Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training Program (I-​BEST)  Washington
The Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC) recently embarked on a major effort to accelerate learning to prepare low-skilled adults for work and to enable them to attain higher wages and career advancement over time. 

Research on WA programs had shown relatively few ESL students transitioning to workforce training. Of these, most trained for lowest level jobs; few advanced to higher wage or higher skill jobs. The longer it took adult students to master basic skills, the less likely they were to advance. Research also showed significant economic gain when students reached a certain level of training; one year of college level credit plus a credential made the biggest difference or “tipping point” in earnings.  ESL students reaching this point or beyond earned $7,000/year more than those who did not. WA decided that programs should be designed to help students reach this goal.  

WHAT IS I-BEST? 
Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training (I-BEST) 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 skills.  In spring 2004, SBCTC began I-BEST projects testing traditional notions that students must first complete all levels of basic education before beginning workforce training.  Ten colleges were funded to design and deliver demonstration programs as well as to provide an opportunity for the community and technical college system to learn from their efforts. 

WHAT CAN BE LEARNED FROM THE I-BEST DEMONSTRATION? 
 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.  I-BEST programs increased the access to workforce training for ESL students.  The research indicates that I-BEST programs are valuable first steps along pathways from low skills into and through higher educational attainment and higher wage/higher skill jobs, however, they demonstrate the need to extend support beyond the first steps taken.

Making I-BEST work takes considerable planning and coordination before, during and after students step into the classroom.  Significant planning time is needed between workforce and basic skills faculty and administrators.  Faculty planning needs to be on-going for curriculum development/revision, student assessment and feedback.  The unique instructional mode and support services were identified as the two critical I-BEST cost components.  Two faculty members work together and both are present in the classroom.  Due to the intensity and duration of instruction, students needed assistance in mitigating external barriers.
The traditional FTE calculation for state funding reimbursement did not fit needed I-BEST instructional efforts (particularly the cost of two instructors working together) and enhanced coordination within the college and with external support agencies. The system designed an enhanced I-BEST FTE model to accommodate these additional needs. The workforce program approval process had to be slightly adapted in order to enable colleges to add I-BEST education options (ABE and ESL) to workforce education programs that were already approved for one year or longer certificate and degrees or programs that result in high wage employment.   

NEXT STEPS
SBCTC is moving to bring I-BEST to scale. The next phase will engage the remaining 24 colleges in the Washington state system via planning grants and will provide training institutes and technical support sharing the I-BEST findings.
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