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Adult basic education (ABE) learners in the United

States have many educational options and

pathways to help them achieve their goals. Choices

can include (depending on the state) enrolling in an

adult secondary education (ASE) program or in

General Education Diploma (GED) courses to work

toward meeting college entrance requirements,

taking ABE and literacy courses to obtain mastery

of basic education skills, enrolling in English as a

Second Language (ESL) programs to develop

English language skills, and enrolling in job training

and career pathways or career pathway bridges.
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Over the last several years, economic challenges in the
U.S. have illuminated the need for a more robust U.S.
workforce and for development of human capital. In the
context of adult education, this has led to a new
emphasis on workforce training for adult learners, which
has translated into educational models and pathways
that combine basic education with workforce training.
Through the Workforce Investment Act, many states are
now able to secure funding to expand opportunities that
integrate basic education skills with job training and
career development skills for underrepresented or low-
skilled adult learners who would otherwise be unable to
compete successfully in the U.S. job market. 

What is Integrated Education and Training?

Integrated Education and Training (IET) is an innovative
combination of education and job skills training, used to
transition adult learners beyond adult basic education
and through a career pathway that can offer them job
training and eventual gainful employment. IET is any
program that “combines occupational skills training with
adult education services to increase the educational and
career advancement of participants” (U.S. Department
of Education 2010, 1). Participants in IET programs are
dually enrolled, co-enrolled, or concurrently enrolled
in job skills training and adult basic education training,
receiving services in the two programs at the same time.

On one hand, IET can be considered an adult education
dual enrollment model (Foster & Duke-Benfield 2010). 

On the other hand, it can be considered either an adult
education or workforce strategy that involves the
concurrent enrollment of adult learners in two programs
(basic education and job training) with an aim to
enhance their potential for greater success in school
and in the workforce. 

While being concurrently enrolled in two programs, adult
learners simultaneously receive basic education skills
and professional, technical workforce skills from two
instructors (one from each program) who co-teach.
Through this co-teaching process, both instructors
support students at the same time, and instruction
within this context includes an integration of workforce
or job-specific skills and basic skills that often lead to
college credits and a certificate that is recognized by
employers (Cooper 2009). In addition to classroom
instruction, students may be provided with a range of
educational supports that enhance their likelihood of
success. These may include counseling, advising,
financial aid, and case management, and various
types of classroom supports (e.g., additional classes
and labs, depending on student needs; and peer
tutoring). 

Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training -
The I-BEST Model

One notable IET model is the Integrated Basic
Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) model. I-BEST is
based on the results of a five-year longitudinal study
(Prince & Jenkins 2005) designed to investigate the
labor market outcomes of low-skill adult students in
Washington State technical and community colleges. In
tracking the progress of students age 25 and over who
entered college with a high school diploma (including
ABE and ESL students) over a five-year period, the
study found that the students who took at least one
year’s worth of college credit courses and earned a
certificate or other credential had an earning advantage
over those who did not earn any college credits. 

The study also found that very few students reached this
threshold, and that ABE students were among the
majority of the students who earned no college credits.
These findings inspired the Washington State Board for
Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC)  to explore
ways to increase the college transition rate for ABE
students, ultimately resulting in the I-BEST program.  



Like other IET models, I-BEST “involves courses for
basic skills students jointly taught by basic skills and
college-level occupational faculty” (Jenkins 2008, 1).
Although students from varied adult education programs
(e.g., ABE, ESL, ASE) can be paired within a concurrent
education and job training programmatic structure,
Washington’s I-BEST program “pairs English as a
second language (ESL)/adult basic education (ABE)
instructors and professional-technical instructors in the
classroom to concurrently provide students with literacy
education and workforce skil ls” (Washington State
Board for Community and Technical Colleges, 2005, 1). 

In its efforts to integrate ABE and workforce training, the
SBCTC began 10 demonstration I-BEST projects that
“tested traditional notions that students must first
complete all levels of basic education before they can
begin workforce training” (2005, 1). Results from these
demonstrations showed that “I-BEST students earned
five times more college credits on average and were 15
times more likely to complete workforce training than
were traditional ESL students during the same amount of
time” (2005, 2).

The specific I-BEST pathway that a school offers
depends on students’ needs and programmatic capacity
(e.g., budget, staffing). Many schools try to provide a
curriculum that is customized to the needs of their
students. For example, Renton Technical College,
provides an I-BEST/Licensed Practitioner Nurse (LPN)
program that is customized for non-native English
speakers whose goal is to complete nurse training.
Bellingham Technical College offers I-BEST for students
who are interested in welding, electrical foundations,
and health career foundations; Highline College offers I-
BEST for students who are interested in business,
health, and education pathways for students.

A core strategy undergirding the I-BEST approach is
collaboration between the technical instructors and the
adult education instructors in efforts to integrate the
basic skills student competencies with those taught in
the technical program. With the goal of developing and
providing a curriculum that is customized to students’
needs, each instructor is required to be available in the
classroom concurrently for a specified period of
instructional time. 

Over the years, several states have made efforts to
replicate the Washington State SBCTC I-BEST model,
with the objective of providing traditionally underserved
and academically challenged populations with integrated
basic and occupational skil ls to succeed in the
workforce. The name of the pathway varies from state to
state (e.g., Maryland’s is MI-BEST; Wisconsin’s is
Regional Industry Skills Education, or RISE), but each
provides similar services to students and has similar
structure and goals. According to Foster and Duke-
Benfield, “many states are considering IET models as
part of a ‘career pathway’ effort, particularly for lower
skil led adults who may otherwise have diff iculty
transitioning into postsecondary education” (2010, 3).

Alternatives to the I-BEST Co-teaching Approach

The potential for IET to promote success looks very
attractive to many states, but the cost of implementing
IET components (such as co-teaching) is a significant
impediment for many states that are faced with large-
scale educational budget cuts. Co-teaching requires the
presence of two teachers in one classroom for a
specified period of time, as well as in the planning and
development of the combined ABE/job skills curriculum,
which can take a considerable amount of time to ensure
that the curriculum is customized to students’ needs. In
the face of budget cuts or low funding, many other
vocational programmatic offerings provide more
affordable alternatives to I-BEST. These alternatives
include alternating teachers, vocation-specific
vocational ESL/vocational ABE (VESL/VABE) classes,
and cluster VESL/VABE classes. A description of each of
these alternatives is provided below, including an
example for each.

Alternating Teachers

IET programs that involve alternating teachers have
some similarities to I-BEST, but also have one key
difference: how the notion of co-teaching is
conceptualized. Like I-BEST, the alternating teacher
model involves co-teaching; however, both teachers are
not required to be in the same class at the same time,
and students have the option of alternating the days that
they attend classes between the two teachers. 

Vocation-Specific Vocational English as a Second
Language or Vocational Adult Basic Education Classes

As the name suggests, in a model with vocation-
specific1 classes, students attend a vocation-specific
VESL/VABE class. Upon completion of the class,
students would be considered employable, and would
have the option of either pursuing work or transitioning
into the vocational program in their school (where they
would focus primarily on vocational skills).
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Students in a business information technology program first

go to a vocation-specific vocational ESL class for two

hours, where they learn the skills important for clerical jobs,

such as customer service, answering the phone, typing, or

filing. They then go to an advanced ESL class for two more

hours to develop important language and literacy skills that

can enable them to succeed in work. In addition, the

program has students go to one of the classes on Monday

and Wednesday and the other class on Tuesday and

Thursday rather than having students work with the same

teacher for consecutive days.

Example 1: Alternating Teachers in a 

Business Information and Technology Program



Cluster VESL/VABE Classes

Another option is the VESL/VABE model that uses
cluster VESL or VABE classes. In a program with this
type of model, students in multiple career fields (due to
district or program policies) study together in a single
VESL or VABE class2,  with a single VESL or VABE
teacher.

Funding Challenges for IET Implementation

Implementing IET may be an expensive endeavor for
states and programs that cannot afford to provide two
teachers in one classroom. The specific IET model’s
design can play a big role in how IET is implemented in
different programs. While the I-BEST is one specific IET
model, many states and programs may not be able to
afford the co-teaching component that works well in the
context of technical colleges in Washington State. I-
BEST is a promising educational model for many adults,
but it is the responsibility of each state to identify
(through research) its students’ specific needs and
contexts, and use these in the selection and design of
the specific IET model. States and programs can adapt
IET models in ways that increase the likelihood that
implementation investments would yield the ultimate
benefit – student achievement.

In addition to the challenges of IET implementation and
choice of IET models, funding is an issue. The
traditional I-BEST model can be expensive for some
states to implement. In addition to considering ways to
adapting alternatives that reflect their own programmatic
and instructional contexts, states and even local
providers need to consider the funding options that are
available for supporting IET to ensure that students
receive the help they need to succeed; as members of
society, their success translates to the success of the
larger society in which they live. 

States and education institutions now have several
funding options to consider for implementing IET,
including the following: 
1.  Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act
2.  Employment Service (Wagner-Peyser Act)
3.  Pell Grant
4.  Registered Apprenticeship and Pre-Apprenticeship
5.  Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
6.  Trade Adjustment Assistance
7.  WorkforceInvestment Act Title I: Adult and 
Dislocated Worker
8.  Workforce Investment Act Title I: Youth
9.  Workforce Investment Act Title II: Adult Education
and Family Literacy Act
10. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program
Employment and Training

In addition to the possibility of funding from these
programs, states can circumvent potential funding
issues by creating IET scenarios that work for them.

_____________________________
1A class that is based on a specific vocation (e.g., nurse, plumber,

electrician)
2The reason for this can include district attendance specifications

(e.g., each class must contain 30 students).
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Students with the goal of working in the child care industry

go to a VESL or VABE program for child development.

Course content includes parenting, safety in the home, and

child development content that is sheltered for lower level

students. The VESL or VABE teacher teaches language

skills primarily related to child development (e.g., listening,

speaking, reading, writing, grammar, and pronunciation),

and upon success in the program, students move on to a

child development vocational class, where the focus is on

skills for succeeding in the context of child development or

in their profession of choice (with no focus on language

skills).

Example 2: Vocation-Specific VESL/VABE Classes 

for Child Development Students

Students who are interested in multiple types of

professions (e.g., nursing, plumbing, electrician,

educational aide) are combined into one class, because

XYZ School District has decided that it is more efficient for

the district to have no fewer than 30 students per class.

Five VESL/VABE classes with low student numbers are

combined into one VESL/VABE class, and the time for the

class is extended from three hours to four hours to ensure

that there is sufficient time for teachers to meet student

needs. Because there are multiple students with multiple

specific workforce goals and needs, the teacher divides the

instructional time in half and focuses on VESL or VABE for

half of the time and workplace or job skills for the second

half. In the second half of the class, the teacher offers

students the option to work in groups to explore their

career fields in one classroom. Students use vocation-

specific materials in multiple formats (e.g., books,

audiotapes, videos) or the teacher/program adapts

workplace-specific materials for use in the classroom.

Example 3: Cluster VESL/VABE Classes 

for All Students
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Conclusion

Overa l l ,  IET,  i nc lud ing  I -BEST,  has  been
success fu l  i n  Wash ing ton  S ta te ,  and  i t s
imp lemen ta t i on  i n  o the r  s ta tes  has  shown
impor tant  promise.  As a s t ra tegy for  suppor t ing
U.S.  workforce development ,  IET has the potent ia l
to  promote both ind iv idual  and soc ie ta l  benef i ts .
As an adul t  educat ion or  career  pathway model ,  i t
prov ides s tudents  wi th  mul t ip le  oppor tun i t ies  to
suppor t  the i r  learn ing and career  goals  and to
advance both academica l ly  and (as shown by the
SBCTC study)  economica l ly.  Funding chal lenges
shou ld  no t  be  t he  g rea tes t  imped imen t  t o
implement ing some form of  IET.  As is  descr ibed
above ,  t he re  can  be  con tex t -based  a l t e rna te
models ;  programs can implement  more academic
con ten t  w i t h in  t r ad i t i ona l  voca t i ona l / voca t i ona l
ESL t ra in ing  p rograms o r  a l te rna t ing  teachers
between vocat ional  and VESL/VABE to ensure that
s tuden ts  l ea rn  wo rk fo rce  con ten t .  C lea r l y,  i n
implement ing new models ,  s ta tes and programs
wi l l  need to  co l lec t  data to  moni tor  implementat ion
and make adjustments  based on the i r  f ind ings of
s tudents ’ s t rengths and needs over  t ime.  Whi le
IET may in i t ia l ly  requi re  greater  implementat ion
cos ts  t han  do  more  t rad i t i ona l  p rog rams ,  t he
promise of  h igher  ra tes of  s tudent  ach ievement
and  emp loymen t  may  make  IET a  wo r thwh i l e
investment .
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