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INTRODUCTION

Prior to the COVID-19 crisis, the unemployment rate in California was at an all-time low, 
yet working Californians know that this is only part of the state’s economic story. In fact, 
between 2006 and 2017, the median hourly wages for workers ages 25 to 64 actually 
declined by 0.5%, despite the rising cost of living for families and individuals across the 
state. Many of Southern California’s working people, including parents, caregivers, and 
financial providers, are working without a family-sustaining wage and are struggling to 
access job opportunities that provide more than $500 a month. This economic inequity 
is the devastating reality for many day labor workers throughout Los Angeles, Riverside, 
Rancho Cucamonga, and Pomona. Without equal growth in wages and workforce train-
ing for low wage workers, including day laborers and undocumented immigrants, Califor-
nia risks leaving out many of the residents that further our state’s economic prosperity.1 

The California Workforce Development Board (CWDB) recognizes that “there is a hid-
den cost to low-wage work that is ultimately borne by communities, particularly com-
munities of color and immigrant populations.”2 In response, the State Board (CWDB) 
works with regional workforce development partners and employers to provide training 
and education opportunities that are supposed to lead to increased wages and better 
jobs for workers in California. But what the workforce development system fails to rec-
ognize is that undocumented workers, who represent one in ten workers in California, 
are both excluded from the majority of workforce training programs and disproportion-
ately subject to poor working conditions and unlivable wages. How can investments 
in workforce training and education meaningfully address the realities and needs of 
immigrant workers? How can California ensure that all workers, including immigrant 
workers, can access and benefit from our state’s workforce development system?

To better understand what immigrant workers face and need with respect to workforce 
development and adult education, the California Immigrant Policy Center (CIPC) col-
laborated with the Pomona Economic Opportunity Center (PEOC), Koreatown Immi-
grant Workers Alliance (KIWA), the Instituto de Educación Popular del Sur de Califor-
nia (IDEPSCA), and the Central American Resource Center (CARECEN) to develop a 
survey for 75-day labor workers in Southern California. We also held a convening for 30 
representatives from community organizations and their members from the greater 
Los Angeles area and San Diego who met to share ideas for strengthening the work-
force development and adult education systems for immigrant and refugee communi-
ties and low-wage workers. From the survey respondents and convening participants, 
we learned:

 X Immigrant, day labor, and low-wage workers face a variety of significant chal-
lenges in accessing job training and adult education programs and services. 

1 California Future of Work Commission, Convening 5 Problem Statement (2020), https://www.labor.ca.gov/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/01/SR-21122B_Conv-5_Problem-Categories_011419.pdf (last visited January 20, 2020)

2 California Workforce Development Board, Annual Report, Results Achieved Under the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(2018), https://cwdb.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/43/2019/12/PY-2018-WIOA-Annual-Report.pdf (last visited January 20, 2020)
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Some of these challenges include inflexible scheduling, location, and transpor-
tation barriers, childcare needs, and ineligibility due to immigration status. 

 X People who work as day laborers want workforce training and adult education 
that is accessible, culturally competent, and holistic. Eighty-one percent of 
survey respondents believe that training and education would help them secure 
jobs and/or advance in their career. 

 X Workers that complete job trainings can fulfill a necessary system-navigator role 
for those struggling to access and utilize the workforce development system. In 
fact, many day labor workers, day labor worker centers, and community-based 
organizations have a significant interest in creating and expanding navigator 
initiatives that uplift directly impacted workers as expert navigators. 

 X An “immigrant integration” framework creates gaps in understanding the barriers to, 
and outcomes of, workforce training and education. The convening participants called 
for a new, more immigrant-empowering model that values the current skill sets of 
immigrant, day labor, and low-wage workers, who often have a wealth of experience 
and knowledge from abroad. In practice, the “immigrant integration” model priori-
tizes job placement over more robust benchmarks (such as worker satisfaction and 
retention) to evaluate our workforce development and adult education systems.

This report discusses the key takeaways from the day labor worker survey and work-
force development convening in greater detail and highlights how community-based 
organizations have the frontline expertise and wraparound structure necessary to lead 
the workforce development system to a more promising future for workers. 

Key Survey Findings: Recognizing the Unique Needs and 
Challenges of Day Laborers
The survey findings produce a more complete picture of how immigrant and low-wage work-
ers interact with the workforce development system, and how community-based organi-
zations, although under-resourced, take on a necessary role to support immigrant and 
low-wage workers to navigate and access job training opportunities. 

Immigrant workers in the day labor industry want job training and education oppor-
tunities. Respondents reported being most interested in language skills and in having 
training opportunities available at day labor and worker centers, rather than having to 
commute to a job center. 

 X The survey respondents are some of the most excluded when it comes to job 
opportunities. Over half reported making less than $10,000 a year, and were 
unemployed when seeking resources at their respective day labor center. [See 
Fig. 1] With a limited income to survive on, and a clear need to secure stable 
employment, day labor workers expressed a need for training opportunities 
that provide a sufficient stipend, collaborate with their day labor centers, create 
pipelines to long-term employment, and result in family-sustaining wages. 
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 X Of the workers surveyed, 81% believe that training and education would help 
them obtain employment or advance professionally. It is clear that workers want 
to be able to learn new skills and improve their current skills. [See Fig. 2]

 X English language training was the top choice for enrollment if given the oppor-
tunity. However, other training needs included: construction/carpentry, electri-
cal skills, technology, plumbing, hospitality, painting, solar, nutrition, and public 
speaking, among others. [See Fig. 3]

Which of these describes your personal income last year? / ? Cuál de estos 
describe sus ingresos personales el año pasado?
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Fig. 2

Do you think training or education would help you get a job or move up in 
your career? (Select which best applies) /  ? Crees que el entrenamiento o la 
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 X When asked what change with respect to access to jobs and training opportu-
nities they would like to see, some workers said they would benefit from having 
job training at the day labor centers themselves, which would allow them to 
seek employment opportunities while enhancing their skills. Additionally, this 
would help with issues of commuting and accessing reliable and affordable 
transportation to job training sites. 

Immigrant day labor workers face many barriers when trying to access, complete and 
benefit from workforce training and education. Survey respondents reported a variety 
of challenges to accessing workforce training:

 X Over one-fourth of those surveyed reported no job training or workforce devel-
opment programs in or near their neighborhoods.

 X Twenty one percent reported scheduling was a barrier to accessing job and 
skills training. [See Fig. 4]  

 X Another 21% reported that their ineligibility as a result of immigration status 
was the most significant barrier to receiving workforce training and job training 
services. [See Fig. 4] 

 X Other major challenges included language access issues, lack of childcare or 
transportation services, inability to meet the eligibility or completion require-
ments, the absence of culturally competent instructors and classes, and the 
overall cost of attending these programs, especially when it takes the place of 
earning a day’s wage. 

Fig. 3
If given the opportunity, I would take classes in (Write your response) / Si se 
me diera la oportunidad tomaría clases en: (Escriba su respuesta):
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Findings from the Southern California Workforce Development 
Convening: Empowering and Investing in Community- 
Based Organizations to Expand Access for all Immigrant and 
Refugee Communities

On September 13, 2019, CIPC convened over 30 organizational representatives and 
their members in Los Angeles to better understand the unique challenges and oppor-
tunities that community-based organizations face when engaging with the workforce 
development system. Through our discussions, community-based organizations 
shared many unique assets that could be leveraged, yet they face significant barriers to 
helping make the workforce development system stronger.

Unique expertise and assets of community-based organizations:

 X Both workers, community members, and organizational program staff rec-
ognize that community-based organizations are optimal sites for workforce 
training and adult education, given that they already provide tailored services 
for community members with specific barriers and needs, including a wealth of 
job training and workforce services. 

 X Community-based organizations and service providers often have strong wrap-
around structures that allow them to respond to shifting demographics, realities, 
and needs of the people they serve. Additionally, many of these organizations, 

Fig. 4
Challenges to accessing training
30%

20%
25%

26%

21% 21%

5%
8%

18%
16%

19%

5%
1%

10%

0%

Don
’t k

no
w wher

e to
 

go / N
o sé

 a d
onde ir

No program
s in

 m
y a

rea
 /

No hay 
program

as 
en

 m
i á

rea

Didn’t l
ike

 th
e p

rogram
s 

o� e
red

 / N
o le 

gusta
ron 

los p
rogram

as 
ofre

cid
os

No ch
ild

car
e /

 

Sin cu
idad

o in
fan

til

Sch
ed

ulin
g-tim

ing didn’t w
ork 

for 

me /
 Program

aci
ón -lo

s h
orar

ios 

no fu
nció

nab
an

 para
 m

i

No tra
nsp

orta
tio

n / 

Sin tra
nsp

orte

I co
uld

n’t 
meet

 the
 req

uir
em

ent
s /

 

No p
od

ía c
um

plir
 co

n lo
s re

qui
sito

s

La
nguag

e is
su

es 
/ 

Cuest
iones 

lin
güíst

ica
s

Not e
lig

ible d
ue t

o m
y im

migrat
ion 

sta
tus /

 N
o eli

gible d
eb

ido 

a m
i es

tat
us m

igrat
orio

Not e
lig

ible f
or o

ther 
rea

sons 

/ N
o ap

to por o
tra

s r
azo

nes

Didn’t l
ike

 th
e s

ta�
  / 

No le 
gusta

ba e
l p

ers
onal



7    HOW CAN INVESTMENTS IN WORKFORCE TRAINING MEANINGFULLY ADDRESS THE NEEDS OF IMMIGRANT WORKERS?

including convening participants, are physically located within the heart of low-in-
come and immigrant communities, bringing services directly to the people who 
need them the most and are least able to access them elsewhere. 

 X Community-based organizations possess an extensive understanding of the 
communities they serve and deliver a breadth of training resources and cultur-
ally relevant curriculum that goes beyond a one-size-fits-all approach, but rather 
is responsive to the different skills and backgrounds of their worker-members.

 X Community-based organizations innovate and implement participatory learning 
models that ensure instruction and services are informed by the workers they 
serve, in order to better meet needs, teach relevant and necessary skills, retain 
workers that experience barriers to program completion, and provide long-term 
support to ensure success within the workforce. 

 X As part of their wraparound models, community-based organizations improve 
upon programs through feedback loops that assess not only program out-
comes, but participant satisfaction, in addition to analyzing outreach methods 
and program accessibility. This relationship provides a clearer and more in-
formed understanding of workers’ needs and outcomes. 

Significant challenges for community-based organizations: Convening participants 
identified a range of significant challenges that limit the capacity, reach, and impact of 
community-based organizations that serve immigrant workers.

 X Currently, community-based organizations, worker centers, and day labor cen-
ters receive little, if any funding as part of the workforce development system, 
compared to larger service providers and agencies.  

 X Although California has demonstrated a commitment to creating alternative 
funding opportunities for community-based organizations, many have limit-
ed capacity to apply for state and local grants, given the significant time and 
resources required. The absence of established relationships between regional 
and local Workforce Development Boards (WDBs) and many local communi-
ty-based organizations further hinders organizations’ ability to obtain support 
and funding opportunities. While the California Workforce Development Board 
(CWDB) and the Labor and Workforce Development Agency have invested 
significant time and resources to increasing community outreach and engage-
ment, more could be done to facilitate meaningful partnerships, including a 
cross-referral system and community engagement in the workforce boards’ 
decision-making processes.

 X The lack of representation on local or regional WDBs prevents communi-
ty-based organizations from having an empowered voice within the workforce 
development system, despite providing workforce development training to 
workers, many of whom face significant barriers to employment.
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 X Many of the workforce services and programs available to immigrants fall under 
a model of “immigrant integration.” However, this framework creates gaps in 
understanding the barriers to, and outcomes of, workforce training and education, 
and ultimately limits the spectrum of robust services to improve access to and 
completion of workforce development programs. The “immigrant integration” 
framework can undermine and undervalue the current skill sets of immigrant day 
laborer and low-wage workers, who often have a wealth of experience and knowl-
edge from abroad. As a result, funding is pipelined into curricula and training pro-
grams that do not always meaningfully engage workers nor achieve skill advance-
ment for already skilled, but under-employed and underpaid immigrant workers. 
The “immigrant integration” framework in its current form limits the ability for 
community-based organizations to create and deliver more innovative, responsive 
and holistic programming. Furthermore, the current model tends to prioritize job 
placement over more robust benchmarks (such as worker satisfaction, retention, 
and other metrics) to evaluate our workforce development and adult education 
systems. This focus misses the opportunity to track other, more holistic outcomes 
and narrows pathway to fully understanding and serving immigrant communities.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

California has the opportunity to invest in the futures of immigrant workers by invest-
ing in the core providers for immigrant communities: community-based organizations. 
By looking to day labor centers, worker centers, and community-based organizations 
as key partners and leaders in the workforce development system, California can break 
down barriers to job training and adult education for low-wage and immigrant workers 
and achieve a stronger, more innovative workforce development system. The following 
recommendations are based on our survey findings and convening discussions:

1. Expand workforce development representation to include community-based 
organizations and strengthen community participation

Currently, most workforce development boards throughout the state do not 
have representation from community-based organizations. State and local 
workforce development boards could create a requirement to include commu-
nity-based organizations, either through direct representation on the board or 
through advisory councils. In addition, the state and local boards could explore 
opportunities to deepen their community engagement efforts around key deci-
sions, such as the development of local and state workforce plans. 

2. Increase flexibility for community-based organizations to provide adult educa-
tion and job training to immigrants, regardless of status 

Community-based organizations’ wraparound service models make them well 
positioned to provide additional adult education and job training opportuni-
ties to immigrant and low-wage workers. Greater investment in partnerships 
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between community-based organizations and local adult schools could create 
expanded opportunities to provide more holistic and flexible services to immi-
grant and refugee communities. 

3. Ensure grant initiatives like the Breaking Barriers to Employment Initiative 
(AB 1111) and the proposed Social Entrepreneurs for Economic Development 
(“SEED”) Initiative directly fund community-based organizations in areas with 
sizeable immigrant, undocumented, and ELL populations. 

The development of AB 1111 funding and the newly proposed SEED Initiative 
are promising because they allow for flexible funding and services for immi-
grants regardless of status. In order to ensure that community-based organiza-
tions can participate, it is imperative that local and state agencies responsible 
for administering the grants conduct ample, intentional outreach, provide tech-
nical assistance, and develop relationships that can make grant opportunities 
accessible to under-resourced, immigrant-serving organizations.

4. Create opportunities for immigrant and low-wage workers that have completed 
workforce development training to be system navigators 

Of survey respondents, 40% reported they had participated in a job training 
program in the past, and could potentially provide support to other workers 
looking to navigate their workforce development system. This sort of naviga-
tor-based system has been piloted as part of California’s English Language 
Learners (ELL) Navigator Initiative and could be expanded to create opportuni-
ties for workers who have completed job training programs themselves. 

5. Shift the immigration workforce development narrative beyond “immigrant 
integration” to a more holistic approach that engages and empowers immigrants

For generations, immigrants have furthered the successes and innovation of Cal-
ifornia. However, California’s workforce development system has discussed the 
needs, experiences, and skills of immigrants through the narrative of “immigra-
tion integration,” which, rather than encompassing a holistic model of services 
and outcomes, has, in recent years primarily, focused on job placement. Within 
the workforce development and adult education system, there is a need for edu-
cation and services that acknowledges the skills of immigrants and incorporates 
cultural competency that can tie in each person’s background, culture, experi-
ences, and unique needs and interests to further their learning. There is also a 
growing, yet under-resourced, need for more flexible services and more diverse 
service providers to meet these various needs. By incorporating a holistic, more 
flexible model that engages and empowers immigrants, California can better 
connect immigrant communities with the resources they need and deserve. 

6. Change evaluation and assessment metrics to better understand the needs of 
low-wage and immigrant workers and account for the successes of communi-
ty-based organizations
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While workforce development programs are evaluated according to key metrics 
that are guided by federal legislation, state and local workforce boards have an 
opportunity to create equity-focused evaluation tools and metrics that are more 
aligned with breaking down barriers to accessing and completing training and 
education programs. Additional metrics created in collaboration with commu-
nity-based organizations will provide greater flexibility for organizations, and 
allow workforce boards to have a greater understanding of worker needs, barri-
ers, and progress within the larger workforce development system. 

CONCLUSION

We at the California Immigrant Policy Center envision a more equitable future in which the 
contributions of immigrant workers are valued, the shifting and growing needs of immi-
grant workers are addressed, and every worker, regardless of status, has the opportunity 
to build their skills and secure quality jobs with a family-sustaining wage. As California 
invests in a better future of work for all workers, our workforce development system has 
a critical opportunity to meaningfully address the disparities in job training, employment, 
and wages that disproportionately impact immigrant communities. This report provides 
recommendations developed in response to the realities of immigrant day labor and 
low-wage workers, and informed by collective dialogue with community-based organiza-
tions based in Southern California. We hope that these recommendations demonstrate 
the multiple opportunities to strengthen our state’s workforce development system and 
inspire a deeper commitment to building a better future for immigrant workers. 
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ABOUT CIPC 

The California Immigrant Policy Center (CIPC) is a constituent-based statewide immi-
grant rights organization with offices in Los Angeles, Sacramento, and Oakland. It is 
the premier immigrant rights institution in the state that promotes and protects safety, 
health and public benefits and integration programs for immigrants, and one of the 
few organizations that effectively combines legislative and policy advocacy, strategic 
communications, organizing and capacity building to pursue its mission. It is powered 
by a staff of policy experts and advocates; a Steering Committee composed of 14 state-
wide organizations; 85 member organizations; and nine regional coalition partners 
spanning Southern and Northern California, the Central Coast and the Central Valley. 
CIPC advocates for policies that uphold the humanity of immigrants and refugees 
while advancing racial, social and economic justice.

For the past 20 years, CIPC has played a central and essential role in advancing a 
progressive statewide immigrant justice agenda. For the past five years, it helped pass 
30 pro-immigrant laws in the state, including: The Safe and Responsible Driver Act, 
the TRUST Act, the One California initiative, the E-Verify Bill and the Health for All Kids 
among others — signature legislative accomplishments propelled by the organiza-
tion’s ability to coordinate, convene, and mobilize a broad and diverse array of advo-
cates towards a common goal.

For more information, please contact Almas Sayeed at asayeed@caimmigrant.org, Sasha 
Feldstein at sfeldstein@caimmigrant.org, or Sheena Paul at spaul@caimmigrant.org.

Follow us on social media 

@calimmigrant facebook.com/caimmigrant


