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WELCOME ENGLISH: A POSITION PAPER BY THE PATRIOTIC MOVEMENT 

The long-run goal of The Patriotic Movement is to build up the national community and its 

institutions to correct for extreme polarization and divisiveness. To advance this goal, the Movement 

supports four major missions: a year of national service for all Americans, teaching civics in all public and 

private schools, finding volunteers to teach new immigrants English, and conducting local and national 

moral dialogues on defining the common good and ways to advance it. The Patriotic Movement seeks to 

serve these goals by promoting and working with other organizations that are dedicated to these 

missions, rather than implementing them by itself. For more information about The Patriotic Movement, 

see its website. 

We use the term “Welcome English” to indicate that this is much more than simply providing 

immigrants with a tool to function better in their new home; learning English also helps immigrants 

become socially and culturally absorbed into the main body of society—preventing their isolation and 

alienation. Equally important, longtime Americans gain the opportunity to know new immigrants as 

people, mitigating the kinds of tensions that large-scale immigration engenders in all societies. Many 

advocate meeting immigrants on a personal level, say over coffer or dinner. While brief encounters 

sometimes work, often they serve to reinforce prejudices both sides have about each other. The merit 

of English classes is that they provide an extended bonding period between the volunteer instructors 

and the immigrants. Thus, teaching English is a particularly effective way to welcome immigrants. 

I. NEED 

• Between 1980 and 2012, the number of foreign-born people living in the US rose from 14.1 

million to 40.8 million. During that same time period, the proportion of people in this group, 
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ages five and older, who spoke a language other than English in their home increased from 70 

percent to 85 percent.1  

• In 2012, approximately 11.7 million people (28.9 percent of foreign-born individuals ages five 

and older living in the US) spoke a language other than English in their homes and reported that 

they spoke English either “Not well” or “Not at all.” Another 8.6 million people (21.2 percent of 

foreign-born individuals ages five and older living in the US) spoke a language other than English 

at home and said that they speak English “Well.” Since individuals were given the option of 

saying that they speak English “Very well,” an individual who chose “Well” essentially indicated 

that they believed that there is room for improvement in their English-speaking ability. 

Combined, these self-identified groups account for over 50 percent of all foreign-born 

individuals ages five and older living in the US.2 

• As of 2006, “[a]bout 4.4 million households, or 11.9 million people, [were] ‘linguistically isolated’ 

from the rest of the populace. The demand for ESL [was] ris[ing] every year, and overall it [was] 

the fastest growing area of adult education.”3 

• Among the various factions and interest groups in the US, including people who do not speak 

English well, politicians on both sides of the aisle, academics, community leaders, and 

advocates, there is little disagreement about the advantages of learning to speak English – all 
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recognize “that knowledge of English is the gateway to full participation in U.S. society and its 

many rewards.”4 

• Economically, “fluency in English is associated with greater earnings and occupational mobility,” 

which indicates that individuals who struggle with English are likely to be disadvantaged. 5 The 

numbers bear this out: A 2014 study found that almost 10 percent of working-age people in the 

US (those between the ages of 16 and 64) have limited English proficiency, and people in this 

group earn 25 to 40 percent less than individuals who are proficient in English.6 On the 

community level, English language classes and translation requirements can prove costly. 7  

• Those with a strong command of English are in a position “to better help their children in school, 

to obtain citizenship, [to] feel more comfortable in daily living, [and] to be able to communicate 

with new friends.”8 

• “ESL instructors report great enthusiasm among participants, who tend to persist in their studies 

longer than students in other classes.”9 

II. AVAILABILITY/LACK THEREOF AND THE NEED FOR MANY MORE VOLUNTEERS 

• Based on interviews with 184 ESL providers, representing offerings in 16 states and 22 cities, a 

2006 report revealed that:  
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almost three in five ESL providers have waiting lists, and that among the others, some 
face such extraordinary demand that they have abandoned waiting lists altogether. 
Students seeking an ESL classroom seat can wait three years or longer, yet some 
providers have had to discontinue classes because of lack of funding.10 

• Congress has acknowledged that the funding provided for ESL classes is insufficient to meet the 

demand.11 

• The majority of organizations that offer ESL classes only have courses at the basic level, which 

means that students who secure a spot and complete the class(es) are still not going to be able 

to take courses that will lead them to an intermediate or advanced level of proficiency. The US 

educational system simply does not have the capacity to provide help at higher, but still needed, 

levels.12 In fact, “[i]t can take several years for LEP [limited English proficient] students to 

acquire spoken English language and literacy skills equal to those of a person with a fifth grade 

education – and that level is still functionally illiterate.”13 

• In New York, approximately one million people were interested in ESL courses in 2005, but there 

was only enough room for 41,347 students, preventing over 950,000 potential students from 

accessing classes.14 

• In order to circumvent waiting lists, some organizations have increased ESL class sizes, enrolling 

upwards of 40 students in one class, and/or put students in the wrong class level until a spot 

opens up in a more appropriate level. 15 
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• As of 2006, the combination of increased demand and decreased funding led to a reduction in 

both the quantity and quality of ESL courses:  

Some providers reported that they have had to discontinue classes. Others said that 
even when they are able to offer classes, they have to rely upon overwhelmed teachers 
or volunteers who are not professional educators and have minimal training, or none at 
all. Funding cuts also result in inadequate facilities, insufficient materials, and the 
inability to publicize ESL services. 16 

• The majority of organizations providing ESL services allow students to enroll for free (at least as 

of 2006). 17 

• According to a 2006 report that features information on waiting times and waiting list lengths in 

various places around the country,  

[s]tates that have long had large populations of non-English-speaking residents, such as 
California, Florida, Hawaii, and Texas, have more ESL capacity and tend to have shorter 
waiting times, or even no waiting times. Even so, many providers in these states 
reported overflowing classrooms and difficulty finding enough teachers or volunteers. 
Waiting times are longest in the northeastern and southwestern states, where there are 
emerging non-English speaking populations. 18  

• Research shows that interaction with people who speak the language students are seeking to 

learn is beneficial to the learners, because those with strong or native fluency can provide 

helpful feedback and serve as a model of correct language use, enabling students to become 

aware of their errors and learn to correct them.19 Thus, it seems that classroom volunteers can 

provide instructional assistance, even when they do not have specialized training in ESL 

teaching, indicating that the barrier to entry for volunteers is relatively low.  
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• It is important to note that adult ESL students vary widely in their backgrounds and aims, and it 

is therefore critical to vary the instructional practices to better meet the needs of different 

people. This includes offering different types of language-learning programs, such as combined 

English and civics classes to help people learn about their rights and responsibilities (and 

possibly prepare for citizenship), family literacy courses, and vocational/workplace ESL classes. 

In addition, due to the many competing priorities adult learners face, it is crucial for adult ESL 

programs to provide as many options and be as flexible as possible with regard to class sites, 

timing, and required time commitments.20 

III. ORGANIZATIONS 

• Adult ESOL Lab School at Portland State University 

• American Association for Adult and Continuing Education (AAACE) 

• American Association of Applied Linguistics 

• The American Dream Literacy Initiative 

• Center for Adult English Language Acquisition, part of the Center for Applied Linguistics  

• Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages 

• Immigrant Learning Center, Inc. (ILC)  

• The International Research Foundation for English Language Education 

• Literacy Education and Second Language Learning for Adults 

• National Coalition for Literacy 

• National Council for Adult Learning 
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