesses in various sectors are employing immigrants in large numbers, mainly for entry-level positions, but there are few opportunities for advancement without English proficiency.
  Industries, such as manufacturing, in which a worker could progress despite limited English proficiency, are declining in New York State; however, sectors such as construction and home health care, which require employees to effectively communicate with customers in English, are on the rise.
  English language limitations among workers decrease productivity, promote turnover, and inhibit job development within businesses.

New York City businesses exhibit these trends.
  For example, a large manufacturer in Brooklyn is struggling with high turnover, due to an inability to elevate production and line managers because of limited English skills.
  It has also been costly for this Brooklyn manufacturer to hire and train replacements.
  A door manufacturing company in Queens has also been hindered by English language limitations.
  Many of this Queens manufacturer’s employees are immigrants with advanced technical skills, but have limited English proficiency, and communication is the leading problem facing this company.

IV.
ENGLISH FOR SPEAKERS OF OTHER LANGUAGES (ESOL) PROGRAMS

Adult education in the United States provides basic skills and workforce training, as well as literacy and refugee assistance to a diverse population of learners.
  National, state, and local education programs and policies are guided by the multiple needs of this population.
  ESOL programs account for more than 40 percent of all adult education in the United States.
  In more and more states, English language learners account for at least half of the total adult education population.

Although some local initiatives and independently funded programs exist, the ESOL programs administered by the New York State Education Department (“State Education Department”) account for the vast majority of ESOL seats statewide.
  In 2006, the State Education Department administered over $144 million in adult education funds, which includes projects from General Educational Development instruction to Adult Basic Education programs.
  According to state officials, it is estimated that 55 percent of New York State’s adult education funding is appropriated for ESOL initiatives.
  This includes approximately $18 million of federal Workforce Investment Act (“WIA”) Title II funds, which is administered by the state; $53 million of state tax-levied Employment Preparation Education (“EPE”) aid; $1.1 million from the state’s Basic Adult Education/Welfare Education Program (“WEP”) funding; and $1.8 million from the Adult Literacy Education (“ALE”) program funded by the state legislature.

Despite substantial growth in New York State’s immigrant population in recent years, ESOL programs administered by the State Education Department have only served a fraction of those in need.
  While 1.6 million adult New Yorkers have limited English skills, only about 86,000 residents, or 5 percent of the estimated need, were enrolled in state-funded ESOL programs in 2005.
  Throughout New York State, the supply of ESOL programming has not met the rising demand.
  In New York City, only 3 percent of those with English language limitations were served by these programs, meaning 33 people could have potentially filled each available seat.

V.
NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL IMMIGRANT OPPORTUNITIES INITIATIVE

The New York City Council has supplemented state funding for ESOL with its Immigrant Opportunities Initiative (“IOI”).  IOI funding objectives include assisting immigrant adults with English language literacy acquisition and strengthening their participation in the democratic process.  Specifically, this initiative provides funding for ESOL classes, legal services for recent immigrants in order to apply for citizenship or permanent residency, and legal services for immigrants that focus on wage and hour disputes and other labor issues.  IOI was initially funded in Fiscal Year 2002, with a total allocation of $2.5 million.  The total allocation for IOI has grown since the program began, and in Fiscal Year 2007, $9.25 million was allocated toward IOI.

VI.
MAYOR’S OFFICE OF ADULT EDUCATION
Established in October 2006, the mission of the Mayor’s Office of Adult Education (“Office”) is to produce improved outcomes for the New York City adult education system.
  The Office coordinates strategy, promotes best practices, and connects participating agencies to the Mayoral Administration’s education, community development, and social policy priorities.
  In order to advance adult education in New York City, the Office works with various agencies on the city, state, and federal levels.

VII.
ISSUES AND CONCERNS

While adult members of New York State’s burgeoning immigrant population, and particularly recent arrivals, encounter greater obstacles to achieving economic self-sufficiency as a result of limited English language skills, ESOL programs administered by the state have fallen far short of meeting these critical needs.  The Committee expects to learn the extent of this problem in New York City, especially since a dismal percentage of New York City residents who have limited English proficiency participated in state-funded ESOL programs in 2005.  In addition, the Committee expects to find out how the ever-increasing demand for ESOL is being addressed in New York City, and what roles the newly created Mayor’s Office of Adult Education and other organizations play in tackling this issue.
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