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WHY GET TO KNOW LOCAL EMPLOYERS
 

In addition to providing the foundation for workplace 
education, relationships with you area’s major employers 
will help you:

· Leverage resources to increase program capacity 
and diversify revenue streams. Several public funding 
sources are available to employers to provide 
workplace ABE/ESOL training that are not available 
directly to educators. Businesses also have internal 
training resources or may make in-kind contributions. 

· Enlist support  for your ABE/ESOL program. 

· Enhance curriculum by putting learning 
in context. Businesses can provide materials, 
documents, scenarios and other input to help 
customize your curriculum around general career 
awareness or speci! c demands of the workplace.  

· Create gateways to employment.  Strong links with 
employers will help you connect your students with 
good job opportunities.

· Be a resource for employers and employees 
You may be able to convince that employer to use 
your program as a “pipeline” for new emplo yees, or 
even better, to let you help them run classes right 
on the jobsite" You can also help create relationships 
that result in safer, friendlier, and more supportive 
environments for students.

· Build legitimacy and support for the immigrant 
community and your organization , strengthening 
your clout at City Hall and the State House.

· Become part of a broader network.  Your 
reputation as a valued provider of workplace education 
services will spread, which may result in additional 
opportunities. 

· Learn about the local labor market to help you 
identify partners; improve your ability to communicate 
with both workers and employers; and help you design 
effective workplace education programs that are keyed 
to the speci! c industry needs. 

HOW TO IDENTIFY EMPLOYER PARTNERS

There may be many employers nearby. You do not need 
to identi fy them all. Depending on your goals, you may 
just need to ! nd one partner. Start with businesses or 
unions with which you have connections, either directly or 
indirectly, and develop a list of industries to research. The 
questions you want to answer include:

· Where do workers who need ABE/ESOL classes work?
· Which industries have real hiring, skill and training 

needs, and what are those needs?
· Which sectors and occupations are growing or thriving?
· Which employers are better than others?
· Which companies are unionized?
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The English Works Campaign calls upon business, labor, community and 
government leaders to dedicate the needed public and private resources 
to create a sustainable, high-quality ESOL system that addresses the 
needs and interests of immigrant workers and their employers.
English Works is led by the Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee 
Advocacy Coalition and the English for New Bostonians Initiative.
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E-mail: info@english-works.org
Phone: 617-350-5480 x203

This Guide will assist you in ! nding an employer partner for your Adult Basic Education (ABE) or English for Speakers of 
Other Languages (ESOL) program. It will help you learn about employers and unions in your area, use criteria to select 
the good partners, and approach businesses about improving the English and literacy skills of their workforce through a 
workplace education partnership.
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Learn where your current students work

· Do an inventory of student goals and current 
employment data in your student records.

· Track where your students and graduates ! nd jobs.

· Have a classroom discussion about where students and 
their friends and family work. Ask 

o What kind of work they do;

o What experience or credentials their employers 
require or need;

o What communication, writing, and numerical ski lls 
are needed on the job; and

o Which employers are considered “good” and why.

You don’t have to ask students to name their emplo yer, 
though the more speci! c you get, the closer it wi ll bring 
you to being able to contact particular emplo yers. For 
undocumented or “informal” workers, this can be sensitive. 
Assure learners that you will never mention them to 
employers without their express consent. 

Also be sure to query Advisory Board members, and other 
community contacts and partners. 

Consult the experts

To identify likely employer candidates, you don’t need to 
be a labor market expert, you can turn to the people and 
resources listed in the box below:  

Labor Market Information and Employer Linkages*

16 Local Workforce Investment Boards  (WIBs) www.massworkforce.com have their ! nger on the pulse of the local 
business community. WIBs are good sources of information about local businesses and trade associations, and may help 
broker an a partnership between an employer and an ABE or ESOL program. 

31 One-Stop Career Centers  www.mass.gov/eolwd can be good sources of information about particular emplo yers and 
what skills, credentials, or education they are seeking, though their information varies widely statewide, and the r ecession 
has stretched them thin.

Commonwealth Corporation  www.commcorp.org/researchandevaluation has labor market pro! les by region and industry, 
studies of recession impact, and other charts and briefs. CommCorp also posts up-to-date funding opportunities and sector 
initiatives.

SABES regional of! ces frequently offer workshops on identifying local partners. Check the calendar www.SABES.org/calendar. 
Regional SABES Workforce Development Coordinators can develop partnerships with local employers and unions, and access 
funding. www.sabes.org/workforce also has many useful resources, such as “Integrating Career Awareness in ABE/ESOL.” 

State and regional trade associations  such as MA Senior Care Association, MA Lodging Association, MA League of 
Community Health Centers and Associated Industries of MA can help reach their members.

Local trade groups  such as the Chamber of Commerce, Rotary and Kiwanis, and local or regional small business associations 
vary widely, but many ha ve useful information and websites and members who are business leaders in their area or industry. 
Some ABE directors have joined local Chambers of Commerce and other business associations as a way to connect with local 
employers, and foster those relationships. 

Your local ABE Community Partnership  

MA Executive Of! ce of Labor and Workforce Development  www.mass.gov/eolwd

MA Workforce Investment Board  www.mass.gov/eolwd/mwib

MassCIS , the Massachusetts Career Information System www.masscis.intocareers.org has a useful online labor market 
information source. 

“O*Net”  available at www.onetcenter.org  is a user-friendly and interactive program sponsored by the U.S. Dept. of Labor. 
Information includes skills requirements, average salaries, and vacancy rates of many employment sectors and occupations. 

Northeastern University  Center for Labor Market Studies www.clms.neu.edu/publication

Local news and newspapers, including “help wanted” ads, can help you learn about companies that have received a new 
contract, are hiring a lot of workers, ha ve just moved into the area, or have launched an in-house training program. 

Local job and career fairs  offer a chance to meet local employers who are hiring but might also be inter ested in starting a 
workplace education program. 

Crittenton Women’s Union , “Hot Jobs for Women,” www.liveworkthrive.org

Jobs for the Future , “The Right Jobs” www.jff.org/publications/workforce/right-jobs-identi fying-career-advancemen/312

Worker Education Roundtable  www.umass.edu/roundtable
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*This r esource list was developed by the System for Adult Basic Education Support (SABES) Central Resource Center at World Education, funded by the MA Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education as part of the f ree on-line course “Introduction to Workforce Development for ABE/ESOL Practitioners.” The course is available at http://moodle.l iteracytent.org/cour se. To register go to 

www.sabes.org/calendar.
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Identify Employment Sectors

As you build your network, pay attention to growth 
sectors in your area. For example, nearly 15% of jobs 
in Massachusetts are in health care, and in Boston, the 
percent is higher. Health care is a major employer and one 
that has not declined signi• cantly during the recession. 
While a large proportion of the health care workforce is 
aging out and preparing to retire, the population in need 
of health care, including long-term care, is increasing. 
Labor shortages are expected at every level of the health 
care workforce over the next 10-20 years, and many 
occupations are experiencing acute shortages.

Other opportunities for emplo yer partnerships exist in 
hotels and restaurants, retail, the emerging “green jobs” 
sector, manufacturing, child care, cleaning, food service 
and preparation, and construction. 

Don’t overlook the non-pro• t sector! Non-pro• ts are a 
major employer in Massachusetts, especially in the cities. 
In Boston, over 20% of the workforce is emplo yed by non-
pro• ts, many of which are often major emplo yers of the 
immigrant, LEP or low-literacy workforce. Many tend to 
recruit and hi re their own clients or students. Also look into 
prominent employers and those located in close proximity, 
as in a mall, of• ce park, or light industrial area.

The Appendix lists major employment sectors and 
industries in Massachusetts.

Focus on the right employers

> Focus on those employers that:  

· Employ a signi• cant number of entry-level workers in 
the region and/or show signs of growth in demand, 
either through expansion or demographic changes.

· Are hiring or experiencing job vacancies.

· Face pressing human resource challenges related to 
low- and semi-skilled workers.

· Are located where there has been a recent in" ux of 
immigrants.

· Wish to improve their health and safety record.

· Need bilingual employees.

· Offer somewhat higher salaries than their counterparts.

· Provide above-average bene• ts.

· Offer career growth potential for their workers by 
having a healthy mix of low-, mid- and high- wage jobs.  

· Are engaged in their community by hiring residents, 
having good relationships with community groups.

· Support lifelong learning for their emplo yees.

· Are unionized.

· Participate in labor-management partnerships.

> Determine Which Companies Fit These Criteria:

Learn which companies are unionized by asking the 
union locals. The directory at www.union.org  includes 
contact information, as well a listing of unionized 
companies. Some unions do their own training 
and education, such as the Service Employees 
Int ernational Union, Hotel and Restaurant Workers, 
and the building trades; others may be interested 
in contracting with an education provider. Also, 
when with a company, be sure to ask them if their 
employees are in a union and, if so, which one(s). 
Do not move ahead with a workplace education 
partnership without talking with the union; in fact, 
it may be a contract violation or even i llegal for the 
employer to do so.

Identify companies that have already participated 
in ABE/ ESOL programs. Check the English Works 
Campaign website www.english-works.org, view 
lists of past awards from public funding agencies, 
and watch for announcements of training grants in 
local papers.

Identify minori ty- and women-owned businesses at 
www.somwba.state.mass.us. 

 > Note the paradox:  “better” emplo yers are probably 
less likely to employ a lot of non-English speakers 
or those with limited education or literacy ski lls (and 
especially, undocumented workers). Workers at a 
lesser employer may need such a program more, since 
they are more likely to ha ve limited English or literacy 
skills, but those companies may also be less likely to 
invest in their workers. Listen to the grapevine among 
your students, continuously and carefully. And be 
conscious of the choice you make. Employers who 
treat their workers badly may treat an ABE/ESOL 
provider partner badly, as well.

 > Consider the employers’ size:  While a large 
employer may make it easier to • ll a whole class or 
classes, medium-size • rms constitute the majority 
of employers, especially in urban areas, and they 
may employ folks who have limited English or basic 
skills. Very small employers may • nd it hard to take 
on a workplace education program. There may not 
be enough students, or not enough at a given ski ll 
level, to • ll a class, and the administrative burden 
for a small employer may be too great. It may make 
most sense for small employers to purchase “slots” 

•
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•
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in a community-based ABE/ESOL program, or join 
a consortium of business in a work-based program 
located at one site that is convenient for all their 
employees who need services. 

  > Talk directly with employers: Make it a point to 
get out to talk with businesses more f requently, either 
at pre-existing events or meetings, or by setting up 
appointments with them. 

  > Market your organization!  Customize the ABE/ESOL 
Provider Brochure Template available at www.english-
works.org to share with businesses. 

FINANCING YOUR WORKPLACE ABE/ESOL PROGRAM

To get started, consult:

“Potential Funding Sources for Massachusetts 
Workplace ABE/ESOL Programs”  developed by 
World Education for the English Works Campaign, and 
available at www.english-works.org. Many of these 
funding sources require either the business partner to 
act as the lead applicant or for evidence of a strong 
partnership between the provider and business. 

“Developing a Fee-for-Service Contract for a 
Workplace ABE/ESOL Program”  by World Education 
for the English Works Campaign, available at www.
english-works.org. Some employers may have ESOL 
needs, but prefer to offer their staff the opportunity to 
attend a class offsite rather than running an in-house 
workplace program. You also can offer slots in an 
existing class, or a customized class at your program. 
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Health Care
o Hospitals 
o Doctors’ Of! ces
o Neighborhood Health Centers
o Mental Health
o Long-term Care
o Nursing Homes
o Home Health Agencies 

Hospitality
o Hotels
o Restaurants 

Financial Services (FIRE)
o Banks
o Investment Firms
o Insurance Companies
o Real Estate 

Education
o Colleges and Universities
o Community Colleges
o K-12
o Private Schools
o Early Childhood Education
o Proprietary (Private) Schools

Retail
o Department Stores
o Supermarkets
o Convenience Stores 

Human Services
o Non-pro! ts
o Child Care
o Social Services
o Community Organizations
o Multi-service Organizations

Technology
o Telecommunications
o Software 

Life Sciences
o Health Care
o Health Research
o Biotechnology

Manufacturing
o Machining
o Printing
o Electronics
o Food Preparation

Other
o Janitorial
o Housecleaning
o Security
o Construction
o Food Services
o Transportation
o Warehouse

Major Employment Sectors and Industries in Massachusetts


