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Dear Friends,
Throughout its history, Chicago has benefited from the immeasurable economic contributions of its 

immigrant populations and from the distinct and vibrant neighborhoods they helped to create. Today, 

Chicago’s immigrants remain crucial drivers of our economic growth and cultural vitality. This is why 

I am committed to making Chicago the most immigrant-friendly city in the world. The Chicago New 

Americans Plan is a roadmap for building a thriving, diverse, and welcoming Chicago.

Immigrants in Chicago face unique challenges and barriers to meaningful and successful integration. 

To fully leverage the contributions of immigrants, I assembled an advisory committee comprised of 50 

business, academic, civic, philanthropic, community and immigrant advocacy leaders in Chicago. This 

committee was tasked with developing strategies to ensure that we support the creation and expan-

sion of immigrant-owned businesses, that we develop, attract, and retain talent and expertise from 

other countries, and that we bolster Chicago’s status as a vibrant and welcoming international city. 

The Chicago New Americans Plan outlines a set of initiatives the City will undertake in the next three 

years. The plan represents a fundamental commitment to immigrants. While other cities move to 

make themselves less welcoming toward immigrants, we choose to value their contributions, recog-

nizing the importance of immigrants to our city’s future.

This comprehensive plan is the first of its kind for any major city in the country. The plan will help  

Chicago establish its place as a leader in the 21st century global economy. 

You can learn more and share your thoughts with us at www.cityofchicago.org/newamericans

 

Rahm Emanuel 
MAYOR OF CHICAGO

MESSAGE FROM THE MAYOR

OFFICE OF THE MAYOR 
City of Chicago

121 N. LaSalle Street · Chicago, Illinois 60602
www.cityofchicago.org · @chicagosmayor
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In July 2011, Mayor Rahm Emanuel created the Office of New Americans and set the aspiration for 
Chicago to become the world’s most immigrant-friendly city. Just months later, the Mayor convened 
an advisory committee comprised of 50 leaders representing Chicago’s business, academic, civic and 
philanthropic communities. The goal of the advisory committee was to identify challenges unique to 
immigrants, recommend initiatives to be implemented over the next three years, and develop detailed 
implementation plans for the Office of New Americans and its partners.

The Chicago New Americans Plan outlines a set of initiatives to welcome immigrants and maximize the 
contribution they make to our city. Improving the ability of Chicago’s 560,000 foreign-born residents4 to 
augment our economy will lead to economic, social and cultural benefits for all Chicagoans.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Look around the streets of Chicago: from our world-famous  

St. Patrick’s Day parade to our Mexican community in Little Vil-

lage, from the world’s second largest Polish population to the 

nation’s award-winning Confucius Institute, immigrants have 

helped to shape our city in countless ways. With residents 

from over 140 countries 1  and more than 100 languages spo-

ken in our city,2  Chicago is a city of immigrants. They are vital 

to our local economy, contributing billions of dollars annually.3
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A coordinated implementation effort will be critical to unlocking the immense potential of Chicago’s im-
migrants. The Office of New Americans will work with City departments and sister agencies, chambers of 
commerce, faith-based organizations, various ethnic and immigrant organizations, and other stakehold-
ers to implement this plan, ensuring our place as one of the world’s most immigrant-friendly cities.

POTENTIAL ECONOMIC IMPACT FROM THE CHICAGO NEW AMERICANS PLAN INITIATIVES 

WHEN CHICAGO… … THE CITY WILL BENEFIT GREATLY

Helps immigrant-owned businesses flourish Immigrant-owned businesses could create 10,000 to 20,000 more  
 jobs if Chicago increased its job growth rate from small and medium- 
 sized businesses to match the highest-performing U.S. city.5

Doubles the exports from Doubling immigrant-owned business exports could   
immigrant-owned businesses produce an additional 24,000 to 30,000 jobs.6

Becomes a more attractive city For every 100 additional high-skilled foreign-born workers who work 
for high-skilled, foreign-born workers in science, technology, engineering or math fields, 260 jobs could 
 be created for U.S.-born workers.7

Increases graduation rates for high school  For every additional high school diploma earned by Chicago 
immigrant students and helps more  students, gross state product could increase by $15,000.8 
immigrants earn their GED certificate

Increases immigrant participation  For every dollar invested in early childhood education, Chicago  
in early childhood programs could save seven dollars in government spending.9
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THE CHICAGO NEW AMERICANS PLAN

The Chicago New Americans Plan recommends a broad  

array of new programs and initiatives, which are designed to 

improve the day-to-day lives of immigrants while promoting 

Chicago’s economic growth and cultural vitality. The plan’s 27 

initiatives are grouped into three categories: Our Growth, Our 

Youth, and Our Communities. A full list of initiatives follows on 

page six.
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 Our Growth

Over the last decade, Chicago has experienced below average growth in gross regional product,  
annual average wage, and population size.10 We can reverse this trend by lowering barriers to entry  
and growth for immigrant-owned businesses. By proactively spurring immigrant entrepreneurship,  
Chicago will ensure that it is fully capitalizing on the potential of immigrant entrepreneurs. The City  
can also improve its economic outlook by more effectively leveraging immigrant talent to fill workforce 
gaps. There were more than 100,000 unfilled positions in our city in 2011, a number that is expected 
to grow over the next decade.11 We will accelerate economic growth by training and attracting immi-
grants to fill these positions.

 Our Youth

To attract top employers and create jobs for all residents, our city must have a skilled, educated work-
force. Immigrant children will make up the next generation of Chicago’s workforce – 37% of all children 
in Chicago come from families with an immigrant parent.12 But immigrant children face various chal-
lenges: they often need language assistance; they are less likely to be enrolled in early childhood edu-
cation programs; and their parents at times struggle to engage with schools. We will support immigrant 
children by investing in their education, which will in turn benefit all Chicagoans by preparing our next 
generation workforce. 

 Our Communities

Chicago’s immigrants are important members of our communities. They contribute to our city cultur-
ally, economically, and socially. Because immigrants are important to our communities, we must ensure 
that they feel protected, welcomed, and integrated. Currently, immigrants face challenges in building 
relationships with public safety officials, accessing City services, and becoming naturalized citizens. By 
supporting immigrants in overcoming these challenges, we can build stronger ties between immigrants 
and non-immigrants, while increasing the safety of our neighborhoods.
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INITIATIVES 

OUR GROWTH

A. Immigrant-owned businesses

1 Increase exports from immigrant-owned businesses: The City will work with World Business Chicago to   
 increase exports from immigrant-owned businesses. They will develop forums and networking opportunities for  
 immigrant business-owners, and provide access to a catalog of resources for export assistance.

2  Create a small business incubator: The City will create a specialized small business incubator that provides 
technical assistance, mentorship, and access to an affordable shared commercial kitchen space.  

3  Create a “Chamber University”: The City will create a “Chamber University” to train leaders in chambers of 
commerce so they are better able to support immigrants in starting and growing their businesses.

4  Create pop-up City services: A team of City departments will provide City services to immigrant business-own-
ers through periodic visits to immigrant neighborhoods. These workshops will provide resources and services 
in the communities’ languages, including licensing, permitting, and inspections.  

5 Promote tourism in immigrant neighborhoods:  Choose Chicago will actively promote immigrant neighbor- 
 hoods to tourists through rotating neighborhood spotlights. Choose Chicago will also work with chambers of   
 commerce and other organizations to help business-owners advertise their businesses to visitors.

B. Human capital

6  Ease transition back into professional careers: The City will partner with the City Colleges of Chicago  
to develop options for high-skilled immigrants to transition to professional careers by providing credit for  
prior learning. 

7  Expand access to ESL and GED programs: The City Colleges of Chicago, with support from the City and 
community-based organizations, will increase the number of English as a Second Language (ESL) and General 
Educational Development (GED) programs in areas of high need. In addition, the City will support City Colleges 
in restructuring adult education to improve outcomes.

8  Enhance skills through employee programs: The City Colleges of Chicago and the City will partner with em-
ployers to increase access to English as a Second Language and General Educational Development programs.

6
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OUR YOUTH

C. Children of immigrants

9 Improve early education: The City will work with Chicago Public Schools to ensure that early childhood sites  
 are well-placed and well-equipped to serve immigrant children across the city. 

10  Encourage participation in summer enrichment programs: The City will inform immigrant students and 
families about summer enrichment programs that immigrants can access and will identify ways to increase 
immigrant students’ access to One Summer Chicago programs.

11 Support undocumented childhood arrivals: A broad coalition of stakeholders, including the City, Chicago  
 Public Schools, and community-based organizations, will launch targeted efforts to support undocumented  
 youth, equipping them to benefit from the Executive Order for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals.  

D. Parents and schools

12  Increase access to college savings programs: The City will work with Chicago Public Schools and Bank-On 
Chicago to host workshops for immigrant parents on financial literacy and college savings programs. 

13 Expand parent mentor programs: Chicago Public Schools will expand its parent mentor program to additional  
 schools. This program brings parents into classrooms to assist teachers, engages parents in parent-to-parent  
 mentoring, and provides leadership development opportunities for parents.

14  Create more parent engagement centers: Chicago Public Schools will expand the number of drop-in parent 
engagement centers in immigrant neighborhoods. At these centers, parents can access information on topics 
like parenting skills, learn about services available to them, and develop technology skills.

15  Provide specialized training for school personnel: The City and Chicago Public Schools will partner with 
community-based organizations to train teachers, counselors, and other school administrators about the chal-
lenges immigrants face and the resources available to students. 

7
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OUR COMMUNITIES

E. Public safety
16  Pass a Welcoming City ordinance: The City will pass an ordinance affirming and expanding basic protections 

for undocumented Chicagoans. In addition, the City will develop a process to receive and  
act on violation complaints. 

17 Establish Welcoming City training: The City will train key personnel, including police officers, fire and  

 emergency personnel, and other City staff about the Welcoming City ordinance. 

18  Engage the Chicago Police Department: The City will work with the Chicago Police Department to create 

opportunities for regular meetings between immigrant advocates, community-based organizations, and local 

police commanders.  

19  Reduce immigration services fraud: The City will launch a targeted campaign to reduce immigration  

services fraud, increasing inspections of immigration services providers and providing information on fraud  

to immigrants.

F. Access to services
20  Implement a language access policy: The City will implement a language access policy to ensure that immi-

grants are able to access critical services and information in the most common languages spoken in Chicago. 

The City will work to develop customized language access plans for departments and agencies that interact 

with immigrants. 

21  Establish cultural sensitivity training: The City will develop and provide cultural sensitivity training to City 

employees, including police officers, fire and emergency personnel, and other City staff, to better serve and 

protect immigrants.  

22  Launch Welcoming City campaign: The City will create a one-stop online portal to connect Chicago’s immi-

grants with services and provide information to immigrants considering moving to Chicago. 

23  Create Welcome stations: The City will create public stations where immigrants can access targeted resourc-

es, services, and information, such as naturalization workshops and health screenings.

24  Ensure access to local healthcare services: The City will convene a committee of healthcare providers and 

subject matter experts to analyze opportunities to expand immigrants’ access to healthcare. 

G. Civic engagement
25  Encourage civic participation: The City will prepare immigrants for civic participation by offering civic engage-

ment classes and linking immigrants to civic opportunities like board membership and leadership programs. 

26  Expand naturalization campaign: The City will work with community partners to develop, publicize, and host 

naturalization workshops. The City will also open “Citizenship Corners” in community hubs, where information 

on naturalization will be provided to immigrants in the most common languages spoken in Chicago. 

27  Host citizenship celebrations: The City will host citizenship swearing-in ceremonies, inviting communities to 

share in immigrants’ achievement.

INITIATIVES 

8
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Chicago’s history has largely been shaped by immigrants. Immigrant labor played a crucial role in building 
Chicago’s early infrastructure, from the Illinois and Michigan Canal to the railroads that helped Chicago  
establish itself as a commercial and transportation hub. With residents from over 140 countries13 and more 
than 100 languages14 spoken in our city, Chicago is a city of immigrants. Immigrants contribute billions of 
dollars to our local economy through taxes, consumer spending, and business ownership.15 They are also 
responsible for many of our culturally rich ethnic neighborhoods, which help to make Chicago attractive to 
corporations, tourists and newcomers from around the world.

The Chicago New Americans Plan outlines a set of 27 initiatives to help immigrants overcome obstacles and 
contribute more fully to our city. All these initiatives will be implemented by 2015. The plan focuses on im-
proving the day-to-day experiences of our city’s 560,000 foreign-born residents, while delivering economic, 
social, and cultural benefits for all Chicagoans.

Each initiative will have significant impact in the lives of many immigrants. Together, the initiatives will help 
our city to become the world’s most immigrant-friendly city, benefiting all residents in the following ways:

ECONOMIC GROWTH AND JOBS

• Supporting new and existing businesses will create new jobs.

• Attracting highly skilled immigrant talent will lead to new innovations, increased entrepreneurship,  
    and more jobs.

•  Building a large, qualified, and diverse immigrant workforce will help to fill existing skills gaps and attract 
more companies to our city.

• Increasing visitor traffic to ethnic neighborhoods will support business development.

BETTER EDUCATED YOUTH

•  Developing immigrants’ professional skills will help immigrants to start careers in growing sectors.

• Engaging immigrant parents in their children’s education will improve student performance.

• Bolstering our education system to serve immigrant students will prepare those students to meet  
    Chicago’s workforce needs.

VIBRANT WELCOMING COMMUNITIES

•   Building trusting relationships between immigrant communities and police officers will reduce crime.

• Taking an inclusive approach to serving city residents will ensure that immigrants can overcome language  
    and cultural barriers to access City services.

• Increasing immigrant civic engagement will help our schools and non-profits to consider  
    diverse perspectives.

INTRODUCTION
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E. Public safety

F. Access to services

G. Civic engagement

C. Children of immigrants

D. Parents and schools
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Immigration policy is set at a federal level, and this plan does not aim to change state or federal law. 
However, the City has thousands of interactions with immigrants every day, each one an opportunity to 
welcome, support, and celebrate immigrants. The Chicago New Americans Plan will help us to succeed 
in supporting the creation and expansion of immigrant-owned businesses, developing, attracting, and 
retaining the world’s leading talent, and affirming our status as a welcoming city.
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METHODOLOGY

To identify the initiatives, more than 100 leaders of immigrant community-based organizations and region-
al and national experts were interviewed by the Office of New Americans and a team of consultants contrib-
uting their work through the Civic Consulting Alliance partnership. Mayor Emanuel convened an advisory 
committee of 50 leaders representing Chicago’s business, academic, civic and philanthropic communities.

Over a period of two months, from June to August 2012, the advisory committee was charged with:

1. Identifying challenges that are unique to immigrants.

2. Recommending high-impact initiatives to be implemented over the next three years.

3. Developing detailed implementation plans for the Office of New Americans.

 

In identifying initiatives for the plan, the advisory committee looked for ways the Office of New Americans 
could collaborate with other City departments and sister agencies. Committee members were supported 
in their analysis and deliberations by a pro-bono team from A.T. Kearney, the University of Michigan Ross 
School of Business, and Civic Consulting Alliance. The committee met, in whole or in part, more than a 
dozen times in a two-month period to shape the initiatives included in this plan. The intensive process to 
develop this plan received additional pro-bono support in communications from Res Publica Group and 
in graphic design from Downtown Partners Chicago. Commissioners, agency heads and City staff also 
supported the committee with data and analyses to assist in evaluating ideas. The initiatives laid out in 
the following Chicago New Americans Plan represent the best, boldest ideas arising from this broad-based 
inclusive process and are designed to make a lasting impact on Chicago, its future, and its place in the 
global economy.

INTRODUCTION
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OUR GROWTH

Chicago can accelerate its economic growth over the next decade by supporting 
businesses and ensuring that its workforce is ready to fill employers’ needs. The 
city’s immigrant population will be a key component of both of these economic 
growth strategies.  

Immigrant business-owners contribute to job growth and economic productivity 
in Chicago. Chicago can do more to support these business-owners, by increas-
ing exports, providing expert guidance, facilitating access to capital, and mak-
ing City services more accessible. By investing in these business supports, 
Chicago will create jobs and help existing businesses to grow. The resulting 
economic growth will benefit all Chicagoans.

Immigrants are also an important component of the city’s workforce. To in-
crease the contribution immigrants make to the city’s economy, Chicago will 
help high-skilled immigrants to earn the credentials they need to take jobs that 
match their skills. The City will also facilitate training to help immigrants take 
on middle-skilled employment opportunities. By helping immigrants to succeed, 
more jobs will be created for all residents.
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A. Immigrant-owned businesses

Immigrants are more than twice as likely as 
non-immigrants to form businesses.16 However, 
Chicago’s overall rate of entrepreneurship lags 
those of other major cities. Chicago has 290 
entrepreneurs per 100,000 residents, less than 
half the ratio in Los Angeles.17 Chicago will work 
to match the rate of entrepreneurship in peer 
cities by supporting immigrant business-owners.

Chicago’s economy in the past decade has been 
marked by below-average growth in its employ-
ment rate, average annual wage and gross 
regional product.18 To reverse this trend and to 
achieve parity with the best-performing cities in 
the United States, Chicago will lower barriers to 
entry and growth for immigrant-owned business-
es. And to fully capitalize on this vital part of the 
economic engine, the City will proactively spur 
immigrant entrepreneurship.

 
Initiative 1. Increase exports from  
immigrant-owned businesses

Exports have fueled nearly half of the coun-
try’s growth in gross domestic product since 
mid-2009 and support almost ten million jobs 
nationally.19 While Chicago is ranked third in 
the country in export volume, only 5,000 of its 
100,000 small and medium enterprises export. 
Of those, 3,000 export to just one country.20 

ENTREPRENEURS PER 100,000 PE0PLE
2008-2010

EXPORTING BUSINESSES BY  
IMMIGRATION STATUS OF OWNER

Immigrant-
owned

Los Angeles

Atlanta

Houston

San Francisco

Miami

Phoenix

Washington D.C.

New York

Boston

Riverside

Chicago

Detroit

Dallas

Seattle

Philadelphia

Source: Kauffman Index of Entrepreneurial Activity

Source: U.S. Small Business Association  

620
580

580

550

540

360

360

360

330

320

290

280

260

220

150

Non-immigrant
owned

7.1%

4.4%

Immigrant-owned businesses are 60% more likely to export than their native counterparts (7.1% of 
immigrant-owned businesses export, compared to 4.4% of non-immigrant-owned businesses).21 Because 
immigrant-owned businesses are more likely to export,  
the City will ensure that they are supported through this strategy.

World Business Chicago is launching initiatives within its export strategy with the goal of doubling ex-
ports from small and medium enterprises by 2017. These initiatives can help connect immigrant-owned 
businesses to organizations that support and facilitate business exports. Additionally, World Business 
Chicago will work with other export support providers to link expertise in export-related issues. 
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OUR GROWTH

Within three years, the Office of New Americans will work with World Business Chicago and external part-
ners to increase the capacity of exporting immigrant-owned businesses. World Business Chicago and the 
City will provide access to a catalog of resources for export assistance, posting it on the Chicago Depart-
ment of Business Affairs and Consumer Protection website. World Business Chicago and the City will also 
develop forums and networking opportunities for immigrant business-owners, expanding their reach into 
other countries.

Initiative 2. Create a small business incubator

Access to capital is essential to the success of small businesses.22 However, immigrant entrepreneurs are 
often unaware of available sources of capital: they are more likely than non-immigrants to use personal 
funds to start or to expand their businesses.23 Additionally, fewer immigrant entrepreneurs use loans or 
reinvest profits in starting or expanding businesses.24 Strategically designed incubators can help immi-
grant business-owners to succeed. As firms that help early-stage companies through the initial develop-
ment phase, incubators provide an array of business support resources and services, such as mentorship 
and technical assistance. 

Within three years, the City will identify a non-profit partner to develop and pilot an incubator for small 
restaurants and other food businesses through a shared-kitchen concept. Focusing on launching, grow-
ing, and formalizing small businesses, the incubator will be designed to reduce the obstacles that often 
prevent immigrants from creating successful and sustainable small businesses. Through the shared-
kitchen pilot, selected businesses will participate in an intensive incubation period where they will receive 
technical assistance in establishing their businesses (e.g., product, marketing, financing, operations, and 
licensing). Businesses that successfully complete the incubation period will continue to receive technical 
assistance and access to the incubator’s affordable shared-kitchen space for one to five years. The City 
will connect graduates of the program with a team of mentors who will help the entrepreneurs to grow 
their businesses.
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Initiative 3. Create a “Chamber University”

Special Service Area (SSA) service providers and chambers of commerce provide direct support to 
immigrant-owned businesses, often delivering assistance in immigrants’ native languages. These enti-
ties generally operate independently of one another, creating their own materials and training modules 
to support businesses. 

Within three years, the City will launch a “Chamber University” to train chambers of commerce and 
SSA service providers. The City will assemble a training team, drawing from multiple City departments, 
corporations, and non-profits. To increase the effectiveness of SSA service providers and chambers of 
commerce, the City will compile best practices that are already being used by SSA service providers and 
chambers of commerce and will incorporate these practices into its training. By broadly distributing the 
most effective materials, the City will help SSA service providers and chambers of commerce to give the 
best possible support to businesses. The training team will collaborate with City departments to deliver 
the training. 

Chicago New American Small  
Business Series25  
In March 2012, the Office of New Ameri-
cans and the Chicago Department of 
Business Affairs and Consumer Protection 
launched the Chicago New American Small 
Business Series, providing free quarterly 
workshops that are open to the public. At 
the workshops, attendees have access to 
business education, as well as resources 
on financing, licensing, and tax law.  

On March 31, 2012 the Office of New 
Americans and the Department of Business 
Affairs and Consumer Protection hosted the 
first expo at the National Museum of Mexi-
can Art with 300 people in attendance.

On June 2, 2012, the second expo took 
place as part of the Asian American Busi-
ness Expo with 700 people in attendance.

Initiative 4. Create pop-up City services

As is common around the world, immigrants regu-
larly build businesses in the neighborhoods in which 
they live: neighborhoods that, generally, are popu-
lated by immigrants from the same country of origin. 
Chicago’s immigrant business-owners sometimes 
struggle to access City services, renew licenses, and 
engage with City employees. These business-owners 
often rely on local chambers of commerce for as-
sistance in their own languages.

To better serve immigrant business-owners, within 
one year, a team of City departments will launch 
pop-up City services, going into immigrant neighbor-
hoods on a periodic basis to provide City services. 
Immigrant business-owners will have access to on-
the-spot online license renewals, advisory services, 
and other services in the community’s language. 
Developing pop-up services will allow the City to 
extend its reach into these neighborhoods and aug-
ment the support provided by local agencies.
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OUR GROWTH

Neighborhood Business corridor Business 
licenses  
in corridor26

Little Village W 26th St 376
West Ridge W Devon Ave 341
Rogers Park Howard St/N Clark St 289
Albany Park W Lawrence Ave 280
Pilsen W 18th St 165
Lincoln Square N Lincoln Ave/W  

Lawrence Ave
162

Portage Park W Irving Park/N Cicero/N 
Milwaukee

161

Beverly S Western Ave 161
Bridgeport S Halsted St 98
Little Vietnam W Argyle St/N Broadway 97
Chinatown S Wentworth/S China 96
Little Italy W Taylor St 78
Avondale/Irving Park N Milwaukee Ave 67
Greektown S Halsted St 33
North Park W Foster Ave 31

CHICAGO’S LARGEST IMMIGRANT BUSINESS CORRIDORS
Initiative 5. Promote tourism in  

immigrant neighborhoods

Immigrant-owned businesses often cluster 
together, creating distinct immigrant com-
mercial districts. Chicago has more than 15 
immigrant business corridors (concentra-
tions of retail stores serving a common trade 
area and surrounding or lying along a single 
street) in neighborhoods with large immigrant 
populations. 

These heavily concentrated immigrant-owned 
businesses are often isolated from areas that 
draw heavy tourist foot traffic, limiting their 
exposure to non-local customers. By develop-
ing a campaign to draw tourists to immigrant 
business corridors, the City will increase tour-
ists’ contribution to Chicago’s economy while 
also benefiting immigrant neighborhoods.

Within one year, Choose Chicago, the City’s official tourism organization, will begin working with immi-
grant neighborhoods to develop a marketing strategy to actively promote neighborhoods to tourists. These 
neighborhoods will be highlighted as part of rotating series on immigrant destinations in the city through a 
coordinated effort between Choose Chicago and other organizations. 

The City will also work with chambers of commerce and Special Service Area service providers to bring ex-
pertise from Chicago’s hospitality industry to support business-owners. These experts will advise business-
owners in marketing their businesses to visitors and providing customer service to tourists.

 

B. Human capital

For an economy to thrive, businesses must be able to acquire and retain talented, skilled employees. 
Nationally, 52% of employers are struggling to fill jobs.27 In Chicago, there were over 100,000 unfilled posi-
tions as of December 2011. This gap includes vacancies in both high- and middle-skilled positions and is 
expected to increase over the next ten years.28 
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College to Careers at City Colleges of Chicago 

College to Careers is a partnership between the City Colleges of Chicago and industry leaders to 
better align City Colleges’ curricula with the demand in growing fields.

City Colleges is launching College to Careers in a phased approach, starting with high-growth 
industries:

•  Healthcare at Malcolm X College.   
•  Transportation, Distribution and Logistics at Olive-Harvey College. 
•  Business, Professional Services and Entrepreneurship at Harold Washington College.

Initiative 6. Ease transition back into professional careers

Immigrants are especially well-positioned to address gaps in the workforce. Many immigrants in Chicago 
were originally trained in their home countries as doctors, nurses, or financial professionals, but are 
employed in jobs that do not utilize these skills.29 The City will grow its pool of high-skilled workers by 
facilitating the transition of these immigrants into professional careers in the United States.

Within three years, the City Colleges of Chicago will develop a plan to provide credit for prior education 
to help students, including immigrants, transition to professional careers. This program will initially focus 
on the healthcare sector, and will be developed in coordination with City Colleges’ College to Careers 
program. This effort will be gradually expanded to other sectors.
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OUR GROWTH

Initiative 7. Expand access to English as Second 

Language and General  

Educational Development programs

Over one-third of Chicago’s foreign-born population 
has not obtained a high school diploma, com-
pared to 14% of native-born residents.30 For these 
residents to gain access to well-paying jobs, they 
will need support in developing language skills 
and educational credentials. The City Colleges of 
Chicago offers General Educational Development 
(GED) and English as a Second Language (ESL) 
programs that help immigrants along this path. 

HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION ACHIEVED

High school 
degree

Less than a high 
school degree

Foreign-born Native-born

27%

36%

22%

14%

Source: American Community Survey, 2010

Between 2007 and 2011, 6,400 students completed the GED program at the City Colleges of Chicago. In 
2011, 17,000 students enrolled in ESL classes at City Colleges.31 

Over the next year, the City Colleges of Chicago will expand access to ESL and GED programs in areas of 
high need. Within three years, the City Colleges of Chicago will restructure adult education to increase 
the rate of successful student program completion. City Colleges will promote best practices such as 
contextualized ESL (teaching language skills that are relevant to an immigrant’s working environment) 
and computer literacy. 

 

Initiative 8. Enhance skills through employee programs

To help immigrants develop skills such as literacy and English language ability, the City will partner with 
employers. Employers represent a significant potential partner, as they have a stake in cultivating the 
skills of their employees. Language and skills training can increase employee retention, staff morale, and 
worker productivity.32

The City Colleges of Chicago is working to develop bridge programs, which provide pathways from Eng-
lish as a Second Language and General Educational Development programs into earning occupational 
college-level credentials. The City Colleges will work with employers to increase employees’ access to 
these programs and to improve the suitability of these programs for working adults.
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OUR YOUTH

Many immigrant parents come to this country looking for better opportunities 
for themselves and their children. These parents make sacrifices so that their 
children can succeed in school, graduate from college, and find satisfying, well-
paying jobs. All Chicagoans have a stake in the educational outcomes of im-
migrant students: if immigrant students are able to succeed, they will be better 
poised to contribute to Chicago’s economic, social, and cultural future.  

There are many immigrant-specific challenges that these children must over-
come. These challenges include language barriers and information gaps, which 
prevent children from accessing critical educational enrichment programs. In 
addition, undocumented youth face obstacles in finding employment and fi-
nancing a college education. Immigrant parents often have difficulty engaging 
with schools. Finally, school staff are sometimes not sufficiently aware of issues 
faced by immigrants. These issues make it more difficult for immigrant children 
to graduate from high school and succeed in college.

Chicago can do more to support immigrant children. By working with commu-
nity-based organizations, Chicago Public Schools, the City Colleges of Chicago, 
and other key stakeholders, the City will take steps to help immigrant youth suc-
ceed in high school and college. Through these initiatives, the City will also help 
immigrant parents to become more involved in their children’s education and 
access critical resources. 
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C. Children of immigrants

Thirty-seven percent of children in Chicago have at least one foreign-born parent; more than three out 
of four of these children are second-generation immigrants.33 One out of seven Chicago Public Schools 
(CPS) students is considered an English Language Learner, and as many as one third have been consid-
ered English Language Learners at some point during their education.34 

Data on the performance of children of immigrants in Chicago is difficult to isolate. Since data on  
children of immigrants is generally not available, this plan instead uses data on ethnicity, the best  
available proxy. Much of the available data on immigrants report on foreign-born residents, a grouping 
which excludes second-generation immigrants born in the U.S. Eighty-six percent of immigrants under 18 
years old were born in the U.S., meaning that they are counted as native-born, a grouping which also  
includes all non-immigrants.35 Additionally, Chicago Public Schools does not track the immigration  
status of children or parents due to Chicago’s non-inquiry policy. 

CHICAGO PUBLIC SCHOOLS HIGH SCHOOL 
GRADUATION RATES BY ETHNICITY

Asian or Pacific Islander

White non-Hispanic 67.4%

62.5%

60.5%

52.7%

Hispanic

American Indian

Black, non-Hispanic

81.8%

Source: Chicago Public Schools, 2011

Graduation rates for different ethnici-
ties vary drastically. In CPS high schools, 
Asian and Pacific Islander students have 
the highest graduation rates of any ethnic 
group, with 81.8% of the entering class 
graduating within five years. Hispanic 
students have graduation rates that are 
4.9 percentage points lower than those of 
non-Hispanic whites. Black, non-Hispanic 
students have the lowest graduation 
rates, at 52.7%.36

CPS is working to improve the performance of all students through a variety of programs, including the 
implementation of a longer school day and the Common Core State Standards, a set of standards that 
describes what students are expected to learn at every grade in order to be prepared for success in 
college and careers. The initiatives identified in this plan complement CPS priorities and focus on areas 
where children of immigrants are underserved.

Initiative 9. Improve early education

In Illinois, four-year olds in immigrant families are 17.5% less likely to be enrolled in early childhood 
programs than native-born children, the fifth largest gap in the country after Arkansas, South Dakota, 
Wyoming, and Rhode Island.37 Early childhood education programs deliver proven benefits to children, 
and benefit all residents by reducing government spending (see sidebar on following page). It is critical 
that Chicago increase the number of immigrant children who are enrolled in such programs. 
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Within the next year, the Office of New Americans 
will support Chicago Public Schools and the  
Department of Family and Support Services to  
ensure that early childhood sites are well-placed 
and well-equipped to serve immigrant children 
across the city. 

In coordination with the expansion of early child-
hood education sites near immigrant neighbor-
hoods, the Office of New Americans will partner 
with Chicago Public Schools and the Department 
of Family and Support Services to launch a target-
ed campaign to reach out to immigrant parents in 
their own languages to encourage them to register 
their children. The campaign will leverage immi-
grant parents to conduct parent-to-parent outreach 
and youth volunteers to run informational events 
and distribute information. The City will coordinate 
with faith-based organizations to organize these 
volunteers. Outreach will be conducted in the most 
common languages spoken in Chicago. Addition-
ally, the Office of New Americans will work with 
Chicago Public Schools and the Department of 
Family and Support Services to increase language 
capacity at early childhood education sites.

Initiative 10. Encourage participation in summer 

enrichment programs

Summer programs that provide educational experi-
ences for young students and build job skills for 
older students help stave off the break in learning 
that takes place during the summer. On average, 
students who do not participate in meaningful 
summer learning activities lose approximately two 
and a half months of grade level equivalency in 
computational math by fall.39 To help improve im-

OUR YOUTH

Early Childhood Education benefits38 
Children who participate in high-quality early 
childhood education are:

• Twenty-nine percent more likely to  
    graduate high school.

• Less likely to need remedial coursework.

• More likely to have higher lifetime earnings  
    and less likely to commit crimes. 

In addition, early childhood education is  
a smart investment for the City. Every dollar 
invested in early childhood education saves 
taxpayers up to seven dollars in government 
spending.
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Chicago hosts largest DREAM Relief Day  
event in the United States   

On August 15, 2012, The Illinois Coalition for Immi-
grant and Refugee Rights and the Illinois Department 
of Human Services hosted a DREAM Relief Day event 
at Chicago’s Navy Pier. It was the first day that eligible 
youth could apply for temporary work authorization and 
reprieve from deportation under the Executive Order 
for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals. 

The purpose of the event was to provide assistance 
for undocumented youth to apply for temporary work 
authorization and to provide information and training. 
The event was by far the largest such event in the U.S.

Key Event Facts41 
12,000 people attended 
7,250 people received information and training  
1,500 applications were completed

migrant educational outcomes, the City will make jobs and educational summer activities accessible to 
immigrant youth, decreasing summer learning loss.

For the summer of 2013, the Department of Family and Support Services and the Office of New Ameri-
cans will distribute information to immigrant students and families on summer enrichment programs, so 
they can access jobs and summer education opportunities more easily. 

One Summer Chicago provides 168,000 educational and recreational opportunities and 17,000 sum-
mer employment opportunities to teens through City departments, sister agencies, and the Cook County 
government.40 Over the next three years, the Department of Family and Support Services and the Office 
of New Americans will identify ways to increase immigrant students’ access to One Summer Chicago pro-
grams, such as identifying positions that require language skills and informing immigrant youth of these 
opportunities. 

Initiative 11. Support undocumented  

childhood arrivals

Undocumented youth face significant 
challenges to leveraging their skills. 
Because of their undocumented status, 
even children who demonstrate aca-
demic success and achievement find 
that most employment opportunities 
are not accessible to them. They need 
better access to resources, greater 
awareness of available support pro-
grams, and hope for a better future.

In June 2012, President Obama 
announced the Executive Order for 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals. 
With this order, eligible undocumented 
youth who arrived as children will be 
able to apply for a temporary reprieve 

from deportation and two-year renewable work permits. As of today, there are 49,000 immigrants in Il-
linois who could benefit from this order.42 
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Today, Chicago can demonstrate its support for these immigrants by helping them to benefit from the 
executive order, while enhancing their ability to contribute to the city’s economy. By supporting these 
children, the City will grow Chicago’s pool of middle- and high-skilled immigrants. 

Within the next year, a broad coalition of stakeholders will launch targeted efforts to support undocu-
mented youth who could benefit from the 2012 Executive Order on Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals. 
The coalition includes City departments and agencies (Office of New Americans, Department of Business 
Affairs and Consumer Protection, Chicago Public Schools, and Chicago Public Libraries), and community-
based organizations. Through a series of workshops, the coalition will provide legal assistance, support 
those who want to earn GED certificates, and increase protection and enforcement against immigration 
services fraud. 

One key requirement of the Executive Order on Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals is that immigrants 
must be pursuing a high school diploma, or have earned a high school diploma or GED certificate, to be 
eligible for deferred action. To help undocumented immigrants gain and maintain eligibility, the City will 
encourage students to stay in school to maintain their eligibility, and assist adults in earning their GED  
certificate. City Colleges of Chicago will provide support where feasible and appropriate.

D. Parents and schools

Many immigrants come to this coun-
try to provide better opportunities for 
their children. However, they are often 
unaware of the opportunities available 
to support their children. If Chicago’s 
schools succeed in engaging immigrant 
parents, while creating a supportive 
network of resources within schools, 
Chicago’s immigrant students will be 
more likely to succeed. 
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Initiative 12. Increase access to college 

savings programs

With college tuition costs rising, parents 
are concerned more than ever about their 
ability to pay for their children’s post-
secondary education. College savings 
accounts help families save money for 
college. By saving for college, a family sets 
the expectation that their children will 
attend college, increasing the likelihood 
that they will do so.43 In fact, students 
from families that designate a portion of 
their savings for college are four times 
more likely to attend college than students 
whose families do not save for college.44 

STUDENTS WITH PARENTS WHO ATTENDED 
A POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTION

Hispanic  
immigrant 

students

Asian
immigrant 

students

1st generation

1st generation

2nd generation

2nd generation

45%

62%

67% 
Overall U.S. Population

46%

72%

Source: U.S. Department of Education

Immigrant students who are the first members of their families to attend college often receive limited guid-
ance on how to save for, apply to, and enroll in college. A sample of 100,000 undergraduate students nation-
wide found that less than half of first- and second-generation Hispanic immigrant students had parents who 
attended college, compared to two-thirds of parents for the overall population.45 Among first- and second-gen-
eration Asian immigrant students, 62% and 72%, respectively, had parents who attended college.46 



28

OUR YOUTH

Over the next three years, the Office of New Americans will partner with Chicago Public Schools and Bank-
On Chicago (a cooperative effort to offer easy-to-access checking accounts for unbanked and under-banked 
individuals) to host workshops for immigrant parents on financial literacy and college savings programs. 
This will be done in coordination with Chicago Public Schools as they launch and expand a K-12 financial 
literacy program to equip students with the knowledge and skills to make wise financial decisions. The K-12 
program will provide content tailored for each grade level that is aligned with the rest of the curriculum.

Initiative 13. Expand parent mentor programs

Chicago’s schools strive to engage parents: there is an expectation that parents will be active partici-
pants in their children’s education. Some immigrant parents come from countries where there is no such 
expectation and may need prompting to understand the role they are expected to play. Language barriers 
also present an obstacle to immigrant parent engagement. Sixty-four percent of Illinois children in im-
migrant families have a parent with limited English proficiency, increasing the difficulty of communicating 
with schools and teachers.47 Additionally, undocumented parents often avoid engaging with school staff, 
for fear that their immigration status will be discovered.
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Over the next year, Chicago Public Schools (CPS) and the Office of New Americans will collaborate with com-
munity organizations to expand parent mentor programs to additional CPS schools. Through these programs, 
immigrant parents will act as ambassadors to other immigrant parents, reaching out to provide information and 
resources. The involvement of immigrant parents will help schools to bridge the language and trust gaps that 
often prevent schools from reaching immigrants. These parent mentor programs will also bring immigrants into 
classrooms to support teachers, creating close ties between immigrants and schools.

Initiative 14. Create more parent engagement centers

Schools serve as community hubs, places where parents, children and teachers congregate. They are a natural 
location for resource centers to connect parents with information and tools. Chicago Public Schools is working to 
launch parent engagement centers across the city where parents will be able to access technology, engage with 
schools, help their children, and develop their own skills.

Over the next year, the Office of New Americans and Chicago Public Schools will conduct demographic analysis 
to identify schools with large concentrations of immigrant families that could benefit from parent engagement 
centers. Over the next three years, the Office of New Americans will support Chicago Public Schools in opening 
parent engagement centers in immigrant neighborhoods. In addition, the Office of New Americans will identify ad-
ditional resources and materials for these centers to provide to parents,including information on the naturaliza-
tion process and information on Chicago City services.

Initiative 15. Provide specialized training for school personnel

Students need caring, knowledgeable, and involved teachers and counselors to succeed in school. Chicago Pub-
lic Schools provides a broad range of supports to its students, and many of these supports should be specially 
tailored for immigrants. Immigrant students face a range of unique issues, and school staff must be aware of the 
best ways to support them. Schools should also understand legal changes that affect the guidance that immi-
grant students should receive.

Immigrants, especially undocumented immigrants, can be misinformed about the options available to them. 
Around the country, there are instances of college counselors incorrectly telling undocumented high school 
students that it is illegal for them to attend college, or that they should drop out of high school. Illinois has taken 
steps to support undocumented students. For example, Illinois House Bill 60, passed in 2003, allows undocu-
mented immigrants to pay in-state tuition at Illinois colleges. Additionally, through the Illinois DREAM Act, undocu-
mented students have access to State-run college savings programs and can apply for scholarships from the 
Illinois DREAM fund. Every school employee who works closely with undocumented students needs to be aware 
of the opportunities available to them. 



30

Over the next year, the Office of New Americans and Chicago Public Schools will partner with commu-
nity-based organizations to train teachers, counselors, and other school administrators on the chal-
lenges immigrants face and resources available to immigrant students. School-based DREAM clubs 
(student-led clubs for undocumented youth), the Illinois DREAM Commission, and the Illinois State 
Board of Education will help develop and conduct training for Chicago Public Schools and the City Col-
leges of Chicago staff and counselors. This training will help immigrants to receive accurate, helpful 
information about opportunities available to them.

OUR YOUTH
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Like all residents, immigrants want to feel safe, welcome, and respected in their 
communities. Chicago can do a better job of serving these immigrants – not 
just because it is the right thing to do, but also to build Chicago’s reputation as 
an immigrant-friendly city. The Office of New Americans believes that if Chicago 
is seen as an immigrant-friendly city, more immigrants will come to live in Chi-
cago, creating jobs and growth that all residents will benefit from.

Currently, immigrants in Chicago struggle to access services, build relationships 
with law enforcement officials, and integrate fully. Some City services are not 
provided in the languages immigrants speak, and because Chicago does not 
have a city-wide language access policy, immigrants do not know which servic-
es will be made accessible to them. Many immigrants report poor relationships 
with public safety officials: some immigrants have had poor experiences with 
police officers in their home countries, leading to a mistrust of Chicago police 
officers. Finally, immigrants often live in segregated neighborhoods, limiting 
their interactions with non-immigrants and slowing their integration.

The above conditions are exacerbated by the fact that Chicago has never at-
tempted a comprehensive, citywide approach to welcoming and supporting im-
migrants – until now. The City will improve its policies and procedures to ensure 
immigrants feel welcomed and protected. 
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E. Public safety 
Immigrants are important allies in building safe, stable neighborhoods. Increasing trust and communica-
tion between the Chicago Police Department and immigrant communities will better equip police officers 
to solve crimes, strengthen communities, and reduce violence. By demonstrating its commitment to 
immigrant safety, the City will ensure that immigrants play an active role in cooperating with police to 
reduce violence.

Initiative 16. Pass Welcoming City ordinance

Since Mayor Harold Washington issued Executive Order 85-1 in 1985, Chicago has had a longstanding 
commitment to facilitating relationships between immigrants and the City. The order mandated that City 
services be provided to immigrants regardless of immigration status, and prohibited City employees from 
making inquiries regarding immigration status. In 2006, the Chicago City Council codified this policy, 
setting clear guidelines for the Chicago Police Department. Today, Chicago is one of dozens of cities with 
immigrant non-inquiry policies.48

Several challenges remain in building strong relationships between police and immigrants. Many immi-
grants are unaware that Chicago’s immigrant non-inquiry policy exists, in part because various county, 
state, and federal public safety officials who work in the Chicago region operate under different regula-
tions. As a result, immigrants fear that interactions with public safety officials may result in detention or 
deportation.

For immigrants to build stronger relationships with City staff, immigrants need to have a clear under-
standing of their rights and responsibilities as Chicago residents. Immigrants should know that they have 
a right to access City services, regardless of their immigration status. They should also feel that they are 
welcomed and respected by the City of Chicago. City staff also must better understand their responsibil-
ity to serve immigrants. (Initiative #17 addresses the training that will be connected with this ordinance.)

Within one year, Chicago will pass an ordinance affirming and expanding basic protections for undocu-
mented Chicagoans to ensure all immigrants are served and welcomed. The Office of New Americans 
will partner with community-based organizations to write and pass the Welcoming City ordinance. Within 
three years, the Office of New Americans will work with City departments to develop a citywide process 
to receive immigrants’ complaints and distribute them to the appropriate departments and agencies for 
follow-up. For example, if an immigrant is denied access to a City service for which he or she is eligible, 
that immigrant will be able to call 311 to have the complaint addressed.
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Initiative 17.  Establish Welcoming City training

Once Chicago passes the Welcoming City ordinance (described in initiative #16), City employees will 
need to be trained to understand and uphold the new rules. The passage of this ordinance will also 
serve as an opportunity to help Chicago City employees to think about how best to welcome immigrants. 
The Office of New Americans will communicate the requirements of the ordinance to all City employees. 
City employees who have significant interactions with immigrants will be given additional training to help 
them uphold the ordinance. The training will ensure City employees know that immigrants have the right 
to enjoy all City services, and that City employees are prohibited from asking about immigration status 
(with the exception of some federally-funded programs for which applicants must verify their immigra-
tion status). 

Within one year, the Office of New Americans will inform City departments about the pending changes 
caused by the Welcoming City ordinance. Within three years, the City will build partnerships with outside 
partners, including community-based organizations, to develop a training program for City employees. 
The Chicago Department of Human Resources will conduct the trainings, providing training to Chicago 
Police Department officers, fire and emergency personnel, 311 center personnel, and other City staff. 
The Welcoming City training will also be built into existing training materials and procedures for new and 
current employees.

Initiative 18. Engage the Chicago  

Police Department

Trust between communities and public safety of-
ficials is essential to building safe neighborhoods. 
However, some immigrants can be hesitant to reach 
out to police officers to report crimes or assist in 
investigations. Undocumented immigrants may 
believe that interactions with police will lead to 
detention or deportation. Additionally, friends and 
family of undocumented immigrants may hesitate 
to report incidents involving undocumented immi-
grants, again for fear of detention or deportation. 
Some immigrants have had poor experiences with 
corrupt public safety officials in their countries of 
origin, and assume that Chicago police are similarly 
untrustworthy. Finally, language barriers limit en-
gagement between immigrants and police officers. 
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Ensuring that police officers understand immigrant needs and concerns will lead to stronger police-immi-
grant relationships and, ultimately, safer neighborhoods.

Within three years, the Chicago Police Department will create opportunities for regular interaction be-
tween immigrant community-based organizations and Chicago Police Department officers. This initiative 
will be implemented in coordination with the Welcoming City ordinance training program (described in ini-
tiative #17) to allow immigrant involvement in designing training processes. These efforts will help police 
to understand immigrant needs and concerns.

Initiative 19. Reduce immigration services fraud

As immigrants try to navigate the immigration system, they sometimes become the targets of scams 
involving the unauthorized practice of immigration law. For example, one type of fraud occurs when an 
individual who is not an attorney offers to provide legal advice or representation regarding immigration 
matters. This sort of fraud becomes more prevalent when legal changes that impact immigrants are in-
troduced: while immigrants are adjusting to understand new laws and regulations, they are more vulner-
able to fraud.

Fraudulent service providers who take advantage of immigrants often charge exorbitant fees for com-
monplace services, misrepresent procedures, or commit fraud in other ways. Because these preda-
tors sometimes pretend to be licensed by the government, the fraud they perpetrate erodes immigrant 
trust of City government. The City has an opportunity to protect immigrants and improve City-immigrant 
relationships by taking steps to combat immigration services fraud. When Chicago protects immigrants 
against practices like these, it builds trust in immigrant communities, while demonstrating its commit-
ment to welcoming immigrants. 

Within one year, the Department of Business Affairs and Consumer Protection (BACP) will launch a 
targeted campaign to reduce immigration services fraud by conducting proactive investigations and spot 
checks of immigrant services providers. The Office of New Americans and BACP will increase the informa-
tion available to immigrants by developing and posting an online resource guide. They will also host infor-
mation sessions on immigration services fraud in partnership with community-based organizations and 
Chicago Public Libraries. Finally, BACP will make consumer protection complaint forms available online in 
the most common languages spoken in Chicago.

F. Access to services

In Chicago, there are 350,000 foreign-born residents who describe themselves as speaking English “less 
than very well” – 62% of the total foreign-born population in Chicago.49 This language gap presents the 
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Initiative 20. Implement a language access policy

To truly integrate immigrants, the City must welcome 
them by encouraging them to exercise their rights as 
Chicago residents, and supporting their understand-
ing of those rights. All immigrants have the right to 
access City services – but unless they receive those 
services in a language in which they are proficient, 
the right is not exercised. Sixty-two percent of Chi-
cago’s foreign-born population rate themselves as 
speaking English less than very well. To overcome 
this challenge, Chicago will take a comprehensive 
approach to providing services to immigrants in 
their own languages.

Most Chicago City departments and sister agencies 
provide some services and information in multiple 
languages. Currently, these entities do not meet a 
consistent standard for language accessibility. By 
requiring City departments to implement language 
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City with a deep challenge – how can Chicago effectively serve such a diverse population, and accom-
modate their language needs? The situation also provides the City with a great opportunity – Chicago can 
improve immigrant access to City services, and in doing so, welcome, support, and build its immigrant 
population. By reaching out to immigrants to engage them with City services, the City will welcome im-
migrants while encouraging them to put down roots and invest in Chicago.

ENGLISH LANGUAGE SKILLS OF  
CHICAGO’S FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION

62% - Speak English 
Less Than Very Well

38% - Speak  
English Very Well

Source: American Community Survey, 2010

access plans, the City will increase the quality and reliability of services provided to immigrants. As a 
result, immigrants will benefit from increased accessibility and predictability of services.

Within two years, Chicago will implement a language access policy that requires departments to develop 
language access plans, outlining how they will provide information and critical services in the most com-
mon languages spoken in Chicago. Within three years, The Office of New Americans will work with City 
departments and agencies to develop customized language access plans. The City will roll out language 
access plans in two phases, addressing the highest-priority services first, and then moving to make a 
broader range of information and services accessible.
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Initiative 21. Establish cultural sensitivity training

Cultural misunderstandings can make it difficult for City staff to effectively engage with immigrants. Ad-
ditionally, due to differences in culture and background, some immigrants may be less likely to seek help 
for domestic violence and child abuse issues. To build a truly welcoming environment, Chicago will ensure 
that City staff are equipped to welcome and interact with immigrants. Cultural sensitivity training will help 
City employees and police officers to better serve and welcome immigrants. As a result, immigrants will be 
more likely to engage with City staff and partner with police officers.

Within one year, the Office of New Americans will develop a roadmap to launch cultural sensitivity training 
in coordination with the implementation of language access plans (described in initiative #20). The Office 
of New Americans will identify departments and services for which cultural sensitivity training will be most 
impactful, identify outside partners to help develop the training curriculum, and create a plan to institute 
regular training, targeting key personnel first.

Within three years, the Chicago Department of Human Resources will provide cultural sensitivity training 
to police officers, fire and emergency personnel, and other City staff, including direct service providers and 
311 call center staff. This training will cover issues of immigration status, nationality, race and ethnicity, 
religion, sexual orientation, and gender identity. The training will address issues of domestic violence and 
child abuse, equipping City staff to effectively, and sensitively, work with immigrants from diverse cultural 
backgrounds. 

Initiative 22. Launch Welcoming City campaign

Information on City services exists in many places: it is transmitted through departmental websites, print-
ed materials, and word of mouth. However, it has not been gathered and consolidated, and there are no 
consistent guidelines regarding which materials should be translated. As a result, immigrants face greater 
challenges in accessing key City services, and are less likely to know that they are eligible for programs 
that would support them and their families.

The Office of New Americans will create an online portal to connect immigrants with resources available 
to them (e.g., City services, business workshops, and community-based organizations). The website will 
contain information pertaining to specific immigrant needs, with content translated into the most common 
languages spoken in Chicago. 

Over the next three years, the Office of New Americans will develop content for the campaign and portal. 
The Chicago Department of Innovation and Technology will develop a website to host this material. The Of-
fice of New Americans will also launch an awareness campaign targeted at immigrants, residents, and City 
employees to share key information, promote the portal, and extend a welcoming message.
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Initiative 23. Create Welcome Stations

Options must be developed to enable all immigrants to easily find information on City services. Immigrants 
with low levels of computer literacy need to be able to access City services and work with City employees. 
Although community-based organizations play a critical role in serving these immigrants, the City also has 
a role to play.

Over the next three years, the Office of New Americans will partner with other City departments and agen-
cies including Chicago Public Schools and Chicago Public Libraries to create Welcome Stations. These 
resource centers will allow immigrants to access information, resources, and services in the languages 
spoken in their communities. The spaces will also be used by community-based organizations on a regular 
basis to provide additional services, such as naturalization workshops and health screenings.

Consolidating information and services in physical spaces will build connections between immigrants and 
service providers. The stations will serve as a demonstration of the City’s commitment to immigrants, 
facilitating trust and integration. Additionally, the Welcome Stations will support community-based organi-
zations by providing them spaces to hold workshops, building connections between immigrants and those 
organizations.

OUR COMMUNITIES

CHICAGO RESIDENTS WITHOUT 
HEALTH INSURANCE COVERAGE 
BY IMMIGRATION STATUS

Foreign-born

Native-born

41%

16%

Initiative 24. Ensure access to local  

healthcare services

Two in five of Chicago’s foreign-born residents are uninsured. 
In contrast, 16% of native-born residents are uninsured, 
meaning that foreign-born residents are two and a half times 
more likely to go uninsured than the native-born.50 Immi-
grants face serious challenges in accessing healthcare. If 
the City finds ways to reduce the insurance gap and increase 
preventative healthcare opportunities, it will improve immi-
grant health outcomes while decreasing costs for emergency 
services. 

To address issues of immigrant healthcare access, the Chi-
cago Department of Public Health will convene a committee 
of healthcare providers and subject matter experts within 
one year. The committee will focus specifically on immigrant 
health needs and identify ways to reduce barriers immigrants 
face in accessing healthcare. The committee will disseminate 
findings on an annual basis, providing guidance to health-

Source: Economic Consulting



39

care providers to better serve immigrants. Topics for analysis may include best practices for providing 
care to uninsured immigrants and implications of changing federal regulations such as the Affordable 
Care Act.

 
G. Civic engagement

Immigrants contribute to Chicago not only through the economic and cultural assets they bring, but also 
through their civic participation in religious and community-based organizations. Many immigrants also 
seek to become citizens and set down roots in Chicago. If Chicago provides the tools immigrants need to 
become civically engaged, immigrants will rise to the challenge. 

Initiative 25. Encourage civic participation

Chicagoans have numerous opportunities to actively engage in civic activities. These include informal 
civic opportunities, such as volunteer activities through faith-based organizations, and formal civic op-

portunities, such as running for a Local School 
Council seat. These civic opportunities allow 
immigrants to interact with a broad range of 
residents, learn about City government, and in-
tegrate into Chicago. By increasing immigrant 
involvement, entities like schools, parks, and 
non-profits will better represent immigrants’ 
interests and concerns.

Currently, new immigrants are underrepre-
sented in civic organizations: in fact, first-
generation immigrants are 25-55% less likely 
to participate in formal civic opportunities than 
second-generation immigrants.51 By failing 
to involve new immigrants in civic organiza-
tions, Chicago has deprived its residents and 
neighborhoods of the benefits that immigrant 
volunteers could provide. Like other Chicago-
ans, immigrant volunteers can assist teach-
ers, work with seniors, serve on boards, and 
provide guidance to City parks and schools. If 
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Chicago more effectively involves immigrants in civic activities, immigrants will build deeper ties to Chi-
cago communities and strengthen our institutions.

Within three years, the Office of New Americans will identify and promote civic engagement opportuni-
ties to immigrants, including Local School Councils and Park Advisory Councils. The Office of New Ameri-
cans will also partner with community-based organizations to prepare immigrants for civic participation 
through classes and leadership programs. 
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NATURALIZED FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION 
OF TEN LARGEST METRO AREAS

New York 51%

Philadelphia 47%

Boston 44%

29%

26%

21%

Miami

Los Angeles

Washington, DC

Chicago

Atlanta

Houston

Dallas

44%
US Average

Initiative 26. Expand naturalization  

campaign

Immigrants who become naturalized citi-
zens make a significant commitment to the 
United States. It is in Chicago’s interest 
to promote naturalization: naturalization 
is correlated with a five to twelve percent 
increase in wages.52 This benefits both im-
migrants and non-immigrants: immigrants 
earn more, while non-immigrants benefit 
from increased economic productivity. 
Over one third of Chicago’s foreign-born 
population is naturalized, a rate which 
is lower than peer cities.53 Chicago has 
already demonstrated its commitment to 
immigrants by pledging to, over the next 
three years, directly help 10,000 immi-
grants to become U.S. citizens through the 
Chicago New Americans initiative. 

Source: American Community Survey, 2010

Within one year, the Office of New Americans will partner with the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and 
Refugee Rights to host informational workshops on naturalization at the City Colleges of Chicago. The 
Office of New Americans will pilot “Citizenship Corners” at Chicago Public Libraries, where information 
on the naturalization process will be made available in the most common languages spoken in Chicago. 
The Office of New Americans will also adapt and translate informational materials, distributing them to 
immigrants through a variety of channels, such as Chicago Public Libraries. 

Within three years, the Office of New Americans will launch a targeted campaign to naturalize City em-
ployees, and integrate informational materials on naturalization into the Welcoming portal (described in 
initiative #22) and Welcome Stations (described in initiative #23).

41%

40%

40%

39%
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Initiative 27. Host citizenship celebrations

Too often, immigrants are criticized and judged by their needs and not celebrated for their contributions.  
Chicago has already taken the lead in reframing this discussion by committing to welcome, celebrate, 
and integrate the immigrants who come to reside in the city.

To ensure that its welcoming message is heard, the City will host citizenship swearing-in ceremonies at 
City Hall, inviting communities to share in immigrants’ achievements. These public celebrations will help 
immigrants to feel more welcome, making Chicago a more attractive place for immigrants.

Within one year, the Office of New Americans will hold a citizenship swearing-in ceremony celebration 
at City Hall. These celebrations will be held annually. The Office of New Americans will work with United 
States Citizenship and Immigration Services and community-based organizations to publicize and orga-
nize the events.

Swearing-in ceremony at City Hall

On Wednesday, June 6, 2012, Mayor Emanuel hosted Chicago’s first ever citizenship swearing in 
ceremony in Chicago’s City Council Chambers. 

The ceremony marked an historic event, where 25 Chicagoans pledged an oath to the United 
States of America and became naturalized citizens.With more than ten countries represented, 
these Chicagoans exemplified the diversity of Chicago’s immigrant community.
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MEASURING SUCCESS

To make Chicago the world’s most immigrant-friendly city, the City must effectively manage the implementa-

tion and success of this plan. With 27 interdependent initiatives and dozens of stakeholders, the Chicago 

New Americans Plan requires a robust measurement system that is capable of monitoring the success of 

initiatives, while also tracking progress toward higher-level goals. 

The Office of New Americans will utilize a multi-tiered scorecard to measure initiative implementation and 

results. The scorecard will also evaluate the extent to which the initiatives together are improving economic, 

civic, and cultural vitality for Chicago. This scorecard will evaluate the progress of peer cities in comparison 

to Chicago’s progress. Regular scorecard updates will keep stakeholders informed on initiative-level perfor-

mance, allowing them to react to challenges and make adjustments as needed. The following table provides 

a sample of the metrics that will be used.

 OUR GROWTH

- Export revenue for immigrant-owned businesses participating in program

- Number of applications received for shared-kitchen incubator 

- Number of immigrant entrepreneurs trained through “Chamber University” program

- Number of immigrants using pop-up City services

- Number of immigrant neighborhoods promoted by Choose Chicago 

- Number of candidates successfully completing GED or ESL programs

- Number of unfilled positions in science, technology, engineering, and math 

- Number of participants in employer programs that enhance skills

 

 OUR YOUTH

- Enrollment gap between immigrants and non-immigrants in Early Childhood Education programs

- Academic performance gap between immigrant and non-immigrant children 

- High school graduation rate gap between immigrants and non-immigrants

- Number of work permits issued through the federal Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program

 OUR COMMUNITIES

- Percentage of police officers trained to uphold the Welcoming City ordinance

- Number of people participating in regular meetings between the Chicago Police Department and immigrant  

 community-based organizations 

- Number of annual immigration services fraud complaints

- Percentage of City departments and sister agencies that have implemented language access plans

- Number of visitors to the Welcoming Chicago portal

- Number of people attending Welcome Stations

- Percentage of Chicago Public Schools, Local School Council, and Park District advisory council seats filled by ethnic minorities

- Percentage increase in number of naturalization applications received

Sample performance indicators  
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POTENTIAL ECONOMIC IMPACT TO CHICAGO

The Chicago New Americans Plan outlines a set of initiatives to welcome immigrants and maximize the 
contributions they make to the city. The plan recognizes that improving the ability of Chicago’s 560,000 
foreign-born residents to participate in the city’s economic vitality will lead to economic, social and cul-
tural benefits for all Chicagoans. By tapping into the intrinsic potential of our many immigrant communi-
ties, as part of a broader economic development plan, all Chicagoans will benefit. 

Potential economic impact from The Chicago New Americans Plan initiatives

WHEN CHICAGO… … THE CITY WILL BENEFIT GREATLY

Helps immigrant-owned businesses flourish Immigrant-owned businesses could create 10,000 to 20,000 more  
 jobs if Chicago increased its job growth rate from small and medium- 
 sized businesses to match the highest-performing U.S. city.54

Doubles the exports from Doubling immigrant-owned business exports could   
immigrant-owned businesses produce an additional 24,000 to 30,000 jobs.55

Becomes a more attractive city For every 100 additional high-skilled foreign-born workers who work 
for high-skilled, foreign-born workers in science, technology, engineering or math fields, 260 jobs could 
 be created for U.S.-born workers.56

Increases graduation rates for high school  For every additional high school diploma earned by Chicago 
immigrant students and helps more  students, gross state product could increase by $15,000.57 
immigrants earn their GED certificate

Increases immigrant participation  For every dollar invested in early childhood education, Chicago could  
in early childhood programs save seven dollars in government spending.58
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CONCLUSION

Immigrants present enormous opportunities for Chicago’s future, both in terms of cultural and economic 
prosperity. The initiatives outlined in the Chicago New Americans Plan will expand the potential of Chi-
cago’s thriving immigrant community, whose contributions, in turn, will push Chicago even further ahead 
as a dynamic, world-class city. The plan’s positive impact on Chicago will accelerate over time as more 
initiatives are deployed in full measure. Additionally, as changes are made to federal and state law, the 
Office of New Americans and local stakeholders will look for new ways to support Chicago’s immigrant 
population.

The goal of making Chicago the most immigrant-friendly city in the world will be achieved through the 
collaborative efforts of the City of Chicago, community-based organizations, faith-based organizations, 
and other stakeholders. Working together, all residents can look forward to a city with abundant jobs and 
economic opportunities, with a rich cultural life enhanced by diversity of perspective, and with youth who 
are better educated and ready to become successful contributing adults.
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Rights and Empowerment, Fatima Shama - New York City Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, Andrea Flores Shelton - 
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