
Executive Summary 

Immigrants in the United States—who comprise one 
in every six adults in the country—contribute great-
ly to the vitality of the country’s economy and local 
communities. At the same time, many immigrant 
adults face multiple, often compounding barriers 
to economic mobility and broader integration into 
American society. Common challenges include limit-
ed proficiency in English, persistent employment in 
low-wage jobs, lack of permanent legal status, low 
levels of formal education, and unfamiliarity with 
American society, culture, and institutions. Adult 
skills programs operating within both workforce 
development and adult education systems offer ser-
vices that are intended to address or reduce many 
of these barriers. Too often, however, the policy and 
program designs at the heart of these systems fail to 
account for important differences in the character-
istics of the country’s immigrant and U.S.-born adult 
populations, which can lead to programming that 
does not effectively and equitably meet the needs of 
immigrant adults. 

To aid policymakers and other system actors in un-
derstanding these differences and their implications 
for efforts to improve effectiveness and equity in 
adult skills programs, Migration Policy Institute re-
searchers analyzed pooled 2015–19 data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey, 

comparing foreign- and U.S.-born adults across a 
variety of sociodemographic indicators. The analysis 
demonstrates that large shares of the immigrant 
population face barriers to their economic mobility 
and integration, and it identifies disparities between 
immigrant and U.S.-born adults in income, levels of 
formal education, and employment in middle- and 
high-skill jobs. The scale of this challenge is also 
evident from the data: roughly 10.8 million immi-
grant adults have less than a high school diploma or 
equivalent, and approximately 20.4 million have lim-
ited proficiency in English. Such findings underscore 
that immigrants are a significant target population 
for adult skills systems, in many states comprising 
a large minority or even majority of the adults such 
programs are intended to serve, such as those with-
out a high school diploma or equivalent. 

Immigrants are a significant target 
population for adult skills systems, 
in many states comprising a large 
minority or even majority of the adults 
such programs are intended to serve.

With a potential reauthorization of the federal law 
governing adult skills programs (the Workforce Inno-
vation and Opportunity Act, or WIOA) on the horizon, 
the data highlighted in this analysis carry important 
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implications for adult skills policies and program de-
signs. These include:

 ► Differences in the demographic profiles of 
immigrant and U.S.-born adults mean that 
assumptions and approaches commonly 
embedded in adult skills system designs 
may not be relevant or accessible for many 
immigrants. Perhaps most notably, far larger 
shares of immigrants have lower levels of 
formal education (including less than a 9th or 
5th grade education) and limited proficiency 
in English than U.S.-born adults. Yet existing 
system policy frameworks prioritize 
individuals’ participation in workforce 
training, entrance into postsecondary 
education, and the earning of credentials—
all of which generally require higher levels 
of English proficiency and education as 
a condition for enrollment. For many 
immigrants, these prerequisites pose high 
barriers to accessing educational and training 
services within these systems.

 ► WIOA’s mandatory performance measures 
can act as a disincentive for local systems 
and programs to serve adults with lower 
levels of formal education and English 
proficiency. Because program success 
is measured based on outcomes that are 
more attainable for people with advanced 
English and formal education—for example, 
earning an employer-recognized credential—
programs are incentivized to serve this 
population and not adults who are unlikely to 
achieve such outcomes. Given the disparities 
Census data demonstrate between immigrant 
and U.S.-born adults, this means many adult 
skills providers can find it difficult to equitably 
serve immigrants with significant barriers to 
integration and economic mobility and still 
meet mandatory performance measures.

 ► Since immigrant adults are employed at 
similar rates to U.S.-born adults, increasing 
immigrant families’ economic mobility 
and self-sufficiency will require programs 
to focus on job quality, wages, and skill 
acquisition, rather than merely gaining 
employment. To do so, adult skills programs 
serving immigrants should focus on services 
that can help participants overcome barriers 
to higher-wage employment. These include 
factors that also affect some U.S.-born adults, 
such as lower levels of formal education, 
along with more integration-specific 
challenges, such as limited proficiency in 
English or a lack of familiarity or connections 
with employers and available career paths.

 ► Immigrant adults’ widely varied levels 
of English proficiency, formal education, 
and previous professional experiences 
require programmatic approaches that 
allow for services tailored to participants’ 
needs. For higher-skilled or internationally 
trained individuals, programs could include 
assistance with foreign credential recognition, 
career counseling, or specialized English 
instruction. For those with limited proficiency 
in English and limited literacy in their native 
language, programs may need to focus more 
intensively on native language literacy and 
workplace-focused English instruction.

 ► Given that immigrants comprise a 
disproportionately large share of 
parents in many states, there is a need 
to significantly expand two-generation 
programs that effectively meet the needs 
of immigrant families. This includes two-
generation models in adult education, early 
childhood, and K-12 systems that support 
these families’ integration trajectories as well 
as children’s healthy development and school 
success.
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In order to address many of these issues, WIOA’s 
performance measures will need to be revamped 
to ensure that programs are not penalized when 
they work effectively and at an equitable scale with 
key subpopulations that are intended to be served 
under the law. Taking a broader view, adult skills sys-
tems have untapped potential to deliver important 
education and training programs that could more 
fully support the linguistic, economic, and civic 
integration of immigrant adults. Indeed, these sys-
tems are often the only arena in which the various 
levels of government provide support for programs 
that facilitate upward integration trajectories for 
immigrants and their children. Yet integration is not 
centered in system designs beyond attainment of a 
level gain in English or basic education. While these 
achievements are certainly important to integration 
success, they do not address the fact that a rich un-
derstanding of how to navigate American systems 
and norms is an important skill in and of itself, and 
one that can bring higher wages, deeper communi-
ty and civic engagement, and long-term economic 
self-sufficiency. 

Adult skills systems have untapped 
potential to deliver important 
education and training programs that 
could more fully support the linguistic, 
economic, and civic integration of 
immigrant adults.
 
To support important outcomes such as these, adult 
skills policymakers should consider adopting and 
expanding approaches that recognize civic and eco-
nomic integration, along with English proficiency, as 
key factors in the success of immigrants, their fam-
ilies, and the communities in which they settle. De-
veloping more responsive, integration-focused pro-
gramming can also provide navigation support and 
on-ramps for immigrants to access other important 

services, such as higher education or apprenticeship 
programs. 

1 Introduction

Due to high rates of immigration to the United 
States over the past several decades, immigrants 
now comprise one out of every six adults, one out of 
every four parents, and one out of every six workers 
in the country.1 In some states such as California and 
New Jersey as well as many urban areas, immigrants 
and their children comprise an even larger share of 
residents, parents, and workers. While immigrants 
make significant contributions to the country’s 
economy and social fabric, many also face significant 
barriers to their integration into American society, 
including not speaking English proficiently, lacking 
legal status, or being stuck in low-wage employment 
and poverty.

The adult education and workforce development 
systems, which are funded and governed via a fed-
eral-state partnership laid out in the Workforce Inno-
vation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), provide many of 
the services that support adult skills development 
and immigrant integration. Through WIOA-funded 
programs, immigrants can enroll in adult education 
courses to learn English, progress toward obtaining 
a high school diploma or equivalent, complete work-
force preparation or training activities designed to 
help participants gain higher wages and economic 
self-sufficiency, and participate in civics classes to 
prepare for naturalization or improve their under-
standing of and participation in American society.2 
Immigrants also represent an important target 
population for WIOA programs, given that they com-
prise approximately half of all adults in the country 
with learning needs as well as roughly half of those 
served by federally funded adult education pro-
grams in the 2021–22 program year—shares notably 
higher than their percentage of the total adult pop-
ulation (roughly 17 percent).3
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The policy designs at the heart of these systems, 
however, present a serious challenge to fully har-
nessing their potential to boost immigrant inte-
gration. Despite the overlap between immigrants’ 
integration support needs and the services offered 
by adult skills programs, WIOA’s mandatory per-
formance measures focus predominantly on em-
ployment-related outcomes such as finding a job, 
gaining a higher wage, and attaining credentials. 
The law’s performance measures and the incentive 
structures they create for state systems and service 
providers leave less space to serve those with lower 
levels of literacy and English proficiency and often 
hinder programs’ attempts to provide immigrants 
with skills and knowledge related to integration—
such as navigating American society or supporting 
their children’s education—that are not as easily 
measurable or aligned with these metrics.4 

Exacerbating this disconnect is the fact that the 
country’s adult immigrant population has a sig-
nificantly different demographic profile than the 
U.S.-born adult population. Immigrants are more 
likely to face obstacles such as low levels of formal 
education, poverty, and employment in low-skill 
jobs, in addition to integration-specific barriers 
such as limited proficiency in English and inexperi-
ence navigating public services, such as school and 
health-care systems. As a result, the very adult skills 
programs and systems that could be well-positioned 
to support immigrants’ economic, civic, and linguis-
tic integration are often neither geared toward nor 
incentivized to serve them. These dynamics para-
doxically create a gap between adult skills programs 
and the individuals who have the greatest adult 
literacy or English proficiency challenges, and who 
are thus most in need of further education, upskill-
ing, integration services, and pathways to economic 
mobility.

To more effectively promote both the integration of 
immigrants and their participation in adult skills pro-
grams, policymakers at both the federal and state 
levels must reconcile the accessibility of existing 

WIOA services with the sociodemographic profile 
of the country’s adult learner population, including 
differences between foreign- and U.S.-born adults. 
This policy brief aims to inform such deliberations 
by providing a demographic profile of immigrant 
and U.S.-born adults along with analysis of the data’s 
implications for policymakers seeking to equitably 
include immigrants’ needs in adult skills policy and 
program frameworks. The analysis is based on the 
Migration Policy Institute’s tabulation of data from 
the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Sur-
vey (ACS), pooled for the 2015–19 period. The brief 
starts by providing an overview of the demographic 
characteristics of the immigrant and U.S.-born adult 
populations before examining data related to edu-
cational attainment, English proficiency, and income 
and workforce characteristics. It concludes with a 
discussion of considerations for federal and state 
adult skills policymakers regarding avenues to more 
equitably and effectively serve immigrant popula-
tions via improved policy frameworks and program 
designs.

2 General Demographics

The immigrant population in the United States over-
all and in the states with the most foreign-born res-
idents comprises a sizeable share of the total adult 
population. Immigrant adults also have a starkly 
different demographic profile compared to the U.S.-
born adult population in terms of age structure, ra-
cial and ethnic makeup, and the share of adults who 
are parents.

BOX 1
Explore State-Level Data

This brief focuses on trends at the national level and 
in the ten states with the largest immigrant popu-
lations. Data profiles for immigrant and U.S.-born 
adults in all 50 states and the District of Columbia 
can be found on the Migration Policy Institute’s 
website: www.migrationpolicy.org/research/da-
ta-adult-skills-programming 

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/data-adult-skills-programming
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/data-adult-skills-programming
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Nationally, immigrants comprised 17 percent of 
the adult population in 2015–19 (see Figure 1). In 
some states with long immigration histories, such as 
Florida, New York, and New Jersey, immigrants rep-
resented approximately one in every four adults (25 
percent, 27 percent, and 28 percent, respectively), 

while in California immigrants made up one in every 
three adults (34 percent). 

Within the immigrant population, larger shares 
of adults were of prime working or parenting age 
compared with the U.S.-born population. As Figure 
2 shows, considerably more than half (61 percent) 

FIGURE 1 
Immigrant Share of Adults in the United States and the Top Ten States by Immigrant Population Size, 
2015–19
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Note: States are listed in order of the size of their adult immigrant population, with California having the largest such population.
Source: Migration Policy Institute (MPI) tabulation of 2015–19 pooled data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual American Community 
Survey (ACS).

FIGURE 2 
Shares of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults in the United States by Age Range, 2015–19
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FIGURE 3 
Immigrant Share of Parents (ages 18 and older) and of All Adults in the United States and the Top Ten 
States by Immigrant Population Size, 2015–19
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Notes: States are listed in order of the size of their adult immigrant population, with California having the largest such population. In 
this figure, “parents” refers to adults with children under age 18.
Source: MPI tabulation of 2015–19 pooled ACS data.

of immigrant adults were between the ages of 25 
and 54, compared to slightly less than half (49 per-
cent) of U.S.-born adults. In contrast to immigrants, 
greater shares of U.S.-born adults were either young 
adults or at retirement age.

Similarly, roughly one in three (35 percent) immi-
grant adults were parents of children under age 18, 
compared to approximately one in four (23 percent) 
U.S.-born adults. In the United States overall and in 
all ten states with the largest immigrant populations, 
immigrants comprised a disproportionately large 
share of parents, compared to their share of the total 
adult population, as displayed in Figure 3.

The racial and ethnic composition of the immigrant 
adult population is also starkly different from that of 
U.S.-born adults. As Figure 4 shows, as of 2015–19, 

slightly less than half of immigrant adults identi-
fied as Latino (45 percent), more than one-quarter 
as Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI; 28 
percent), one in five as White (18 percent), and one 
in ten as Black (9 percent).5 With some minor differ-
ences, this pattern largely held in the states with 
the largest immigrant populations as well. By con-
trast, among U.S.-born adults, nearly three-fourths 
identified as White (73 percent), with smaller but 
significant shares identifying as Black (13 percent) or 
Latino (10 percent) and just 2 percent identifying as 
AAPI. 

Although not applicable to native-born adults, giv-
en they acquired U.S. citizenship at birth,6 the legal 
status of immigrant adults presents an important 
consideration for adult skills policy. Roughly half (51 
percent) of immigrant adults nationwide were nat-
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uralized citizens as of 2015–19 and are thus entitled 
to full access to the same range of public benefits 
and services as U.S.-born adults.7 The noncitizens 
that make up the other half of the adult immigrant 
population hold a variety of statuses that enable or 
bar access to different public benefits and services. 
This group includes lawful permanent residents (also 
known as green-card holders), refugees, asylees, 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
recipients, holders of temporary statuses, and un-
authorized immigrants. Those without legal status 
generally can access WIOA-funded adult education 
services but have limited access to workforce devel-
opment services.8 

3 Educational Attainment

There are noteworthy differences in the educational 
attainment of immigrant and U.S.-born adults that 
have important implications for the design and in-
clusiveness of adult skills programs as well as efforts 
by adult education systems to advance adult litera-
cy. As observed in previous Migration Policy Institute 
research, immigrants’ formal education levels tend 
to be concentrated at either end of the spectrum, 

with a significant share lacking a high school diplo-
ma while another notable share possess a college 
degree.9 Among U.S.-born adults, the data reveal a 
roughly even split between the share with a high 
school diploma, those with some college or an asso-
ciate degree, and those with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher, as well as very few with less than a 9th or 5th 
grade education. 

As displayed in Figure 5, immigrant adults were 
more likely than U.S.-born adults to have less than a 
high school diploma or equivalent (28 percent vs. 9 
percent in 2015–19, respectively). However, due in 
part to the much larger size of the U.S.-born adult 
population, there were still more U.S.-born than 
immigrant adults who lacked a high school diploma 
(16.3 million vs. 10.8 million). Looking at the level 
of formal schooling for those without a high school 
diploma, the gaps were even more pronounced. 
Nearly one in five (18 percent) immigrant adults 
had less than a 9th grade education, and 8 percent, 
or roughly 3 million individuals, had less than a 5th 
grade education. Among U.S.-born adults, a much 
smaller share (3 percent) had less than a 9th grade 
education and just 1 percent, or 1.8 million individu-
als, had less than a 5th grade education. 

FIGURE 4 
Race and Ethnicity of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults in the United States, 2015–19
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identify as Latino.
Source: MPI tabulation of 2015–19 pooled ACS data.
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At the other end of the educational spectrum, 
roughly equivalent shares of immigrant and U.S.-
born adults had a bachelor’s degree or higher (31 
percent vs. 32 percent). Meanwhile, a smaller share 
of immigrant than U.S.-born adults had some college 
or an associate degree (19 percent vs. 31 percent) or 
solely a high school diploma or equivalent (22 per-
cent vs. 28 percent).

Immigrants also comprised a disproportionate 
share of adults with lower levels of formal education 
compared to their share of the overall population. 
Immigrants made up 17 percent of all adults nation-
ally, but they represented 40 percent of those who 
did not have a high school diploma and 60 percent 
of those with less than a 9th grade education. These 
disparities were even greater in some states such 
as California, where immigrants comprised 34 per-
cent of the total adult population but 71 percent of 
adults without a high school diploma and 86 per-
cent of those with less than a 9th grade education. 

Even greater disparities in educational attainment 
were evident among immigrant and U.S.-born adults 
with lower levels of income, an important target 

population for both adult education and workforce 

development programs. Nationally, low-income 

immigrant adults were more likely than low-income 

U.S.-born adults to have less than a high school di-

ploma or equivalent (43 percent vs. 18 percent); this 

includes 28 percent of low-income immigrant adults 

who had less than a 9th grade education compared 

to 5 percent of low-income U.S.-born adults, as 

shown in Figure 6. Looking across the ten states 

with the largest immigrant populations, half of 

low-income immigrant adults in both California (50 

percent) and Texas (53 percent) had less than a high 

school diploma or equivalent, including more than 

one-third who had less than a 9th grade education. 

Immigrant adults also represented disproportionate 

shares of the total number of adults who had low 

income levels and less than a high school diploma 

in many states, making up more than half of all such 

adults in California, Texas, New Jersey, and New York 

(see Figure 7).

FIGURE 5 
Educational Attainment of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults (ages 25 and older) in the United States, 
2015–19
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Source: MPI tabulation of 2015–19 pooled ACS data.
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FIGURE 6 
Educational Attainment of Low-Income Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults (ages 25 and older) without 
a High School Diploma or Equivalent in the United States and the Top Ten States by Immigrant 
Population Size, 2015–19
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Examining educational attainment data broken 
down by race and ethnicity reveals even more se-
rious disparities that particularly affected Latino 
immigrants. Broadly speaking, much larger shares of 
foreign-born Latino adults had lower levels of formal 
education compared to adults from other racial and 
ethnic groups in 2015–19 (see Figure 8). Among Lati-
no immigrants, 30 percent had less than a 9th grade 
education, 45 percent had less than a high school 
diploma, and 71 percent had at most a high school 
diploma or equivalent—rates much higher than U.S.-
born Latinos (7 percent, 18 percent, and 48 percent, 
respectively). These disparities were not nearly as 
severe for AAPI, Black, and White immigrant vs. U.S.-
born populations, though some differences emerge 
when examining the data for low-income individuals 
specifically as well as gaps between racial/ethnic 
groups at the state level. For example, disparities in 
educational attainment were more pronounced for 

AAPI immigrant vs. U.S.-born adults in New York and 
for Black immigrant vs. U.S.-born adults in Florida. In 
addition, notable shares of low-income AAPI, White, 
and Black immigrant adults nationwide had less 
than a 9th grade education (as did U.S.-born Latinos 
compared to other U.S.-born groups).

Gaps in digital access, while less pronounced be-
tween the overall U.S.-born and immigrant adult 
populations, were also evident for some groups in 
the data analyzed for this brief. Overall, 12 percent 
of immigrant adults and 11 percent of U.S.-born 
adults nationwide lived in a household without ac-
cess to the internet. When broken down by income 
and education level, these disparities were more 
severe: Roughly one in five low-income immigrant 
and U.S.-born adults (20 percent and 22 percent, 
respectively) lived in households without access 
to the internet, as did roughly one in four adults 

FIGURE 7 
Immigrant Share of All Adults and Low-Income Adults (ages 25 and older) with No High School Diploma 
or Equivalent in the United States and the Top Ten States by Immigrant Population Size, 2015–19
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Source: MPI tabulation of 2015–19 pooled ACS data.
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without a high school diploma (29 percent and 23 
percent, respectively). Looking at adults who were 
limited English proficient (LEP), low income, and had 
less than a high school diploma (a group comprised 
almost entirely of immigrants), 30 percent did not 
have access to the internet and 50 percent did not 
have a computer or laptop in their home. These data 
demonstrate not only challenges related to digital 
access but also suggest broader challenges related 
to digital literacy, a growing area of work for adult 
skills programs. The data also suggest that ongoing 
digital equity efforts, such as those supported by the 
Digital Equity Act, will need to be inclusive of immi-
grant communities, given that foreign-born commu-
nities face digital access challenges at similar rates 
to U.S.-born populations.

The data examined in this section carry important 
implications for adult skills policy and WIOA services 
as well as broader efforts to support upward integra-

tion trajectories for immigrants and their families. In-
dividuals with lower levels of formal education pres-
ent a structural challenge for programs, particularly 
those offered in adult education systems. Without 
addressing the intersection between English profi-
ciency and formal education—and in some cases, 
native language literacy—systems may default to 
enrolling participants in English courses based on 
their level of English proficiency, without taking into 
account their level of formal education or literacy. As 
a result, immigrant students with vastly different ed-
ucational backgrounds may be placed into a single 
beginner English course, when in reality a student 
with a higher level of formal education in their na-
tive language might be well suited to accelerated 
English instruction while a student with less formal 
education might benefit more from literacy instruc-
tion in their native language before advancing their 
English proficiency.

FIGURE 8 
Educational Attainment of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults (ages 25 and older) in the United States, by 
Race and Ethnicity, 2015–19
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From a purely numerical standpoint, immigrants 
comprised many, and in some states most, of the 
adults in need of adult education services. Immi-
grants are also more likely to face more profound 
challenges related to literacy and formal education 
than U.S.-born adults. Under WIOA, however, the 
nation’s adult education system performance and 
accountability measures, as detailed in Box 2, have 
become increasingly aligned with earning a recog-
nized postsecondary credential (generally a specific 
employer-recognized credential) and to measurable 
educational or professional skill gains (such as at-
taining a high school diploma or passing an occu-
pational exam)—goals that are not appropriate or 

realistic for many adults with lower levels for formal 
education, particularly below the high school level. 
This tension between adult learners’ needs and pol-
icy design is a serious challenge for ensuring equity 
in adult skills programs, especially if many immi-
grant adults with lower levels of formal education 
are excluded from participation or face limited pro-
gram offerings. This challenge also raises concerns 
around the capacity of the adult education system, 
as currently designed and funded, to address dispar-
ities in formal education levels, one of the primary 
obstacles to integration and economic mobility for 
many immigrant adults.

BOX 2
WIOA’s Performance and Accountability Measures 
 
Passed in 2014, the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) established a common set of six per-
formance and accountability measures for all of its core programs, including those focused on workforce 
development for adults, youth, and dislocated workers (Title I) as well as adult education (Title II). These per-
formance measures are used to evaluate the effectiveness of WIOA programs, creating a strong incentive for 
systems and providers to ensure participants reach these outcomes. The six performance measures for WIOA 
programs are:

1 the share of participants employed the second quarter after exiting a program;

2 the share of participants employed the fourth quarter after exiting a program;

3 the median earnings of employed participants the second quarter after exiting a program;

4 the share of participants who attain a “recognized postsecondary credential or a secondary school 
diploma, or its recognized equivalent” during or one year after exiting a program;

5 the share of participants who achieve a “measurable skill gain,” which can include a range of academic 
and professional outcomes; and

6 the effectiveness of the program in serving employers.

WIOA applies all six performance measures to both workforce development and adult education programs, 
despite their differing goals, structure, and participant base. Researchers have raised concerns about the 
effects of this approach, including the ways in which it encourages providers to serve those most likely to 
achieve WIOA’s outcomes rather than those most in need of assistance (“creaming” effects) as well as how it 
crowds out individuals with goals that do not align with WIOA’s performance outcomes, such as attaining 
citizenship or supporting their children’s education.

Sources: U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration, “WIOA Performance Indicators and Measures,” accessed 
September 20, 2023; Margie McHugh and Catrina Doxsee, English Plus Integration: Shifting the Instructional Paradigm for Immigrant Adult 
Learners to Support Integration Success (Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2018).

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/performance/performance-indicators
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/english-plus-integration-instructional-paradigm-immigrant-adult-learners
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/english-plus-integration-instructional-paradigm-immigrant-adult-learners
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4 English Proficiency 

Given the importance of English skills for both inte-
gration and economic mobility, the adult LEP pop-
ulation (referred to as “English Language Learners” 
under WIOA) represents a key target for adult educa-
tion and workforce development systems across the 
country. LEP individuals are those who report speak-
ing English less than “very well” in the ACS, which 
includes those who say they speak English “well” 
as well as those who report speaking English “not 

well” or “not at all.” Although a small segment of LEP 
adults are U.S. born, immigrants make up roughly 91 
percent of this population nationwide.

Nationally, 20.4 million immigrant adults had limited 
proficiency in English in 2015–19. These LEP adults 
comprised nearly half (49 percent) of all adult im-
migrants, and slightly more than one-quarter (28 
percent) reported speaking English “not well” or “not 
at all.” As shown in Figure 9, some states’ adult immi-
grant populations had similar shares of LEP individu-
als to the national average, such as in Florida and Illi-

FIGURE 9 
Share of Immigrant Adults with Limited Proficiency in English in the United States and the Top Ten 
States by Immigrant Population Size, by English Proficiency Level, 2015–19
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FIGURE 10 
Share of Immigrant Adults with Limited English Proficiency and No High School Diploma or Equivalent 
in the United States and the Top Ten States by Immigrant Population Size, 2015–19
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Notes: States are listed in order of the size of their adult immigrant population, with California having the largest such population. 
English proficiency is self-reported in the ACS. Limited English proficient (LEP) adults are those who report speaking English less than 
“very well” but represent a range of proficiency levels—“well,” “not well,” and “not at all.” All educational attainment statistics in this fact 
sheet are for adults who were over age 25 and not enrolled in school or college, meaning they had not attended at any time in the 
three months before the data were collected.
Source: MPI tabulation of 2015–19 pooled ACS data.

nois. By contrast, more than half of adult immigrants 
in Texas and California were LEP (57 percent and 55 
percent, respectively), and roughly one in three re-
ported speaking English “not well” or “not at all.” 

The intersection between English proficiency and 
formal education levels is also a key consideration 
for the design of educational programs for immi-
grant adults. Nationally, one in four (23 percent) 
adult immigrants had both limited proficiency in 
English and less than a high school diploma or 
equivalent, as shown in Figure 10. In most of the ten 
states with the largest immigrant populations, immi-
grants facing both of these barriers made up similar 
or smaller shares of all adult immigrants, while Cali-
fornia and Texas had shares larger than the national 
number. Given the educational indicators presented 
in the previous section of this brief, it is likely that a 
significant share of those immigrants who were LEP 

and had less than a high school diploma had even 
lower levels of formal education, either below the 
9th or 5th grade level.

The roughly half of LEP immigrant adults who 
speak English “not well” or “not at all” require spe-
cial consideration from adult skills programs, and 
especially programs with employment-based 
approaches (such as Integrated Education and 
Training, or IET), which have grown in popularity 
in recent years. There are few workforce training 
programs equipped to serve LEP adults, and those 
that are generally require participants to have an 
advanced or at least intermediate level of English 
proficiency to participate.10 Yet these data suggest 
that a large share (more than half in some states) of 
immigrant adults who do not speak English profi-
ciently would have difficulty participating in such 
programs, especially given the considerable amount 
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of instruction time it can take to advance to higher 
levels of English proficiency.11 As a result, workforce 
development and adult education systems operat-
ing programs that pair skills training with English 
instruction should take explicit steps to make those 
services more accessible to adults with lower levels 
of English proficiency—for example, by designing 
training for more jobs that do not require advanced 
English skills (such as employment in the industrial 
sewing or culinary fields) or including more inten-
sive English instruction within workforce training. 

At the same time, these data also highlight the need 
for adult skills programs to consider how to accom-
modate and support immigrants who are LEP but 
have higher levels of education—such as a college 
or even graduate degree—from their country of 
origin. Many of these immigrants experience skill 
underutilization or “brain waste” due to barriers they 
face in having their education or training recog-
nized by U.S. employers or state licensing bodies.12 
Too often, workforce training programs are unable 
to help these individuals since their group training 
and classroom-favored approaches lack the ability 
to provide customized career navigation, English in-
struction, and relicensing support that would ensure 
these immigrants can put to use the education and 
skills they brought with them to the United States.

On a broader level, the data suggest that merely 
seeking to bring more immigrant adults into work-
force-centered WIOA programs will not result in 
equitable access or effective programming for them. 
Doing so would likely favor immigrants with higher 
levels of English proficiency and exclude many of 
those most in need of such services. This develop-
ment would be even more harmful given the already 
limited capacity of adult English programs. Due to 
their limited funding, such programs are estimated 
to meet only about 2 percent of the need for ser-
vices to support adults as they learn English.13 To 
avoid further narrowing the accessibility of these 
services, workforce and adult education systems 

would need to adapt their performance, program, 
and funding designs to ensure equitable inclusion 
of LEP adults, especially those with low levels of En-
glish proficiency.

5 Income and Workforce 
Characteristics

Across the country and the states with the largest 
immigrant populations, immigrant adults were as 
likely as U.S.-born adults to be employed but more 
likely to work in jobs classified as low-skill. The size 
of the immigrant population in many areas, along 
with the fact that a key goal of WIOA programs is to 
help individuals gain the skills they need to enter 
higher-wage employment, make this an important 
consideration for adult skills policy—and one that 
requires equity-sensitive approaches and policies 
designed to promote the inclusion of those adults 
most in need of services.

A higher share of immigrant adults were low income 
compared to U.S.-born adults in 2015–19 (36 percent 
vs. 26 percent). As Figure 11 shows, this trend also 
held across the states with the largest adult immi-
grant populations. However, because the U.S.-born 
population is much larger overall, the number of 
U.S.-born adults who were low income was higher 
than the number of low-income immigrant adults 
(52.8 million individuals vs. 14.8 million individuals). 
These disparities, however, were not evenly distrib-
uted across racial and ethnic groups. Overall, larger 
shares of Latino and Black adults—both immigrant 
and U.S. born—were low income, including nearly 
half (47 percent) of Latino immigrant adults (see 
Figure 12). The next highest share was for Black U.S.-
born adults, 41 percent of whom were low income, 
followed by Latino U.S.-born and Black immigrant 
adults (each 36 percent). In contrast, much smaller 
shares of both U.S.-born and immigrant AAPI and 
White adults were part of low-income families. 
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FIGURE 11 
Low-Income Share of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults in the United States and Top Ten States by 
Immigrant Population Size, 2015–19
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Notes: States are listed in order of the size of their adult immigrant population, with California having the largest such population. In 
this analysis, “low income” refers to individuals with a family income below 200 percent of the federal poverty level.
Source: MPI tabulation of 2015–19 pooled ACS data.

FIGURE 12 
Low-Income Share of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults in the United States, by Race and Ethnicity,  
2015–19
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Although immigrant adults were more likely to be 
low income than U.S.-born adults, they were equally 
if not more likely to be employed, as shown in Fig-
ure 13. Across the country and in the states with the 
largest immigrant populations, roughly two-thirds 
of immigrant adults were employed; in some states, 
such as Georgia and Virginia, the share was even 
larger. Given that the data in Figure 13 capture all 
adults over the age of 18, and thus include some 
individuals still enrolled in school as well as many re-
tired individuals, it is likely that the employed share 
of both U.S.-born and immigrant adults is even high-
er among those of prime working age. 

The fact that immigrants were equally likely to be 
employed but more likely to be low income is con-
nected to the types of jobs immigrants hold. Com-
pared to U.S.-born workers, much larger shares of 
immigrant workers were employed in jobs classified 
as low-skilled (those that require a high school de-
gree or less and minimal on-the-job training), which 

often pay lower wages.14 As shown in Figures 14, 
more than half (54 percent) of employed immigrant 
adults held such jobs, which include construction la-
borers, home health aides, and drivers, compared to 
43 percent of employed U.S.-born adults. The share 
was even larger for Latino immigrant adults, 72 per-
cent of whom were employed in low-skilled jobs. Pri-
or Migration Policy Institute research has also found 
that skill underutilization (or “brain waste”) affects 
a sizeable share of immigrants with higher levels of 
education, with 21 percent of college-educated im-
migrants either unemployed or underemployed as 
of 2019.15

A variety of factors contribute to the fact that many 
immigrants in the country are employed in low-skill 
jobs and part of low-income families. These can in-
clude limited proficiency in English and/or formal 
education and, for some, a lack of legal status, all of 
which can negatively affect employability in high-
er-wage jobs.16 When considering the goals of adult 

FIGURE 13 
Employed Share of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults in the United States and the Top Ten States by 
Immigrant Population Size, 2015–19
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skills programs, the fact that immigrants are equally 
as likely to be employed as U.S.-born adults suggests 
that programs whose sole or primary focus is to get 
immigrant adults into jobs should not be the top 
priority, whereas those designed to help participants 
increase their wages or professional skills, including 
English proficiency and adult literacy, should be an 
area of greater focus.

At the same time, efforts to remedy these dispar-
ities by simply bringing more immigrants into ex-
isting workforce development systems across the 
country are likely to encounter challenges, given 
that most programs are geared toward adults with 
a high school diploma and generally require more 
advanced levels of English proficiency—not to men-
tion work authorization, which unauthorized immi-
grants and some groups of legal immigrants lack.17 
Instead, the data analyzed in this brief demonstrate 
the need for approaches to skills training that recog-
nize the serious impacts that lower levels of formal 
education, English proficiency, and familiarity with 
American society can have on immigrants’ employ-
ability and wages. In addition, such approaches will 
have to recognize that many immigrant adults are 
not eligible for public benefits such as Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) or the Supple-

mental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) that 
can help those with low incomes cover household 
costs and, thus, support participation in training 
programs.

Consequently, efforts by adult skills systems to effec-
tively support the economic mobility of immigrant 
adults will need to both recognize that traditional 
skills programs are a poor fit for many immigrants 
and to prioritize more suitable approaches, such 
as practical or vocational English instruction that is 
accessible to low-income, working adults. Although 
such approaches are used to varying extents in adult 
education and workforce development systems 
across the country, as well as by many communi-
ty-based organizations, they are neither prioritized 
nor incentivized under current WIOA guidelines.

6 Discussion and 
Conclusion

Immigrants contribute greatly to the prosperity 
and social fabric of the United States, but as this 
data analysis shows, many face multiple, often com-
pounding barriers to achieving economic stability 
and integrating into U.S. society. For policymakers, 

FIGURE 14 
Share of Employed Immigrant and U.S.-Born Adults by Job Skill Level, 2015–19
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system leaders, and community stakeholders in 
adult education and workforce development ser-
vices, these data demonstrate that immigrants often 
comprise many, if not most, of the individuals that 
adult skills programs—and in particular, adult edu-
cation programs—are intended to serve. The analy-
sis also demonstrates, however, that many such pro-
grams are misaligned with the profile of immigrant 
adults in the country, which is considerably different 
from that of U.S.-born adults. For example, immi-
grants are more likely to have lower levels of formal 
education (especially below the 9th or 5th grade 
level), and many face integration-related challenges 
such as not speaking English proficiently. 

Policy frameworks and performance 
measures set under WIOA offer too 
little flexibility for state and local 
systems to provide, adjust, or expand 
services tailored to the needs of this 
sizeable segment of the adult learner 
population.
 
While serving learners with such needs is a key part 
of the mission of adult skills programs, policy frame-
works and performance measures set under WIOA 
offer too little flexibility for state and local systems 
to provide, adjust, or expand services tailored to the 
needs of this sizeable segment of the adult learner 
population. To help systems reconcile the demo-
graphic realities these data illustrate with the ser-
vices they provide, federal policy frameworks should 
allow—and ideally even require—state and local 
systems to offer programs responsive to the charac-
teristics and learning and skill needs of their adult 
populations.

This is far from the current system’s design. WIOA’s 
programming and planning assumptions are that 
most, if not all, workforce training program partic-
ipants will be put on a fast track to postsecondary 

education and an employer-recognized credential. 
The design of such programs also often assumes 
learners will be available for full-time participation, 
and that many of those who need financial sup-
port to take time away from work and make this 
commitment possible will have access to public 
income-support programs. Judging by the extraor-
dinary weight WIOA performance measures place 
on employment after program completion, a more 
fundamental assumption appears to be that pro-
gram participants are unemployed. This can perhaps 
be understood simply as an artifact of a decades-old 
system design that envisioned adult skills programs 
as tools to move unemployed individuals into the 
workforce, rather than services to help low-wage 
workers earn higher wages and better ensure the 
economic and social stability of their families. 

As this analysis shows, these assumptions ignore 
the demographics of large swaths of the adults 
that such programs are meant to serve, many of 
whom are immigrants. The COVID-19 pandemic 
and its economic fallout have highlighted the eco-
nomic and social precarity of many immigrant and 
U.S.-born adults employed in low-wage jobs, along 
with the serious consequences that lower levels of 
formal education and English proficiency can have 
for individuals’ access to critical public information 
and their ability to support their children’s educa-
tion. Current high rates of employment have also 
not resolved many of the economic challenges that 
low-income communities face, again suggesting 
the presence of demographic and structural barriers 
such low literacy levels that are frustrating the abil-
ity of already-employed individuals to gain secure, 
higher-wage employment. Given these realities, 
continuing to devote large shares of WIOA-funded 
services to education and training approaches based 
on decades-old assumptions will only further hinder 
state and local efforts to meet the needs of their lo-
cal employers and populations—immigrant and U.S. 
born alike.



MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   20 MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   21

LEVERAGING DATA TO ENSURE EQUITABLE AND EFFECTIVE ADULT SKILLS PROGRAMMING FOR IMMIGRANTS LEVERAGING DATA TO ENSURE EQUITABLE AND EFFECTIVE ADULT SKILLS PROGRAMMING FOR IMMIGRANTS

Regarding the adult immigrant population, policy-
makers should recognize the importance of integra-
tion itself for increasing the well-being and prosperi-
ty of immigrants and their children and, in response, 
more effectively embed integration considerations 
into adult skills policy development. Understanding 
and navigating U.S. society, whether school systems, 
the job market, or cultural norms, are essential for 
immigrants’ ability to achieve economic mobility, 
raise new generations of Americans, and build sta-
ble lives in the United States. These learning needs, 
however, are often difficult to serve under WIOA. 
Some WIOA-funded services do already directly ad-
dress integration, but they are limited by a lack of 
resources, the law’s performance measures, and an 
inability to provide extensive programming related 
to civic and social integration, which providers can-
not receive credit for under the law. 

Relatedly, WIOA-funded adult education programs 
have limited leeway to provide two-generation 
programs to support both children and adults in 
immigrant families, given that the law’s employ-

ment-focused performance measures make it nearly 
impossible to serve parents and caregivers who are 
not working outside the home. A more effective re-
sponse to the integration needs of immigrants and 
their children will require opening more program-
matic space and funding for providers to tailor their 
services to the characteristics of local communities 
and the school readiness and learning goals of local 
early childhood and elementary school systems. 

Supporting the successful integration of immigrants 
and their children is an essential pillar for ongoing 
efforts to build equitable pathways to economic 
mobility and prosperity in communities across the 
country. With the proper emphasis, reorientation, 
and incentives, adult skills systems have the poten-
tial to more equitably include immigrants in their 
services and to provide meaningful opportunities 
for immigrants to improve their own and their fam-
ilies’ economic mobility and integration trajecto-
ries—to the benefit of their communities and the 
country at large.

Supporting the successful integration of immigrants and their children is an 
essential pillar for ongoing efforts to build equitable pathways to economic 

mobility and prosperity in communities across the country. 
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