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Dear Senator:


As you continue debate on immigration reform, we would like to call your attention to an issue important to the success of our nation’s immigrants, the ability to read, write and speak in English.


We are aware of two potential amendments and one provision in the base bill of concern to the adult education community.

1. We understand that Senator Alexander may offer an amendment (#1161) to provide $500 for each immigrant seeking citizenship to be used on the “free market” to obtain English as a Second Language services.  

Concern:  This amendment would duplicate services already provided through the existing adult education system, which has provided ESL services for many years under the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act and its predecessor laws.  The existing system also administers the ESL/Civics program continued each year in appropriations bills.  

· The existing system has an accountability system, a curriculum of demonstrated success and qualified instructors which help ensure the provision of quality services to program participants.  Similar safeguards are not included in the Alexander amendment. 

· The federal adult education system was recognized as one of four Department of Education programs to receive an “effective” rating, the highest possible rating, on the PART.  

· The funding amount allocated per individual in the Alexander amendment is not close to the current national average of $800 per year per participant for adult education services.  We are concerned the amount provided in the amendment will leave many ESL students without the skills they need and they will be unable to complete their education by accessing the existing adult education system because of long waiting lists nationwide. 

Recommendation:  Oppose the Alexander amendment.

.


2.  An additional concern is another amendment (#1164) offered by Senator Alexander to provide a deduction for employer-provided English Language instruction.

Concern:    While we applaud Senator Alexander’s attempt to promote more English Language instruction we have concerns about the amendment as currently written. 

· Under this amendment as currently drafted, an employer could ask an existing adult education program to provide ESL services and not incur any actual expenses.  Yet, they would receive a tax deduction.  This would not increase access to ESL services but merely result in employers getting benefits for utilizing the current system which is under-funded and has long waiting lists.

Recommendation:  Modify the amendment so the deduction is only available if the employer utilizes its own funds to pay for such instruction, thereby expanding overall access to adult education services, or by providing paid release time for employees to attend instruction. 


3.  Our final issue involves a provision already in the base bill.  Sec. 709 of the bill calls for the Secretary of Education to develop an open-source, computer-based electronic English language instruction program to assist non-native English speakers to reach a level of proficiency to pass the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). 

· At present, the primary resource for those adults in need of English as a second language (ESL) services are the nation’s adult education programs. 

· Should a pathway to citizenship for undocumented immigrants be established, the demand for adult ESL programs, which already outpaces the current supply, will increase exponentially. 

· An online English language program will do very little to meet the current demand for adult ESL services as it will take many years to develop, and ultimately would only be available to those with online access. The demographics of immigrant groups indicate they are less likely to have easy access to a computer and the Internet than other parts of the population. 

Recommendation:  In order to meet the current and future demand for adult ESL services, funding for adult education programs should be increased dramatically., 
While not a major item under discussion in debate over immigration reform, providing access to adult education services for English as a Second Language is key to the ability of immigrants to truly succeed and become part of the fabric of our great nation.  We encourage your support of our position on the items mentioned above.

Sincerely,
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Sherrie Claiborne
President
National Coalition for Literacy ▫ P.O. Box 11592 ▫ Washington, D.C. 20008 ▫ 703.822.0542 ▫ ncl@ncldc.net


