State to boost English literacy

New program could help immigrants in Berkshire County to learn on the job
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PITTSFIELD -- Immigration advocates are hoping to put a dent in the language barrier this week, as state officials are meeting Thursday to promote a new program for English literacy. 

The Berkshire Regional Employment Board will host a countywide meeting for the Learn at Work Program, a Massachusetts-wide initiative with $1.4 million in state funding. 

Their goal? To get employers to apply for the program, allowing up to $225,000 for each applicant to have on-site English for Speakers of Other Languages, or ESOL, in addition to Adult Basic Education, or ABE, classes. 

"The idea was that this was going to help [immigrants] be better employees, help them move up the ranks," said Hilary Greene, director of the Berkshire Immigrant Center. "This is really about [businesses] acknowledging the immigrant population was really important to their business and making sure that they invested in it." 

"We're coming out to Berkshire County in particular because there's been an explosive growth of immigrants there, and they don't always have the number of services there to match that growth," said Frank Soults, communications director for Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee Advocacy. 

And since immigrants make up at least 10 percent of the county's population -- and the fastest growing segment of the Berkshires' work force -- creating a broader foundation of English literacy is important. Indeed, Greene said, while an immigrant working three jobs might learn just enough English to manage, having on-site resources could help improve office atmospheres. 

"These types of classes do wonders in terms of boosting productivity in the workplace," Soults added. "Communication, even profitability goes up." 

It has yet to be determined whether these classes will be paid release hours or an additional hour on top of the regular work day. Yet these classes will focus not just on English fluency but on workplace etiquette and GED-level competency. 

"It's really rare that there's a new dedicated fund to education," Soults said, citing a 60-percent cut to worker education and a 10 percent cut to adult education this year. 

"For there to be an increase in funding is kind of unheard of in this economic juncture. ... I don't think people are expecting to see anything like this, so I hope this meeting will help."
