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Analyzing Community Data
by Donald J. Hernandez, University at Albany, State University of New York (2006) 

 In this paper, I will present a brief demographic overview of the lives of children in immi-
grant families, and then discuss a project to develop community data for children. More spe-
cifically, I will describe how immigration is creating a new race-ethnic majority in America. 
Then I will highlight a few important family strengths and major challenges experienced by 
children. I will focus especially on children in immigrant families distinguished by 14 coun-
tries, regions, or groups of immigrant origin, with comparisons to whites in native families. 
Finally, I will discuss a project to develop valuable new community data for children both in 
immigrant and in native-born families. 

 Beginning with demographics, U.S. Census Bureau population projections indicate that the 
proportion of children who are white, non-Hispanic will fall steadily into the future, drop-
ping below 50 percent after 2030, only 25 years from now. This transformation does not, 
however, reflect the emergence of a single numerically dominant group. Instead the new 
American majority will consist of a mosaic of diverse, nonwhite race-ethnic groups from 
around the world. The emergence of racial and ethnic minorities as the majority U.S. popu-
lation is occurring most rapidly, and will become a reality first, among children. As a conse-
quence, Census Bureau projections for the year 2030, when the baby-boom generation born 
between 1946-1964 will be in the retirement ages of 66-84 years old, also indicate that by 
2030, 72 percent of the elderly will be white, non-Hispanic, compared to only 56 percent for 
working-age adults, and 50 percent for children. 

 As a result, as the predominantly white baby-boom generation reaches the retirement ages, it 
will increasingly depend for economic support on the productive activities and civic partici-
pation, that is, voting, of working-age adults who are members of racial and ethnic minori-
ties. What is driving this transformation? The answer is immigration. As of Census 2000, 
20 percent of all children, 1-in-5, or about 13 million, lived in immigrant families. The vast 
majority of these children, 80 percent of children in immigrant families, are U.S. citizens by 
virtue of the fact that they were born in the United States. As of 2000, 62 percent of children 
in immigrant families have origins in Latin America, and 22 percent have origins in Asia. 
Immigration is transforming the race-ethnic composition of the United States, because most 
future population growth will occur due to immigration and births to immigrants and their 
descendents.

 The detailed results that I presented at the Young Children in Immigrant Families meet-
ing focus on 14 immigrant groups who are especially vulnerable because they experience 
extremely high poverty. Children in these 14 groups account for 61 percent of all children 
in immigrant families. These 14 groups include children in immigrant families from Latin 
America (Mexico, Central America), the Caribbean (Dominican Republic, Haiti), Indochina 
(the Hmong and other children with origins in Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam), 
West Asia (Pakistan/Bangladesh, Afghanistan, and Iraq), as well as the former Soviet Union 
and blacks from Africa.
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 Overall, the demographic results for these 14 groups suggest the following: Children in im-
migrant families often live in strong two-parent families with grandparents or other adults 
in the home who help to provide support and nurturance. These families have a strong work 
ethic, and often are homeowners who are investing in and committed to their local com-
munities. But many confront the challenges of low parental educational attainments and 
part-time work, high poverty rates, and, among young children, low rates of prekindergar-
ten/nursery school enrollment. In addition, many confront the challenges of limited English 
proficiency. But acting to counter-balance this last point, many children also are poised to 
become bilingual, and therefore represent a unique resource to the United States in the in-
creasingly globalized economy. 

 As we look to the future, it is also important to remember that children in immigrant fami-
lies will account for about 20 percent of the U.S. labor force during the coming years. As a 
result, their success will have profound implications for the economic well-being of the pre-
dominantly white baby-boom generation as baby-boomers retire. The challenges confronting 
immigrants point, therefore, toward a large and rapidly growing need for policies and pro-
grams aimed at assuring the integration and success of these children in American society. 

 I have presented national data, which are useful. But immigrants live in local communities, 
and local communities are responsible for developing and implementing many policies and 
programs that affect immigrant children and families. Therefore, I would like to briefly dis-
cuss an important new source of community-level data for children in both immigrant and 
native-born families. 

 Most of the results I presented are part of a larger project that my colleague, Nancy Denton, 
and I are conducting. Basic funding was provided by the William and Flora Hewlett Founda-
tion. We also are receiving funding from the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the Winthrop Rock-
efeller Foundation, the William T. Grant Foundation, the Center for Law and Social Policy, 
and the National Task Force on Early Childhood Education for Hispanics. Using data from 
Census 2000, we are creating about 200 indicators of child well-being for the United States as 
a whole, for California, for about 15 counties in California, and for various states, metropoli-
tan areas, and cities across the United States.  

 Nancy and I have worked with policymakers, service providers, advocates, and foundations 
in California to develop indicators that will be valuable for policies and programs, especially 
for immigrants. These indicators will be presented separately for children by detailed race-
ethnicity and country of origin, separately for 1st, 2nd, and 3rd and later generation chil-
dren, and separately for specific age groups. When we have completed this work, the results 
will be publicly available on the Internet. 

 Nancy Denton and I are very excited about these new data for children in immigrant families. 
These data point toward the needs of immigrant children and families in local communities. 
We are hoping to expand our work to include a large number of additional communities.
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Beyond the Gateway
by Elzbieta M. Gozdziak, Institute for the Study of Migration, Georgetown University (2006)

New Immigrant Communities

 Since the 1980s, growing numbers of newcomers have been moving to communities with little 
previous experience with immigrants.1 Most immigrants continue to settle in the heart of a few 
metropolitan areas, even though they have moved to “new” destinations such as central Los An-
geles and Miami since 1965. Immigrants remain highly concentrated: 70 percent of immigrants 
in 2000 lived in just six states, 26 percent of them in California alone.2 Yet the growth rate of 
immigrants in these six states has slowed considerably, from 60 percent in the 1970s to only 
28 percent in the 1990s. New settlement areas outside these core immigration states, in con-
trast, grew by 45 percent in the 1980s and an astonishing 94 percent in the 1990s.3

 Despite changes in settlement patterns, immigrants today struggle no less than their nine-
teenth-century predecessors with integration and the question of how much to preserve their 
ethnic identity. Some authors have argued that the modern phenomena of multiculturalism 
and transnational communities diminish incentives to participate in their new communities, 
but immigrants today still confront the tension between defending the old and embracing 
the new. Particularly in new settlement areas with little previous exposure to immigrants, the 
issue also demands the attention of the host society, which must strike a balance between en-
gaging newcomers and developing tolerance of differences. 

 The newcomers have brought diverse needs, interests, and customs, and they are developing 
new linguistic, political, economic, and social patterns. They find themselves in strange com-
munities where at first they might not know anyone. They may be intimidated by their new 
surroundings and new neighbors, because of language and cultural barriers. Learning a new 
language is much more difficult for adults than for children. It takes time to learn English; 
participation in English language training must often be fit in among several part-time jobs, 
family duties, and child care. Established residents too find change difficult. They are frus-
trated that newcomers “stick together” and do not integrate easily into the local community. 
Service providers—teachers, school administrators, health care providers, and law enforce-
ment representatives—often find themselves ill-equipped to serve immigrants arriving in new 
settlement areas. 

Promising Practices Facilitating Immigrant Integration

 There are examples of promising practices facilitating or enhancing immigrant integration 
in new settlement areas that might prove useful elsewhere, whether by easing the integration 
of newcomers or by mitigating the negative impacts of migration on receiving communities. 
Below are examples of a few strategies focused on children and education.

´˙
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 Dreaming about Education

 High levels of immigration in the 1990s have led to a rapid increase in the number of chil-
dren in immigrant families. 

 The Glen Haven Tutorial Center, Greensboro, North Carolina

 To make up for the deficiencies of the public school system in North Carolina, several agen-
cies serving immigrant communities collaborated to establish the Glen Haven Tutorial 
Center. In January 2004, under the leadership of the Center for New North Carolinians 
(CNNC), Lutheran Family Services, Centro de Accion Latino, Faith Action International, 
and African Services Coalition created an after-school tutorial program for the children (kin-
dergarten through high school) who live in the Glen Haven Apartment Complex. The tutori-
al program is open Monday-Thursday from 2:45-5:30 p.m. “Fun Friday” is every Friday. The 
Tutorial Center is staffed by volunteers and social work student interns. The Coordinator of 
the Tutorial Center is a retired professor of social work from High Point University, who cur-
rently serves as AmeriCorps member with CNNC. 

 The apartment complex houses numerous Montagnard families plus a moderate number 
of Latino, Liberian, and African-American families. A teacher from Jesse Wharton School 
summed up the success of the project during a recent visit to the tutoring center: “Now we 
know why these children are doing so well in school; it’s because they have help with their 
homework here at the Tutorial Center.”

 The Winchester Public School ESL Program

 The Winchester Public School system, on the other hand, has had a better success in adapt-
ing to the demographic changes of the community it serves. The number of ESL students 
in Winchester Public Schools (WPS) has increased 747 percent since the 1996/97 school 
year. Currently, the English as a Second Language (ESL) program serves approximately 500 
students in grades K-12. The program emphasizes both English language proficiency and 
core area academics. Students in the elementary grades receive instruction in both regular 
and ESL classrooms. At the secondary level, the program is offered according to the students’ 
level of English proficiency.

 Until the 2001/2002 school year, the ESL program of the WPS was run autonomously at 
each designated site of instruction. Oral proficiency was the focus of the curriculum, with 
much less emphasis on reading and writing. Currently, ESL instruction in the WPS embraces 
an integrated, research-based literacy model that focuses on building oral and written flu-
ency, comprehension, and vocabulary from the very beginning when an ESL student enters 
the school system. The impetus for implementing this particular model of ESL instruction 
was to break the cycle of limited English proficient (LEP) students spending the entire day in 
ESL classes, with only a break for art and physical education.

 To facilitate the registration process for students, the Winchester Public Schools ESL Intake 
Center opened in April 2005. The center functions as the systemwide registration and 
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assessment site for all incoming students and serves as a resource center for ESL families. 
Staff members help parents to complete registration paperwork and assess the English 
proficiency levels of new students.

 ESL students enrolled in the Winchester school system repeatedly expressed a desire to move 
into a mainstream course of study. Oscar, a 15-year old student, enthusiastically showed us 
numerous works of art, some featured on local TV, which he created during the five years 
since his migrant family settled in Winchester. Despite a demonstrated artistic talent and 
verbal articulation of interest in art, Oscar longingly spoke of his desire to take the same aca-
demic classes as the mainstream students. His younger sister also admitted to being bored in 
the ESL classes and was anxious to make friends with a wider circle of students at her elemen-
tary school. The major overhaul of the ESL program at the WPS is a clear indication that the 
school administration would like to make Oscar’s dreams the reality for all ESL students.

 Alternative High Schools

 At some alternative high schools, teenage and young adult immigrants and refugees can com-
plete their high school education and/or receive vocational training. Horizonte and Lincoln 
International School are two examples of alternative high schools in Salt Lake City and Min-
neapolis, respectively.

 Horizonte Instruction and Training Center, Salt Lake City, Utah

 Horizonte Instruction and Training Center in Salt Lake City is designed to help students intel-
lectually, culturally, and vocationally. One of four high schools in the Salt Lake City School 
District, Horizonte serves a diverse population; the school’s 600 students range in age from 12 
to 85 years, come from 64 countries, and speak 82 languages. Horizonte offers six programs, 
including Alternative High School, Adult High School Completion, ESL, Young Parent, Di-
rected Studies (flexible scheduling) and Applied Technology Center (trade instruction).

 The primary focus of the ESL program is to provide intensive, survival and preemployment 
English training.4  The program includes 10 levels of instruction, ranging from preliterate, 
basic survival skills to postsecondary academic preparation and TOEFL (Teaching of English 
to Foreign Learners) training. The program runs year-round and includes five sessions, last-
ing approximately 36 days each during the regular school year. There is also a summer term, 
lasting approximately 20 days, from early June through early August.

 The program adheres to an open-entry/open-exit policy. Registration and orientation for the 
day program is a mandatory three-day process that takes place weekly. Tests are administered 
to determine placement level. In order to set educational and career goals, past academic and 
work history is also recorded. A review of school policies and rules and a school tour are some 
of the other activities included in this registration/orientation session. Registration and ori-
entation for entry into the evening program is a two-evening process that takes place at the 
beginning of each session (approximately every six weeks). In the day program, classes are held 
from 8:30 a.m. to 2:55 p.m. Monday to Friday. Night classes are held Tuesday, Wednesday, 
and Thursday from 6:00 to 9:00 p.m. 



National Center for Children in Poverty Young Children in Immigrant Families—The Role of Philanthropy   9

 In 2003, Horizonte served 2,100 students in the day program and an additional 1,800 in 
the evening program. Students must be 18 years of age or older. The program serves legal 
residents, immigrants, and refugees. Those with a B-1 (Business) or B-2 (Tourist) Visa are 
allowed to study part-time for a fee. 

 Recognizing the needs of students who are young parents or pregnant teens, Horizonte 
staffed an on-site child care center with aides, volunteers, and peer parents. Child care is of-
fered on a first-come, first-served basis. In addition, an on-site office of the Department of 
Workforce Services, Career Fairs, Career Counseling, and other varied services help students 
better prepare for meaningful careers. Each student is assigned an advisor who works with 
students to attain their educational goals. These goals are, in almost every instance, linked to 
employment goals. 

 Lincoln International High School, Twin Cities, Minnesota 

 Lincoln International High School is operated by the nonprofit Institute for New Americans 
with the goal of providing education and cultural opportunity to the Twin Cities’ growing 
immigrant population. Lincoln is a Minneapolis Public Schools contract alternative high 
school. The school currently has an enrollment of 315 students from 19 different countries 
who speak 29 different languages. Fifty-two percent of the students are non-Hispanic blacks 
(primarily from Africa), 44 percent are Hispanic (Mexico, Central America and South Amer-
ica), three percent Asian (Tibet, India), and one percent is U.S.-born. Ninety percent of the 
students are classified as “limited English proficient.” Eighty-five percent of students attend-
ing four or more years go on to graduate; 80 percent of 2004 graduates are attending a two 
or four-year college or university. 

 Lincoln aims to provide a comfortable and safe atmosphere where students can improve their 
English language skills and continue their adjustment to a new culture. The school bases its 
English-immersion approach on the theory that people acquire fluency when they use the 
target language in their daily lives. English is therefore the primary language of instruction 
and communication, with bilingual support serving rather than supplanting that function. 
The English department curriculum includes classes in English grammar, reading/writing, 
and language art courses. Technology is used as appropriate in the classroom to reinforce 
critical concepts and skills. Students are required to complete eight semesters of core English 
credits in order to receive a high school diploma.

 Through its Tutor/Mentor & Volunteer Program, Lincoln recruits, trains, and places com-
munity volunteers as tutors and mentors to help students develop English language skills, 
gain knowledge in basic subjects, and provide guidance for students in transition. This sup-
port is offered to students who want extra help to improve English language skills, build un-
derstanding of various subjects, receive homework help, and complete general school assign-
ments. Tutors are asked to give two to three hours of their time weekly and work one-on-one 
or with small groups of students. When tutors and students work particularly well together, 
mentoring relationships can be established and fostered for even greater support.
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 Family Literacy Programs

 Centro de la Familia de Utah, South Salt Lake, Utah

 Centro de la Familia de Utah is a private, nonprofit organization founded in 1975 to address 
the unmet needs of the Latino community. Although the emphasis was originally on serving 
migrant and seasonal farm workers, over the years Centro de la Familia has developed exper-
tise working with the entire family. Today, the center’s mission is to strengthen the Latino 
family by promoting self-sufficiency through culturally competent social services. Centro de la 
Familia has chosen to focus on family literacy as the key to enhancing English-language pro-
ficiency and literacy in both English and Spanish for Latino immigrant families. 

 The family literacy program is integrated into all of Centro’s programs that involve families. 
It fosters language skills in both Spanish and English and is based on the premise that par-
ents—who are full of stories, regardless of their language skills—play a key role in nurturing 
a love of stories and books in their children. Instructors from the center help parents record 
and share their own stories as a starting point for cultivating literacy. As parents share their 
stories, they also share their culture, validating the knowledge already possessed by immi-
grant families. Building on their Spanish language skills, Latino parents learn to read and 
write in English more quickly and retain literacy in both languages. In 2004, the family 
literacy program gave away more than 1,200 books and sent home more than 2,300 literacy 
packets to help parents and their children develop literacy skills. 

 A key resource for participants is the Américas Award Reference and Resource Library, a col-
lection of fiction, poetry, folklore, and nonfiction for children and young adults, published 
in Spanish and English. Américas literature ranges from picture books for children to mature 
works for young adults. As immigrant families enrolled in the program share stories found in 
this collection, they develop their reading skills and enhance their cross-cultural communica-
tion skills. 

 Centro de la Familia receives public funds through the Migrant Head Start Program and is 
able to serve migrant families who receive most of their income from agricultural work. Sup-
port also comes from private donations, including corporations, foundations and individuals. 
Current donors include Bank One, the Wal-Mart Foundation, the Qwest Foundation, as 
well as many local businesses.

 Even Start Family Literacy Program, Salt Lake City, Utah

 The Even Start Family Literacy program, hosted by Salt Lake City’s Western Hills Elemen-
tary School is a need-based program with participant eligibility established under the Head 
Start Act.5 Even Start is an educational program for the nation’s low-income families that is 
designed to improve the academic achievement of young children and their parents, espe-
cially in the area of reading. Even Start combines four core components, which make up  
family literacy: 1) early childhood education; 2) adult literacy (adult basic and secondary-
level education and/or instruction for English language learners); 3) parenting education;  
and 4) interactive literacy activities between parents and their children. 
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 The director of the Western Hills program is its only full-time employee. In an interview, he 
described a situation where funding for the program is diminishing even though needs are 
rising. In addition to recent cuts in the federal Even Start budget, the program is also affected 
by its location in an unincorporated part of the county. This area attracts immigrant families 
because housing is less expensive, but at the same time location in an unincorporated area 
means that access to funds for integration activities is limited.

 The Even Start Family Literacy Program is free to qualifying participants. Even Start was first 
authorized by the federal government in 1988 with an appropriation of $14.8 million. The 
program became state administered in 1992 when the appropriation exceeded $50 million. 
Most recently, the program was reauthorized by the Literacy Involves Families Together Act 
of 2000 and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Even Start allocations in FY 2004 for all 
states totaled $246,910,000.

Challenges for the Future

 In spite of being a country largely shaped by immigration, the United States does not have 
immigrant policies. No federal laws explicitly promote social, economic, or civic integra-
tion. The best practices identified in this research emerged through trial and error, shaped 
by variables in each community, including demographics and previous experiences with im-
migrants. While governments of other large receiving countries such as Canada and Australia 
have implemented policies designed to bring immigrants into the fold, newcomers are not 
necessarily worse off under the U.S. system.

 Without officially endorsing multiculturalism, the U.S. government has developed a legal 
framework that nevertheless protects newcomers and guarantees a broad array of rights. The 
private sector has also taken a lead role in promoting integration in the United States. Family 
members and employers sponsor immigrants and take principal responsibility for ensuring 
their successful adaptation to their new country. A flexible labor market has facilitated the 
efforts of immigrant advocates by making employment easy to find. Although many jobs do 
not pay well, it is possible for immigrants to improve their lot and even own their own busi-
nesses. Given their high levels of employment, immigrants are frequently characterized as 
hard-working contributors to the nation’s economy, which also eases the integration process. 

 For all the efforts by host communities to facilitate integration, newcomers take charge of 
their own lives in this country soon after their arrival. As they negotiate their own transi-
tion from newcomers to established residents, their success depends in part on the degree 
to which they coordinate their efforts with one another. Just as immigrants maximize their 
power vis-à-vis broader society by articulating common political and economic interests, they 
improve their own prospects in integration by asserting themselves with one voice. A united 
front is most crucial in states such as Utah where cultural or religious homogeneity marginal-
izes outsiders, but all newcomer communities benefit from coordinating the efforts of inter-
nal subgroups and advocates. Such efforts allow newcomer groups to pursue their objectives 
more effectively, improve communication with the host society, and create political space that 
will benefit future generations.
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Accessing Early Childhood Services: A View from Communities
by Danielle Ewen, Deeana Jang, and Hannah Matthews, Center for Law and Social Policy (2006)  

 High-quality early education is critical to prepare children to succeed in kindergarten and be-
yond. Research shows that high-quality early education programs can particularly benefit low-
income children and those most at risk of school failure by supporting their healthy development 
across a range of measures. Because young children learn from their surroundings at all times, 
early education occurs in multiple settings and has many names—including child care, Head 
Start, preschool, and prekindergarten. Research demonstrates that it is the quality of a program 
that is most important to a young child’s development. Indicators of quality that encourage con-
ditions in which children are better able to learn and grow include low teacher-child ratios, small 
group sizes, qualified teaching staff, positive teacher-child interactions, parental involvement, and 
access to comprehensive services such as health care and mental health services.

 One out of every five children in the United States is the child of an immigrant—and many 
of these children are at risk for school failure. Children in immigrant families are the fastest 
growing segment of the nation’s child population. Participation in quality early education 
programs could be particularly beneficial for children of immigrants who face multiple risk 
factors; yet these children appear less likely to participate in such programs.

 In response to these bodies of research, CLASP created the Breaking Down Barriers project, 
which is designed to elicit information about whether and how young children of immi-
grants have access to high-quality early education programs. Our investigations have focused 
on three main questions:

 • What do we know about the participation of young children of immigrants in early care 
and education programs?

 • What are some of the barriers and challenges to linking immigrant families to early care 
and education programs?

 • What can policymakers and advocates at the local, state, and federal levels do to improve 
access to high-quality early care and education programs for young children in immigrant 
families?

 CLASP included some basic assumptions about the experiences of states and local commu-
nities in the project design. Most important is the recognition that there are many different 
state, community and family contexts. Some states and communities have had large immi-
grant populations for years, and others have only recently experienced growing immigrant 
populations. Furthermore, there are a wide variety of immigrant communities, such as His-
panic, Asian-Pacific, and African, who have come to this country for a variety of reasons and 
from many different countries of origin. Each immigrant community may have different 
preferences for early education experiences for their young children. As policymakers attempt 
to structure successful early education policy aimed at including immigrant families with 
children, they will have to accommodate the distinctive circumstances of diverse groups of 
immigrants in their communities. 
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 Similarly, states and communities have had a range of different experiences with child care and 
early education programs. Some states, such as Oklahoma and Georgia, have universally available 
prekindergarten programs; other states have adopted targeted approaches designed to serve only 
those children most at risk for school failure. Some communities have Head Start grantees who 
serve the poorest preschool children, while other communities have few early childhood resources.

Project Design

 The Breaking Down Barriers project draws on multiple sources of information in order to 
identify barriers that immigrant families face and to identify solutions and opportunities for 
technical assistance to state and local policymakers in order to help these families gain greater 
access to high-quality early education programs.  

 The first source of information is national data on participation in child care and early educa-
tion, through the decennial U.S. Census and the National Survey of America’s Families. This 
analysis draws heavily on work by Michael Fix at Migration Policy Institute and Randy Capps 
at Urban Institute. This research has been summarized in Reaching All Children? Understanding 
Early Care and Education Participation Among Immigrant Families. Census data will also be used 
to design state profiles combining information about state prekindergarten programs with data 
on young children from immigrant families in certain states and local communities. 

 Additional data is being collected through extensive site visits. These visits include interviews 
with immigrant social service agencies, early care and education providers, state and local 
policymakers, and when possible, with parents themselves. Each interview focuses on a set of 
key questions designed to outline the early care and resources available in a community, iden-
tify barriers to participation by immigrant families, and capture best practices and resources.  
Site visits have been conducted in states that are both new gateway states for immigrant fami-
lies and traditional receiver states, and states with universal prekindergarten programs and 
states with targeted programs. Visits have been conducted in:

 • Northwest Arkansas (cities of Bentonville, Fayetteville, Rogers, and Springdale)

 • Long Beach, California

 • San Jose and Gilroy, California

 • Boulder and Littleton, Colorado

 • Miami-Dade and Broward Counties, Florida

 • Atlanta, Georgia (Dekalb, Fulton, and Gwinnett Counties)

 • Montgomery County, Maryland

 • New York, New York     

 • Tulsa, Oklahoma

 Small grants have also been made available to community agencies in Arkansas, Georgia, 
New York, Florida and Oklahoma to gather information from families through focus groups 
in native languages, translated parent surveys, one-on-one interviews, and statewide meetings 
to share information across the early childhood and immigrant service communities.
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What Do We Know About the Participation of Young Children of Immigrants in Early Care  
and Education Programs?

 Young children of immigrants are less likely to participate in every type of nonparental care ar-
rangement than children of U.S.-born citizens and are more likely to be in the care of a parent. 
Even when both parents work at least part-time, young children of immigrants remain more 
likely to be in parental care or without a regular child care arrangement. When immigrant fami-
lies use nonparental care, infants and toddlers are more likely to be in relative care, and 3- to 
5-year-olds are more likely to be in center-based care, as are children of U.S.-born citizens. Chil-
dren of immigrants are less likely to attend preschool compared to children of U.S.-born citizens. 
At age 5, all children attend some type of early education program (including kindergarten) at 
equal rates. Census data on preschool enrollment—which may include the full range of public 
and private programs—suggest that children of immigrants are under-enrolled in preschool; 
these children comprise just 16 percent of all children attending preschool, compared to 22 per-
cent of all children under age 6, and 21 percent of all children attending kindergarten.

 The majority of children of immigrants under age 3 are in parental care or do not have a 
regular care arrangement (60 percent compared to 40 percent of children of U.S.-born citi-
zens). Relative care is the most common child care arrangement for all children under age 3, 
but it is less common for children of immigrants than for children of U.S.-born citizens (24 
percent compared to 30 percent). Center-based care is infrequent for children of immigrants 
under age 3—only 5 percent are in center-based care, compared with 35 percent in other 
care arrangements. As with U.S.-born families, there are several differences in the choice of 
arrangements immigrant parents make as their children get older.

 • At age 3, 30 percent of children of immigrants attend preschool, compared to 38 percent 
of children of U.S.-born citizens.  

 • At age 4, 55 percent of children of immigrants attend either preschool or kindergarten 
compared to 63 percent of children of U.S.-born citizens.  

 • At ages 4 and 5, a larger share of children of immigrants attend kindergarten, compared to 
U.S. born citizens; the latter attend preschool at higher rates at both ages.  

 • At age 5, children of immigrants and children of U.S.-born citizens are equally likely to 
participate in some early education program. Eighty-five percent of both groups of chil-
dren attend either a preschool program or kindergarten.

What Are Some of the Barriers and Challenges to Linking Immigrant Families to Early Care  
and Education Programs?

 As with other families at risk, several demographic characteristics limit the access that immi-
grant families have to quality early care and education programs, including income, maternal 
education, maternal employment, and household composition. Yet immigrant families also 
face other challenges, including the nature of employment, language, culture, country of ori-
gin and immigration status and citizenship.

 • Income: Over a quarter of all young children of immigrants are poor and over one-half live 
in households with incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty level. Overall, chil-
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dren in families below 200 percent of poverty are less likely to participate in early educa-
tion programs than are children in higher-income families.

 • Maternal Education: Nearly 30 percent of young children of immigrants have a parent 
with less than a high school degree, compared to only 8 percent of young children of U.S.-
born citizens. Parents with fewer years of formal education are less likely to enroll their 
children in early education programs. 

 • Household Composition: Children of immigrants are more likely to live in two-parent house-
holds but less likely to have two working parents. Eighty-six percent of young children of 
immigrants live in two-parent households, compared to 75 percent of young children in 
U.S.-born citizen families. Both parents are less likely to work in immigrant households 
than U.S.-born citizen households: 43 percent of young children of immigrants live in a 
family with two working parents, compared to 50 percent of young children of U.S.-born 
citizens. This likely affects whether a regular child care arrangement is necessary as a 
work support. Nonworking mothers with preschool-age children are half as likely to have 
a child in nonparental care as mothers of preschool-age children who are working.

 • Nature of Employment: Immigrants are over-represented among the low-wage workforce.  
In 2002, while immigrants comprised 11 percent of the U.S. population, they comprised 
14 percent of the U.S. labor force and 20 percent of the U.S. low-wage labor force. Low-
wage workers are more likely to be working irregular and nontraditional shifts, nights, and 
weekends which makes securing child care even more difficult—in some cases, working 
nontraditional hours may enable a nonworking parent to care for a child during night or 
weekend shifts.

 • Limited English Proficiency: Over half of all young children of immigrants have at least one 
parent who is limited English proficient (LEP). Nearly one third of all young children of 
immigrants live in homes characterized as linguistically isolated—where no one over the 
age of 13 speaks English fluently or exclusively. LEP status is associated with lower earn-
ings and increased rates of poverty, food insecurity, and other hardships that are detrimen-
tal for children. Limited English proficiency may also make it more difficult for parents to 
find information about child care and early education opportunities.

 • Immigration Status and Citizenship: Most young children of immigrants live in mixed-sta-
tus families. While many legal immigrants eventually become naturalized citizens, the ma-
jority of young children of immigrants have a noncitizen parent, even though 93 percent 
of these young children are themselves citizens. 

 In addition to these barriers, there are systemic barriers in place that often affect access for 
immigrant families. Foremost among these is a real lack of connection between early care and 
education providers and immigrant serving organizations. In many communities, immigrant 
service providers and early care and education providers rarely sit at the same tables, attend 
the same meetings, or even share information in a routine and regular way. As a result, immi-
grant service providers often lack information about the opportunities and benefits afforded 
by quality early care and education experiences, and early education providers and policy-
makers lack information about the composition, needs, and preferences of immigrant groups, 
particularly those that may be newly arrived in a community and may not be targeted for 
outreach. Immigrant serving organizations are often the first point of contact for immigrants 
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when they arrive in a community and are ideal agents for conveying information about early 
education opportunities to families. 

 Complicating these issues in every community is a lack of funding. Resources for federally 
funded programs such as Head Start and child care assistance to low-income working fami-
lies falls far short of the need, and most state prekindergarten programs do not provide ac-
cess for every family that wants to participate. As a result, immigrant families often face long 
waiting lists for programs, and providers that want to serve them have limited access to train-
ing and technical assistance to design programs to best serve a specific community.  Limited 
resources also mean that programs are often not in the communities where immigrant fami-
lies live, and transportation may also be limited.  

What Can Policymakers and Advocates at All Levels Do to Improve Access to High-Quality Early 
Care and Education Programs for Young Children in Immigrant Families?

 While similar issues seem to limit access to quality early care and education opportunities in 
a variety of communities, solutions vary depending upon the assets and resources available 
in each community and whether there is an existing infrastructure in which to make connec-
tions and foster collaborations. Organizations that work with immigrant families can serve as 
a bridge to link families and early education programs. A dialogue among immigrant service 
providers and the early education community may find that certain collaborations would be 
particularly helpful to address issues of access, including opportunities to recruit leaders and 
providers from immigrant communities, identify opportunities and resources for outreach 
that most effectively reach immigrant communities, and provide training to both immigrant 
service providers on the importance of early childhood education and what options are avail-
able and to early care and education providers on immigrant eligibility issues, culturally ap-
propriate language and practice, and resources for language assistance.

 An important part of these collaborations is taking time and resources to create both a com-
munity profile using available U.S. Census and other data and a community needs assessment. 
These tools may help administrators to identify the early care and education needs of immi-
grant families in their communities and the gaps in service provision and participation. Assess-
ments should be conducted in cooperation with local immigrant service organizations. Ques-
tions should cover the supports or services immigrant families need for young children, the 
components of early education programs that are most critical for their participation, and the 
barriers families face in accessing services. Once specific needs are identified, a plan for address-
ing any gaps in services, participation, training, and technical assistance can be established.

 Finally, early education programs must be fully financed so that all eligible families who 
want to participate can access the program that best meets the needs of their families. State 
and local policymakers must work together to ensure that the critical supports these children 
need before they enter school are available and appropriate to provide high-quality experi-
ences. When immigrant families have access to high-quality early education they are often 
connected to additional services in their communities such as medical and dental care, family 
literacy, and ESL classes. All of these supports are crucial to ensuring the healthy develop-
ment and educational success of children of immigrants.
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Preschool-Age Children of Immigrants
by Randy Capps, Urban Institute, and Michael Fix, Migration Policy Institute (2006)

Introduction

 The number of U.S. immigrants has more than tripled over the past 35 years, as has the num-
ber of children with immigrant parents. The share of children under age 18 with at least one 
immigrant parent was only 6 percent in 1970; today it is over 20 percent. Moreover, a large 
and growing share of low-income children—now over 25 percent—live in immigrant families. 
Our paper assesses how the changing demographics of the young child population are affect-
ing public schools and other U.S. institutions that serve young children. We also address child 
care arrangements and discuss some of the implications of the federal No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) act and other recent school reforms for children in immigrant families. 

 Children of immigrants are defined in our presentation and other research as children with at 
least one parent born outside the United States.1 There are great variations in the circumstances 
of children depending on where their parents were born, but there are also great similarities 
among children from immigrant backgrounds, particularly within the low-income population. 

Immigration Has Tripled the Foreign-Born Population in 35 Years

 Between 14 and 16 million immigrants entered the country during the 1990s, up from 10 
million during the 1980s, and 7 million during the 1970s.2 Immigration flows, measured 
by the number of immigrants during the 1990s, have exceeded those in any decade in the 
nation’s history, and immigration has continued at the same pace since 2000. Legal im-
migration has ranged from 700,000 to more than 1 million people a year since 1990, while 
according to the best estimates, undocumented migration is now adding more than 500,000 
foreign-born people a year (Passel, 2005). 

 
 The total foreign-born population passed 35 million in 2005 (see Figure 1). This total 

is more than 4 million people higher than in 2000 and more than triple the figure of 10 
million  
in 1970. The foreign-born share of the U.S. population more than doubled from less than  
5 percent in 1970 to 12 percent in 2005. With sustained high levels of immigration, the 
foreign-born population may reach 42-43 million and account for over 13 percent of the 
total U.S. population by 2010. Although in absolute numbers the foreign-born population  
is at a record high, the foreign-born share of the population will remain below the peaks of 
over 14 percent during the late 1800s and early 1900s.

 Sustained high levels of immigration have also led to a rapid increase in the number of chil-
dren with immigrant parents. Between 1970 and 2005, the share of children under age 18 
with at least one immigrant parent more than tripled from 6 to 20 percent (see Figure 2). 
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Three-Quarters of Children of Immigrants Are Latino or Asian

 Historically, the vast majority of U.S. children have been from European or African-Ameri-
can backgrounds. During the previous great wave of immigration in the late 1800s and early 
1900s, virtually all immigrants came from Europe. Throughout most of the rest of the 20th 
century, almost all children born to immigrants were non-Hispanic whites. But beginning 
in the 1960s and 1970s, the origins of immigrants began to shift away from Europe and 
towards Latin America and Asia. As of 2005, over half of all immigrants were born in Latin 
America—one third in Mexico—and another quarter in Asia; only 18 percent were born 

Figure 1: United States foreign-born population, 1850-2010

Sources: Urban Institute tabulations from U.S. Census of Population and Housing, U.S. Current Population Survey, various years, and 
Urban Institue projections (2004) for 2010.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

1840 1860 1880 1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000

Foreign-born population (millions)

Percent foreign-born of total

14.8 percent

4.7 percent
11.9 percent

(2004)

13.5 percent
(2010)

34.2 million
(2004)

42-43 million
(2010 projection)

Foreign-born population 
(millions)

Percent foreign-born
of total

Figure 2: Proportion of U.S. children under age 18 with immigrant parents, 1970-2005

Sources: Urban Institute tabulations from 2005 U.S. CPS, Annual Social and Economic Supplements; 1970, 1980, 1990 and 2000 Census 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Samples (IPUMS).
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in Europe and 3 percent in Africa. As a result of the shifting origins of immigrants and the 
relatively low birth rate of native-born women in the United States, shares of Latino and 
Asian children are increasing rapidly, especially in the preschool-age population. In 2005, 19 
percent of all U.S. children were Latino and 4 percent were Asian; in 1970 these shares were 
only 6 and 1 percent.3

 This immigration-led demographic change is being felt acutely by public schools, early educa-
tion programs, and other U.S. institutions that serve children. These institutions are seeing 
increasing numbers of Latino and Asian children from immigrant backgrounds. For instance, 
the number of school-age children speaking Spanish doubled from 3.4 to 7.1 million between 
1980 and 2000, while the number speaking Asian languages tripled from 0.4 to 1.5 million (see 
Figure 3). 

Three-Quarters of Children of Immigrants Are U.S.-Born Citizens, But Many Have 
Undocumented Parents

 By 2004, the numbers of legal permanent residents and undocumented immigrants4 enter-
ing the country each year were roughly equal, and there were about 10 million of each, rep-
resenting 29 percent of the total foreign-born population (Passel, 2005). A slightly higher 
number—11 million or 31 percent of all immigrants—were naturalized citizens (see Figure 
4). Relatively small shares of immigrants (under 10 percent) were refugees or temporary resi-
dents such as students and temporary workers.

 Among children in immigrant families, however, the vast majority are U.S.-born citizens.5 In 
2004, 81 percent of these children were U.S. citizens, while only 6 percent were permanent 
residents, and 9 percent were undocumented.6 Even among families with undocumented  

Figure 3: Number of school-age children (ages 5-19) speaking languages other than English at home, 1980-2000

Source: Van Hook, Jennifer & Michael Fix. (2000). A Profile of Immigrant Students in U.S. Schools. In Jorge Ruiz-de-Velasco & Michael Fix, (Eds.), 
Overlooked and Underserved: Immigrant Students in U.S. Secondary Schools (9–33). Washington, DC: The Urban Institute
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parents, 68 percent of the children were U.S. citizens. Among preschool-age children (under 
age 6), over 90 percent of children of immigrants are U.S.-born citizens (see Figure 5). But 
the share of children who are U.S. citizens decreases with age to 83 percent among elemen-
tary school-age children (ages 6-11) and 72 percent children among secondary school-aged 
children (ages 12-17). 

 Most immigrant families, therefore, include a mixture of citizens and noncitizens. In 2003, 
over half (57 percent) of children of immigrants lived in 4.6 million mixed status families 
within which one or more of the parents were noncitizens and one or more of the children 
were citizens.7 Mixed status families include those where all parents are noncitizens and all 
children are citizens, as well as those including citizen and noncitizen parents. Moreover, in 
many of these mixed status families, the younger children are U.S.-born citizens while the 
older children and parents are foreign-born noncitizens. 

Children of Immigrants Are Poorer Despite Parental Work and Two Parents in the Home

 Work is not an antidote for poverty in immigrant families, because so many immigrants 
work in low-wage and low-skilled jobs. In 2001, working immigrant families with children 

Figure 5: Share of children of immigrants who are U.S. citizens by age, 2004

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from U.S. Current Population Survey, 2004, Annual Demographic Supplement, March.
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were twice as likely as working native families to be low-income (42 versus 21 percent). One 
quarter of all low-income working families with children included immigrant parents, and 
almost half of low-income immigrant families (47 percent) had adults who worked at least 
part time on average in 2001 (Capps et al., 2005).8

 The presence of a second parent is associated with better developmental outcomes generally 
(Vandivere, Moore, & Brown, 2000) but it does not prevent poverty in immigrant families 
either. In 2002, a larger share of children of immigrants than natives lived in two-parent 
families (82 versus 70 percent), but children of immigrants in two-parent families were twice 
as likely as native to be low income (47 versus 22 percent). Overall, half of children of im-
migrants (52 percent) lived in families with incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty 
level (FPL), compared with 33 percent of children of natives, and a greater share of low-in-
come children of immigrants (75 percent) lived with two parents than was the case for chil-
dren of natives (see Figure 6). 

 Lower incomes in two-parent immigrant than native families are associated strongly with 
lower wages for immigrant workers. But lower rates of full-time employment and lower work 
effort for immigrant than native women are also part of the explanation (Hernandez, 2004). 
Although they are more likely to live with both their parents, children of immigrants are less 
likely than natives to have a mother who works part-time. In 2001, among those living in 
two-parent families, 44 percent of immigrants’ children had mothers who worked at least 
part-time, compared with 56 percent of children of natives. Maternal employment was lower 
for both children of immigrants and those of natives in low-income families, but the gap 
between immigrants and natives remained (Reardon, Capps, & Fix, 2002).

Poverty and Economic Hardship Greater Among Children of Immigrants

 Poverty is rising among children of immigrants, due to both the increasing concentration of 
immigrants in low-wage jobs and the shifting origins of immigrants from Europe and Canada 
to Latin America and Asia. Between 1970 and 2002, the poverty rate among school-age  

Figure 6: Share of children in low-income families with two parents, 2002

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from the 2002 National Survey of America’s Families. 

Note: Low-income families are those with income below 200 percent of the federal poverty level.
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children of immigrants almost doubled from 12 to 23 percent, while the rate for African-
American and non-Hispanic white children remained relatively constant (Van Hook & Fix, 
2000).

 Poverty is also higher among younger children. In 2002, 27 percent of children of immigrants 
under age 6 were poor, compared to 16 percent of children of natives. Poverty rates fell slightly 
to 26 percent for children of immigrants ages 6-11, and 23 percent for those ages 12-17, but 
were still substantially higher than for natives (see Figure 7).

 Poverty is associated with higher food and housing hardship in immigrant than native 
families. In 2002, 39 percent of children of immigrants lived in families with one or more 
food-related problems, compared with just 27 percent of those of natives (see Figure 8).9 
Children of immigrants were twice as likely as natives to live in families paying at least half 
their income for rent or mortgage (13 versus 6 percent), and four times as likely to live in 
crowded housing (26 versus 6 percent).10 Children of immigrants were also twice as likely to 
be reported in fair or poor health: 10 versus 4 percent.11  

Figure 7: Share of children in families with incomes below the federal poverty level, 1999

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
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 Higher economic hardship among children of immigrants suggests that they have greater 
needs for public benefits and other social service supports than do children of natives. Most 
of the types of benefits needed in immigrant families are associated with low-wage work: tax 
credits, housing, food assistance, health insurance coverage, and child care subsidies. Yet, 
children in immigrant families are substantially less likely than those in native families to re-
ceive these benefits and services, when controlling for income and parental work.

Gaps in School Readiness and Child Care Arrangements Among Children of Immigrants

 Children of immigrants are at risk for slower cognitive and language development, as well as 
poorer academic performance in school, due to many of the factors discussed in this report. 
Poverty, lower parental education, and limited English proficiency have all been associated 
with gaps in school readiness for children of immigrants (Hernandez, 1999). While the evi-
dence is clear that children’s development is more strongly influenced by factors in the home 
such as parent-child interaction, for young children the extent, type, and quality of early care 
and education also contribute to developmental outcomes. Cognitive and language develop-
ment are supported by higher-quality care and by participation in center care (NICHD Early 
Child Care Research Network, 1999). 

 In 2002, about half (47 percent) of children of immigrants under age 6 received child care 
from a source other than their parents, compared with two thirds (66 percent) of children of 
natives (Capps et al., 2004). Twenty-six percent of children of natives were in center-based 
care, compared with just 17 percent of children of immigrants. The gap in center-base care 
between children of immigrants and those of natives narrows somewhat but does not disap-
pear when both parents work. In 2002, this gap was 7 percentage points for children with 
two working parents, versus 11 percentage points for children with single working parents 
and 9 percentage points for children with two parents, only one of whom worked (see Figure 
9). Thus, the work patterns of immigrant parents are part but not all of the explanation for 
lower incidence of center-based care among their children.

Figure 9: Share of children under age 6 in center-based care, by family structure and parental work, 2002

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from the 2002 National Survey of America’s Families.
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Figure 10: Share of children under age 6 in center-based care, by parental education, 2002

Source: Urban Institute tabulations from the 2002 National Survey of America’s Families.

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Children of natives

Children of immigrants

Both parents less than high school degree

At least one parent high school, neither parent 4-year college

At least one parent 4-year college degree

12%

5%

14%

23%

27%

33%

Children of natives

Children of immigrants

Both parents less than
high school degree

At least one parent
high school, neither

parent 4-year college

At least one parent
4-year college degree

 Rates of participation in center-based child care are particularly low for children whose par-
ents have less formal education. In 2002, the share of children under age 6 in center-based 
care was only 5 percent for children of immigrants with parents lacking high school degrees, 
compared with 12 percent of comparable children of natives. At the higher end of the edu-
cational spectrum, where at least one parent had a four-year college degree, 27 percent of 
children of immigrants were in center-based care, compared with 33 percent of children of 
natives (see Figure 10). Thus, center-based care enrollment is substantially lower for children 
with less well-educated parents, among both immigrant and native families.
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Endnotes

1. In two-parent families, if either one or both parents are foreign-born, then the children are considered children 
of immigrants. Children of natives have either a single native-born parent or, in the case of two-parent families, 
two native-born parents. Children of Puerto Rican origin are not considered children of immigrants, as Puerto 
Rico is a U.S territory.

2. These estimates are based on the census and legal admissions data from the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security. The exact number of entries is difficult to estimate because many are illegal immigrants, and there is a 
significant undercount of unknown size in the U.S. Census.

3. These figures are based on the Urban Institute analysis of U.S. Current Population Survey, Annual Social and 
Economic Supplement, March 2005, and various years of the decennial U.S. Census.

4. Legal immigrants—Legal Permanent Residents (LPR) in official U.S. immigration terminology—are immi-
grants admitted permanently to the United States, usually for employment or because they have a close family 
member who is a U.S. citizen or LPR. After five years—three years if married to a U.S. citizen—LPRs are eligible 
to apply for citizenship. In most cases, they must pass a naturalization test to become citizens. 

Undocumented immigrants are those who entered the United States illegally—often across the border with Mex-
ico, overstayed a valid visa (such as a tourist or student visa), or otherwise violated the terms of their immigration 
status.

5. Any child born in the United States is automatically a U.S. citizen.

6. A very small share of children of immigrants—2 percent—are foreign-born, naturalized citizens.

7. These figures are based on Urban Institute analysis of U.S. Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Eco-
nomic Supplement, March 2003.

8. Adults in these families worked an average of at least 1,000 hours each in 2001. This includes families where 
both parents worked at least 1,000 hours as well as those where one parent worked full-time (at least 2,000 hours) 
and the other parent did not work at all.

9. The NSAF asked adults if (1) they or their families worried that food would run out before they got money to 
buy more; (2) the food they bought did run out, or (3) one of more adults ate less or skipped meals because there 
was not enough money to pay for food. If the NSAF respondent answered “yes” to any of these three questions, 
the family was considered to have problems affording food.

10. Crowded housing is defined as more than two people per bedroom.

11. In the NSAF, the most knowledgeable adult respondent was asked if the child was in “excellent, very good, 
good, fair, or poor health.” In health assessment surveys, Latinos—who make up a large majority of the children 
of immigrants in the NSAF—tend to be more likely to report fair or poor health than other ethnic groups, even 
when they have similar outcomes on objective health measures (Weigers & Drilea, 1999).
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No Child Left Behind and the Education of Immigrant Children
by Michael Fix, Migration Policy Institute and Randy Capps, Urban Institute (2006)

 Three points of departure frame the policy context for our study of immigrants’ children in 
prekindergarten through 5th grade and the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act.* First, we 
contend that there is a mismatch between immigration and integration policies: despite high 
sustained admissions, integration policy remains ad hoc and underfunded, largely a creature 
of the states, and can be viewed as one of the most overlooked issues in governance. The evi-
dence for this proposition is that there is no national office that is concerned with immigrant 
integration. Further, we would submit that most proposals for comprehensive immigration 
reform that are before the Congress are silent on the issue of immigrant integration despite 
proposed increases in temporary and permanent immigration that many contain. 

 Second, the enactment of the 2001 NCLBA, with its new requirements for the testing and 
instruction of limited English proficient (LEP) children begs for us the questions whether 
the law could have quite far reaching effects when it comes to immigrant integration. Why? 
Because the law not only requires that schools identify and teach LEP and low-income 
immigrant children, it holds them accountable for their performance. Among other things, 
the law: 

 • Compels schools to disaggregate and separately report LEP student scores on standardized 
tests.

 • Can impose tough sanctions on schools if LEPs don’t make progress.

 • Requires that every classroom—including bilingual and English as a Second Language 
(ESL) classrooms—have a qualified teacher and in many cases aide—with the new re-
quirement extending in many cases to the kindergarten and prekindergarten levels.

 • Imposes a federal requirement for the first time that LEPs make progress in English.

 • Requires parent involvement efforts targeted to LEP and low-literate parents. These re-
quirements may prove especially important because such a large share of LEP children live 
in linguistically isolated families.

 We are aware that these new imperatives may in the end be heroic and unenforceable—and 
represent largely underfunded mandates. But, at minimum, they represent a change in feder-
al education policy when it comes to immigrant kids—and they may present important new 
opportunities for immigrant families and their advocates. 

 Our third point of policy departure is that despite its centrality to integration we would argue 
that education has not been a central focus of many immigration advocates and even experts. 
This owes—as we think the authors of this piece would be the first to concede—to the com-

__________

* The 2000 U.S. Census, our primary data source for the analysis in this paper, only allows limited disaggregation 
of children by grade enrolled. Using breaks allowed in the census, we define prekindergarten through 5th grade as 
the elementary school, and 6th through 12th grade as secondary school.
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plexity of education policy, its extraordinarily devolved character (there are over 14,000 school 
districts in the United States), and to the resulting high barriers to intellectual and policy entry. 

 That said, we would like to turn to several trends and policy challenges that our research 
has examined that will clearly affect the implementation and success of NCLB with young 
children of immigrants. The first challenge is high, sustained immigration flows of immi-
grants over the past decades. These flows have had a gathering demographic power. Today, of 
course, we are not just talking about immigrants, as 75 percent of the children of immigrants 
are citizens who live in mixed status families where one or more of the parents is foreign 
born.

 The second challenge is the now widely recognized trend to dispersal of immigrants to non-
traditional receiving areas over the course of the 1990s. Virtually all of the states that saw the 
fastest growth in the 1990s were located in the Southeast, Rocky Mountain, and Midwest 
regions—a pattern that is mirrored by growth among young children of immigrants in pre-
kindergarten to grade 5 (see Figure 1). 

 The challenges that dispersal presents are two-fold. First the new gateway communities to 
which the new flows are going are less experienced, have less developed infrastructure, and 
may have fewer resources available to settle newcomers than more established receiving areas. 
At the same time, the population moving into these jurisdictions tend to differ somewhat 
from the immigrant population nationwide: it is more recently arrived, younger, has lower 
incomes, may have fewer English language skills and less education, and may be more heavily 
unauthorized. 

 In some ways the challenge of dispersal can be seen in even sharper focus when looking at 
shifts in the LEP population. Nationwide, while total kindergarten-12 enrollment rose by 11 
percent between 1992 and 2003, LEP enrollment rose by 84 percent (see Figure 2). There 
are two “stories” here. One is quite wide variation by state in changes in the LEP population. 
The other is wide variation in the growth of the total kindergarten-12 student population. 

Figure 1: States with fastest growth, children of immigrants, pre-k to 5th grade

Source: Urban Institute analysis of 1990 and 2000 census data.
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 First, we can contrast national trends with those in California—which accounts for a third of 

LEPs nationwide: Here see that the share of LEP students rises 30 percent between the 1992-
03 and 2002-03 school years, while the total K-12 rises about 5 to 10 percent (see Figure 3).

 But if we look at two new gateway states, North Carolina and Nebraska, we see a somewhat 
different picture. In North Carolina, the LEP population grew 500 percent from an admit-
tedly low base during the decade while the K-12 student population’s growth was absolutely 
flat (see Figure 4). In Nebraska, we see a similar pattern with 340 percent LEP growth and 

Figure 2: Rate of total K-12 and LEP enrollment growth: United States, 1993-1994 to 2003-2004

Source: Migration Policy Institute analysis of data from U.S. Department of Education, National Clearinghouse for English Language 
Acquisition and Language Instruction Educational Programs.
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Figure 3: Rate of total K-12 and LEP enrollment growth: California, 1993-1994 to 2003-2004

Source: Migration Policy Institute analysis of data from U.S. Department of Education, National Clearinghouse for English Language 
Acquisition and Language Instruction Educational Programs.
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also no growth in the overall student population (see Figure 5).  Taken together these trends 
beg the question how receptive states with similar demographics will be to financing pro-
grams that meet the needs of LEP and immigrant children. 

 A third uncomfortable challenge that emerges from our profile is the rise in the number of 
children in undocumented families—a trend that is often misunderstood. Passel (2005) has 
estimated that there are almost 4.6 million children in the United States with one or more 
undocumented parents, comprising over a quarter of all children of immigrants. Most (3 
million) of these children are U.S. citizens; only 1.6 million are themselves undocumented, 

Figure 4: Rate of total K-12 and LEP enrollment growth: North Carolina, 1993-1994 to 2003-2004

Source: Migration Policy Institute analysis of data from U.S. Department of Education, National Clearinghouse for English Language 
Acquisition and Language Instruction Educational Programs.
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Figure 5: Rate of total K-12 and LEP enrollment growth: Nebraska, 1993-1994 to 2003-2004

Source: Migration Policy Institute analysis of data from U.S. Department of Education, National Clearinghouse for English Language 
Acquisition and Language Instruction Educational Programs.
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and they make up a very small share of the school population: 1 percent in elementary and 3 
percent in secondary schools. 

 A fourth challenge that our research examines—following on that of Orfield—is the growing 
concentration of LEP students in the nation’s schools. The Schools and Staffing Survey of the 
National Center for Education Statistics found that in 1999-2000, over half (53 percent) of 
LEP students attend schools where 30 percent or more of their schoolmates are also LEP (see 
Figure 6)—a share that had risen since 1995. This rising concentration of LEP students is 
not just evident in the traditional receiving communities like New York City and Los Ange-
les, but is also being replicated in new gateway communities. This concentration means that 
children are not just attending schools that are economically and ethnically segregated, but 
linguistically isolated. As the NCLB is being implemented, one pattern that appears to be 
emerging is that these high LEP schools are disproportionately being found to be in need of 
improvement and subjected to sanctions. 

 
 What do we know about these “high LEP” schools? The Urban Institute’s recently published 

report Who Is Left Behind? finds when compared to low and no LEP schools that high LEP 
schools are more urban, have larger enrollments and classes, and are more heavily minority 
(Cosentino, Deterding, & Clewell, 2005). But, somewhat encouragingly, they are also more 
likely to offer prekindergarten and special programs for LEPs and more likely to offer pro-
fessional development to classroom teachers. Regarding their staffs, again, not surprisingly, 
their principals and teachers were less experienced and less likely to be certified. But—largely 
because of their highly urbanized locations—both their teachers and principals earn more on 
average than their counterparts in low and no LEP schools. 

 
 A fifth challenge is most LEP students are natives who were born and presumably educated 

here. Over three-quarters (77 percent) of LEP elementary schools students and over half (56 
percent) of secondary school students are natives who were presumably born and educated in 
the United States and—we suspect—were not well served by U.S. schools (see Figure 7). 

Figure 6: LEP students attend linguistically segregated schools

Source: Urban Institute analysis of 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey data.
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 Finally, the linguistic isolation experienced by LEP children in schools is typically mirrored 

in their homes—as almost all parents of LEP children have limited English skills. When we 
look across all grades, the share of children who are LEP is only slightly higher than the share 
in linguistically isolated families—that is, families where all persons over 13 do not speak 
English well (see Figure 8). 

Summary 

 In sum, we have set out what we view as six core challenges that U.S. schools must grapple 
with in the current global era of migration: 

 • The first challenge is rapid, immigration-led demographic change—especially in new 
destination states. 

Figure 7: More LEP children are native than foreign-born

Source: Urban Institute analysis of 2000 census data.
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 • A second challenge is the rising share of children in undocumented families: Thirty-eight 
percent of all children of immigrants under age 6 have one or more undocumented par-
ents. We would expect that the presence of this large share of children with one or more 
undocumented parents to be an important imperative towards comprehensive reform. 

 • The third challenge is the high concentration of LEP students in few schools. As we have 
noted, this concentration presents program opportunities, but at the same time it repre-
sents an unwelcome pattern of economic and ethnic segregation.

 • A fourth, related challenge is the fact that children of immigrants fall into multiple pro-
tected groups under NCLB—they’re not only often considered low income but minority 
and LEP—a kind of triple jeopardy that means schools in which they are concentrated 
have more standards to meet, and that they are less likely to meet them, and to be found 
in need of improvement. 

 • Fifth, the fact that over half of both LEP elementary and secondary students are natives 
at minimum stands as testimony to the need for the kind of accountability that NCLB at 
least promises, as well as for effective prekindergarten and kindergarten programs. 

 • Sixth, most of these children do not just attend segregated schools, they live in linguistically 
isolated families, underscoring the value of holistic programs that serve the entire family. 

Key Research/Knowledge Issues

 From our own vantage point these trends and challenges raise a number of abiding knowl-
edge issues that philanthropy is in a position to tackle: 

 1. One is to get a better, more systematic grasp on why children of immigrants with parents 
with limited educations and English language skills are underrepresented in prekindergar-
ten classrooms. 

 2. Second, we think it is important to sustain a focus on high LEP schools over time as well 
as the progress of the students who attend them—especially those in schools found to be 
in need of improvement and that are presumably in institutional flux.

 3. Third, and finally we think that it would be useful to monitor the state and federal 
enforcement of the NCLBA’s provisions intended to ensure accountability for LEP and 
immigrant students. 
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Culturally Responsive Education that Builds on the Strengths  
of Immigrant Families
by Sharon Darling, National Center for Family Literacy (2006)

“Before I came to Family Literacy, I had been raised to think that only rich families with 

power are to be respected. I learned that I am my children’s first teacher. We go to school as 

a family and learn. If you learn more, you can be free and go higher to do what you want.” 

— Pheach, a Cambodian Family Literacy Student

 Many immigrants new to the United States struggle to develop the sense that they belong to 
a larger community. Faced with new choices, new customs, and a new language, immigrants 
often feel isolated. They cling to their families for support, and remain largely invisible to the 
rest of society.

 For more than 16 years, the National Center for Family Literacy (NCFL) has provided ser-
vices to hundreds of thousands of families working to overcome the barriers of poverty and 
low literacy. Increasingly, these families are immigrants who fled their countries to escape op-
pression or who have sought out the economic opportunities the United States has to offer.

 Immigrant parents who participate in NCFL family literacy activities, most of them Spanish 
speakers, emerge from the shadows, make their voices heard, and discover new opportunities 
by gaining literacy skills without sacrificing their culture. In addition to developing English 
language skills, parents also learn how to navigate the school system and how to access com-
munity resources to better support their children’s education and well-being. The family liter-
acy experience increases parents’ self-esteem so that they are empowered to advocate for their 
children and for other immigrant families in their community. All of this can occur within a 
matter of months.

 Since its inception, NCFL has harnessed the best research-based practices available to 
strengthen families, working within the complex arenas of social policy, welfare reform, and 
school reform. Having provided services and resources to more than 6,000 programs across 
the nation, NCFL is now uniquely positioned to scaffold this vast experience in order to 
identify, develop, and implement the most effective approaches for meeting the educational 
needs of immigrant families.

 Family literacy has demonstrated sustainable gains for both adult learners and children. As 
an intervention, family literacy addresses the needs of children who are characterized to be at 
high risk of failure due to three factors: having a parent, especially the mother, with low lit-
eracy skills; living in poverty or living in poor neighborhoods; and living in a home environ-
ment where the primary language is not English.

 The comprehensive approach of family literacy, developed by NCFL, has been adopted into 
federal legislation and provides the foundation for intergenerational learning that leads to 
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long-term success. In family literacy programs, children develop language and literacy skills 
with the support of their parents, who also have the opportunity to improve their own skills. 
Programs usually consist of age-appropriate children’s education, adult education and/or 
English as a Second Language, parenting education, and a structured time for parents and 
children to participate together in interactive literacy activities. Family literacy facilitates aca-
demic gains for children and adult learners, increases parent-child literacy interaction, and 
leads families on a path to economic self-sufficiency.

 Throughout NCFL’s work, private funding has been the catalyst for major change in how 
families are served. This change has occurred at the local, state and national levels, influenc-
ing both practice and policy. As we now turn our attention to developing specific approaches 
to working with the intensely growing population of immigrant families, galvanizing busi-
ness and philanthropic leaders will be crucial.

 Data supports family literacy as an effective approach that brings about short-term and long-
term results for children and adults. Of course, another important indicator that family lit-
eracy is successful is the response from the families it is designed to serve. There are waiting 
lists for programs around the country, especially those that serve English language learners.

Developing Programs of Change

 Throughout its history, NCFL has strived to stay at the forefront of groundbreaking edu-
cational reform. Three recent initiatives demonstrate the effectiveness of family literacy in 
working with immigrant populations, especially families facing extreme burdens of poverty 
and low literacy.

 Cambodian Technical Assistance Project (CTAP)

 The CTAP initiative, supported by the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, was a col-
laboration with the Cambodian Association of America to develop teaching strategies and 
materials that specifically addressed the unique needs of Cambodian families in Long Beach, 
California. Many children from these families were struggling to succeed in Kindergarten 
and the early elementary grades. Their parents were unable and sometimes afraid to commu-
nicate with the school because of their lack of English skills. The majority of parents could 
not read or write in their native language.

 To help these families learn English in a way that honored and preserved their culture, NCFL 
worked with San Francisco University professor Dr. Gail Weinstein to create curricular mate-
rials that draw from students’ own experiences to make learning relevant. Adults in the pro-
gram increased their English acquisition and also their interaction with their children around 
literacy and language development. Second-year children mastered 100 percent of language 
arts skills, 73 percent of reading skills, 58 percent of writing skills, and 76 percent of math 
skills for their grade as measured by the Desired Results Developmental Profile.
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 Since the conclusion of this project, NCFL has continued to develop the curriculum, and 
now offers the training, “Using Learner Stories for Language and Literacy Outcomes: Focus 
on ELL Families,” to any program working with families who are learning English.

 Hispanic Family Learning Institute

 For more than 40 years, educators and community leaders have worked to close the achieve-
ment gap between advantaged and disadvantaged students. Although some gaps have nar-
rowed between white and minority students, the recent National Assessment of Adult Lit-
eracy found that adult Hispanic literacy levels have actually decreased.

 As the Hispanic population continues to grow in the U.S.—it is now the largest minority 
population in the country and has the highest school dropout rate—providing for the needs 
of these families has become a priority not only in large cities but in small communities as 
well. Educational programs that build on the strong culture of families will go a long way 
toward narrowing achievement gaps.

 The Hispanic Family Learning Institute, established by NCFL in 2003, is an umbrella initia-
tive that oversees program development, research, and policy support to help Hispanic and 
other immigrant families achieve their goals. This initiative has generated enthusiasm from 
advocates, corporate and foundational funders, and educational agencies, including Toyota, 
Verizon Communications, The UPS Foundation, William R. Kenan, Jr. Charitable Trust, 
Pitney Bowes, Fairfield Language Technologies, Center for Applied Linguistics, Pennsylvania 
State University, and U.S. Office of Vocational and Adult Education.

 In its short history, the Hispanic Family Learning Institute has forged unprecedented collab-
orations that have produced a wide range of activities, from practitioner professional develop-
ment to public awareness efforts. A Board of Advisors composed of national researchers and 
community leaders provides direction for the Institute’s initiatives. Among these initiatives is 
the development and implementation of model family literacy programs in predominantly 
Hispanic/Latino communities through the Toyota Family Literacy Program.

 Toyota Family Literacy Program (TFLP)

 Building on 15 years of model development in family literacy preschool programs, Toyota 
and NCFL launched the TFLP in 2003 to specifically serve English language learner families 
with children in grades kindergarten-3. Parental involvement is critical to children’s academic 
achievement, yet many immigrant parents face language and cultural barriers that prevent 
them from taking an active role in the school system. The TFLP strategically addresses these 
barriers through integrated and culturally responsive instruction that helps parents gain the 
English skills they need while helping them learn to help their children. The program is now 
implemented in 10 cities whose school districts serve a large immigrant population.

 In program years one and two, NCFL collected data on TFLP children and comparison chil-
dren in each school. TFLP children were rated higher by their current teachers in eight of the 
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nine areas identified as crucial to school success. TFLP children had higher academic achieve-
ment, better attendance, improved grades, fewer discipline problems, and were less likely to 
repeat a grade. Adults in the program have made significant advances as well, with 70 percent 
of parents gaining one to two literacy levels and 90 percent reporting high involvement in 
their child’s school.

 The demand for the program is high. In a three-month period of time, more than 250 school 
systems throughout the nation contacted NCFL to seek funding for replicating the TFLP.

Conclusion

 Family literacy builds on the strengths of families—all families. It is an effective approach to 
improve children’s school readiness and success, utilizes the best practices in research-based 
English as a Second Language instruction for adult learners, and engages parents in an active 
role as teacher and advocate for their children. These parents become leaders in their com-
munities, influencing other immigrant families. Family literacy has the potential to create 
systemic change and further advance the economic and educational stability of the nation.

Recommendations for Foundations

 With the rapid growth of the immigrant population, it is increasingly important to focus 
attention and resources on the long-term success of immigrant families. Foundations should 
consider the following:

 • Initiatives and movements desperately need national collaborators and philanthropic 
resources to lift a response and/or a cause to the public consciousness because doing so 
requires flexible funding and a long-term view. 

 • Private resources present the best opportunities to fuel innovation at the national and local 
community levels. Seed money from private sources encourages collaboration, the lack 
of which is often the leading barrier to change. Further, private resources help ensure a 
response is truly flexible and responsive to cultural sensitivities. 

 • Family approaches to the improvement of learning trajectories in young immigrant chil-
dren have proven to be successful and scalable. Foundations can help promote intergen-
erational approaches to learning for immigrant families.

 • Strategies for developing parent leadership in schools and communities need to be more 
systemized and deliberate for the long-term health of the immigrant community and the 
nation. Private investments at the national level are crucial to the design and success of 
these strategies. 

 • Foundations should support the intensive development and solid implementation of pro-
grams and initiatives. Often, this means investing in evaluation and measurement—steps 
necessary to ensure high-quality implementation. This is critically important because 
strong implementation leads to the best learning for all involved in an issue or challenge. 
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Recent Efforts to Preserve or Expand Access to Services  
for Immigrant Families and Children
by Tanya Broder, National Immigration Law Center (2006)

A Chilling Climate: Anti-Immigrant Proposals in 2005

 In the shadow of the national debate on immigration reform, and after the passage of Propo-
sition 200 in Arizona, anti-immigrant groups launched a flurry of state bills, sending a stark 
message to immigrant communities across the county. Over 80 measures introduced in 22 
states proposed to restrict services to immigrants.1 Arizona, for example, would have denied 
family literacy classes, instruction in English as a second language (ESL), basic adult educa-
tion, and child care services to immigrant parents. By the end of the year, however, very few 
of these measures had been enacted. Those that passed were narrowly interpreted, with mini-
mal legal effect. But the publicity surrounding these proposals added to the confusion and 
fear that already prevents immigrants and their U.S. citizen children from seeking critical ser-
vices. As in post-Proposition 187 California, the climate created, even by proposals that are 
never implemented, can erect barriers as significant as eligibility restrictions, with great costs 
to individual and public health and safety. 

 In promoting measures targeting immigrants, restrictionist forces hoped to mobilize voters, 
to advance specific candidates, and to “send a message” to the federal government about im-
migration. Undocumented immigrants already are ineligible for most state and local services.  
Therefore, contrary to the rhetoric surrounding the measures, the bills generally did not alter 
eligibility for services. Indeed, a post-election survey of Arizonans voting for Proposition 200 
confirmed that “sending a message” was a primary goal.2 Some advocates of restrictive mea-
sures claimed that making life more difficult would force immigrants to “self-deport.” But no 
one truly believes that the state bills will alter immigration patterns. Moreover, isolating un-
documented immigrants has proven impossible, since the vast majority of immigrant families 
(85%) include at least one U.S. citizen, typically a child. Children in immigrant families in-
evitably are among the victims of these proposals. The confusion generated by these measures 
deters parents from seeking services for themselves and their children, and even leads them 
to question whether it is safe to send their children to school. The debate over the bills chips 
away at years of work to reassure immigrant communities that it is safe to seek services.

 In communities across the country, broad alliances of business, interfaith, labor, health and 
social service providers, civil rights, law enforcement, insurance companies, and community 
groups united to denounce these proposals as punitive, costly, and unproductive. One attempt 
to use this issue in a key election failed when the Democrats maintained their governorship in 
Virginia last year. Campaigns by anti-immigrant candidates in Kansas and California similarly 
failed last year. And as the 2006 state sessions open, with dozens of bills targeting immigrants 
introduced, advocates already have witnessed the resounding defeat (or remarkable turn-
arounds)3 of anti-immigrant measures in Indiana, Mississippi, Virginia, and other states.
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States Restored, Preserved, and Expanded Access to Care for Immigrants

 At the same time, state and local governments have recognized that immigrant families play 
an essential role in efforts to protect public health and safety. Some states and counties have 
launched initiatives to incorporate immigrants more effectively, to address their unique 
needs, and to take better advantage of the resources that they offer. And a growing number of 
states are investing in preventive and primary care for immigrants, particularly children and 
pregnant women.

 The 1996 federal welfare law imposed severe restrictions on immigrant eligibility for services 
and granted broad discretion to states regarding whether to provide such services. With a 
few exceptions, virtually all states decided to provide services wherever federal funding was 
available, and more than 30 states provide state-funded benefits to at least some of the im-
migrants who became ineligible for federally funded TANF, Medicaid, SCHIP, SSI, or food 
stamps.4 Although some of these programs were threatened or eliminated in the face of state 
budget crises, most states preserved these programs, and there were several efforts to expand 
services for immigrants last year. 

 Colorado, for example, restored federal Medicaid and some state-funded services for immi-
grants last year. State legislators had passed a bill in 2003 terminating federal Medicaid for 
thousands of immigrant residents. But litigation challenging these cuts provided additional 
time for the legislature to reconsider. In 2005, the newly elected legislature restored eligibil-
ity—before a single individual was cut off. In Massachusetts, where coverage for some im-
migrants was terminated in the previous year, advocates were successful in preserving health 
coverage for immigrant seniors and persons with disabilities. New Jersey began to offer care 
to “qualified” immigrant parents through its FamilyCare program on September 1, 2005, 
and California extended basic dental care to all pregnant Medi-Cal recipients last fall.

Health Coverage for All Children

 New York, the District of Columbia, Massachusetts, Rhode Island and a growing number of 
counties in California already provide health coverage to children, regardless of their immi-
gration status. In addition, Washington State restored health coverage to children regardless 
of status, effective January 1, 2006. In 2002, Washington had transferred federally ineligible 
children and some parents to a more restrictive “Basic Health” program. After advocates doc-
umented the additional costs in coverage, access to care, and the administrative expenses of 
transferring these children from a Medicaid look-alike program,5 the legislature reestablished 
broader coverage, albeit with a spending cap. 

 Illinois will launch a program on July 1, 2006, to provide health insurance to all children 
regardless of status, with copayments and premiums depending on a family’s income. To 
finance this program the state will shift 1.7 million children who are enrolled in the state’s 
KidCare, FamilyCare, and Medicaid programs to a primary care management program, 
where recipients choose a primary doctor to coordinate care and referrals to specialists and 
hospitals. In California, an initiative circulating for signature and a bill moving through the 
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legislature would provide access to health insurance for children in families earning up to 300 
percent of the federal poverty level, regardless of their status. 

 Despite these promising developments, significant gaps in services for immigrants remain. 
State-funded programs often cover only a portion of the immigrants who were rendered 
ineligible for federal services and are sometimes time-limited or subject to yearly funding ne-
gotiations. As state revenues improve this year, there may be an opportunity to build on these 
efforts. But, unfortunately, this debate coincides with federal proposals to restrict or reduce 
access to services for low-income families generally.6

State Governors Attempt to Cut Health Coverage for Immigrant Children 

 Against this trend, Maryland’s governor used his budget authority to cut funding for health 
coverage to qualified immigrant children and pregnant women last year. A lawsuit has chal-
lenged these cuts, based on the state constitution’s equal protection clause. Advocates simul-
taneously are working with legislators to restore and potentially to expand coverage for immi-
grant children and pregnant women.

 Rhode Island’s governor more recently proposed to eliminate health coverage for immigrant 
children who are ineligible for federal services. Editorials and articles appearing in the local 
press questioned this approach to public health policy,7 and a broad coalition of health provid-
ers, community groups, and insurance companies are poised to defeat this budget proposal.

Welcoming Immigrants: Affirmative State Measures

 States also recognized that they could take positive steps to integrate immigrant families into 
their communities. Last fall, for example, the governor of Illinois signed a New Americans 
Executive Order, creating an office to develop recommendations on how to integrate im-
migrants into the state’s economic and civil life. The office will examine policies on English 
acquisition, citizenship, education, health care, human services, security, entrepreneurship, 
workforce development, home ownership, and housing. An interdepartmental task force will 
examine how to meet the needs of diverse immigrant groups in Illinois and will advise the 
governor on the state’s contribution to the national immigration debate. 

What to Expect in 2006 and Beyond

 In the coming year, state bills and initiatives will continue to target immigrants, as the im-
migration issue infuses the public debate. During the first months of the legislative sessions, 
dozens of such bills or initiatives have been introduced. Immigration issues are certain to play 
a key role in the federal, state and local public debates, and the 2006 elections. 

 Several positive initiatives highlighting immigrant contributions and promoting immigrant 
integration strategies are expected to move forward in 2006. For example, a “Welcoming 
Tennessee” campaign will highlight the benefits that immigrants bring to the state. California 
advocates similarly are engaging in a pro-immigrant campaign, with proposals to expand  
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naturalization and civic participation programs, and the publication of a booklet that high-
lights immigrants’ contributions to the state’s economic, social, and cultural life.8

  
 Efforts to preserve and expand services, particularly for immigrant children and pregnant 

women, will be pursued in Maryland, Rhode Island, California, and other states, while 
broader efforts to provide care to all children or families are explored. Implementation of the 
new Illinois program will be instructive. It will be important to document the benefits and 
lessons learned from both the expansive and restrictive policies.

 Unfortunately, continued attacks on safety-net programs for low-income families at the 
federal level are expected, introducing potential tensions between the goals of expanding 
coverage and preserving the quality of existing programs. The recently passed Deficit Reduc-
tion Act of 2005, for example, imposes new restrictions in Medicaid, SSI, TANF, and other 
programs. Additional threats and opportunities to address immigrant eligibility for health 
coverage and food stamps will arise as Congress prepares to reauthorize the SCHIP program 
and the Farm Bill in 2007.

Lessons Learned from Efforts to Restore, Preserve, or Expand Care 

 In working to preserve, restore or expand access to services, we’ve learned that different strate-
gies can work together. In Colorado, for example, litigators coordinated with organizing and 
advocacy efforts to reverse the policy. A similar tactic is being employed in Maryland. The Ari-
zona initiative and others planned in Colorado and Washington taught us to be prepared and 
to take threats seriously. Washington State’s experience in restoring Medicaid look-alike cover-
age for children confirmed the value of documenting the harm caused by restrictive policies. 

 The campaigns to defeat anti-immigrant bills across the country relied on broad coalitions, 
underscoring the need to reach out to new allies and to create opportunities to promote posi-
tive messages about immigrant contributions. Business groups, labor, and interfaith organiza-
tions, major and community-based health care providers, diverse ethnic community groups, 
advocates for persons with disabilities, seniors, children, families, civil liberties, privacy, law 
enforcement, and even insurance companies have been critical in killing these measures. The 
ongoing campaigns and affirmative initiatives in California, Tennessee, and Illinois will be 
instructive as well.

 We’ve witnessed the need to ensure that immigrant groups are included in strategy discussions 
from the onset of a campaign to expand coverage for children, even if the public message 
focuses exclusively on “children” or “health care.” Immigrant and mainstream groups need to 
be ready when immigrant issues are raised. For example, when advocates in California filed an 
initiative to cover all children up to 300 percent of the federal poverty level, the press imme-
diately focused on the immigrant issue. 

 Regardless of whether immigrant issues are highlighted in a particular campaign, it is essential 
to address the climate that gives rise to the anti-immigrant measures. In addition to underscoring 
immigrant contributions, communications with policymakers should highlight voter participa-
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tion by immigrants who have naturalized, and the political harm of targeting immigrants generally. 
California’s legacy after Proposition 187, and the mobilization of Latino voters to oppose Re-
publican candidates, has ensured that most legislators from both parties avoid association with 
measures perceived as racist or anti-Latino. Appealing to legislators and other leaders who are 
immigrants can also be helpful in maintaining good policies and advocating for improvements. 

 In communicating with the public regarding anti-immigrant proposals, advocates should 
be careful not to contribute to the fear and confusion, by exaggerating the potential scope of a 
measure or publicizing a measure that is unlikely to pass. Advocates also should avoid mes-
sages that undermine longer-term goals. For example, defending a program available only to 
lawfully present immigrants by emphasizing that undocumented immigrants are not covered 
could undermine a subsequent campaign to provide care to all individuals, regardless of their 
status. Messages that embrace stricter border enforcement or that punish employers who hire 
undocumented immigrants as an alternative to restricting services can corner politicians into 
calling for other policies that harm immigrants.

 Where a campaign such as a children’s health coverage expansion succeeds, it is helpful to 
document the benefits of the new policy. California counties, for example, have begun to record 
the positive outcomes of universal coverage for children: expanding access to federally funded 
care for eligible siblings of newly covered children, positive public health indicators, reduc-
tions in disease, improvements in children’s health, and the relative cost effectiveness of pro-
viding preventive care to children. Local successes can build political support for improved 
statewide or national policies.  

Resources Needed

 Communications strategies and message development will be key in defeating restrictive propos-
als and promoting positive measures. Although public opinion research has gauged messages 
on comprehensive immigration reform, there is a dearth of research on how to respond ef-
fectively to state/local anti-immigrant proposals or to expand benefits and services for immi-
grants. Polling and focus groups are necessary to help develop effective messages for different 
audiences. Advocates will need to work with ethnic media to ensure that information about 
services is accurate, and to encourage participation in developing policies that are responsive 
to the needs of immigrant communities. Other suggestions include funding for ads in tar-
geted markets, and for technology/infrastructure that enables pro-immigrant voices to com-
municate with elected officials in real time.

 Advocates need resources to develop and share talking points and “tool kits” for a range of au-
diences. Funding should support a partnership of national, state, and local groups that can 
share resources and strategies, provide legal analysis and expertise, and learn from each other 
about how to defeat negative proposals or to move affirmative policies. 

 We need more data and research supporting the case for immigrant inclusion: the cost effec-
tiveness of these policies, the consequences of denying services, as well as the contributions 
of immigrants to local economies. Immigrant groups need to be prepared to respond to the 
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frequent reports issued by restrictionist groups with claims about the cost of immigrants, 
and blaming this subgroup for much broader structural issues, such as the lack of affordable 
health insurance or underfunded schools. Advocates need a strategy that diffuses the attacks 
on immigrants at the state level, and refutes the negative studies. 

 Research on anti-immigrant groups and individuals is sometimes effective in dismissing a pro-
posal. In addition to debunking the studies, the authors are sometimes linked to extremist 
groups, including those that advocate for racial supremacy. In some of the midwestern states, 
it was particularly effective to demonstrate that the out-of-state restrictionist groups depart 
from the community’s core values, including racial equality.

 Pro-immigrant campaigns also will need to provide more deference to leadership development 
in immigrant communities. The full participation of immigrant leaders is essential to ensure 
that the results of advocacy are effective and is key to building political power in the long-
term. 

Conclusion

 As legislation currently pending in Congress proposes to criminalize undocumented im-
migrants as well as those who provide services to them, it may be time to launch principled 
forms of resistance to anti-immigrant campaigns, in the spirit of the sanctuary movement of 
the 1980s. The groups that backed the Proposition 200 campaign in Arizona and similar bills 
across the country have attempted to use the immigrant issue to thwart progress on positive 
immigration reform at the national level. Although efforts to restrict services to immigrant 
children and families were largely unsuccessful in 2005, these measures are likely to remain 
prominent in 2006, for their perceived message value. But there is another message that state 
and local governments can continue to send to the federal government: embrace immigrants 
and ensure that all community members can succeed in contributing to the economy, public 
health, and safety. As the demographics confirm, immigrant children and families will define 
our shared future.
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Restoring Immigrant Medical Coverage in Washington State
by Janet Varon, Northwest Health Law Advocates (2006)

 This is a story about losing a program that many states never had: state-funded Medicaid 
“lookalike” coverage for children who don’t qualify for Medicaid because of immigration sta-
tus. In Washington State, this coverage had existed as a “stealth” program; it had been slipped 
into the budget by a friendly legislator without much notice. It was funded by a small appro-
priation that just continued from one biennium to the next. Such programs currently exist 
in only about 10 states that created them to maintain coverage for immigrants who in 1996 
began facing new restrictions on eligibility for federal programs (these programs now require 
recipients to be citizens or have certain “qualified” immigration statuses). The Washington 
State program covered 28,000 immigrants, over 90 percent of whom were children. The rest 
were parents or other relatives caring for children. About two-thirds were Hispanic and more 
than 80 percent spoke a primary language other than English. 

 Then, in 2001, something happened in the state that was a great success but had a devastat-
ing impact on our little sleeper program. It had to do with the state’s Basic Health plan, a sub-
sidized state-funded insurance program for low-income state residents. Since Basic Health it 
is not limited to eligibility categories, like Medicaid, childless adults can qualify—in fact any 
state resident who has family income below 200 percent of the ederal poverty level can qualify, 
except if he or she is eligible for Medicare (for the elderly and disabled). This program is more 
limited in coverage than Medicaid—for example, it does not include dental coverage or much 
therapy coverage. It is not designed for people who have disabilities, which is why it’s called Ba-
sic Health. Further, it requires people to pay monthly premiums and copayments that are some-
times costly—50 percent for brand name drugs. Basic Health, as a state-funded program, has a 
fixed appropriation so there are limited slots for enrollees, and there is frequently a waiting list. 

 The great success was that the voters of Washington passed an Initiative to add 20,000 en-
rollees to Basic Health, to be funded by an increase in the tobacco tax. So how did the state 
legislature respond? They looked for people already in state-funded health coverage, and de-
cided that they could transfer them to Basic Health. These were the immigrants on the state 
Medicaid lookalike program. The legislators saw this as an easy way of filling many of the 
slots without using the tax revenue. Except it didn’t work that way.

 In the fall of 2002, the change was implemented, and we advocates were quite involved in 
monitoring the implementation. It was established that the two state agencies involved (the 
Department of Social and Health Services and the Health Care Authority) could not achieve 
a direct transfer of clients from one program to another because of their different ways of es-
tablishing and verifying eligibility. They did the best they could, but everyone involved could 
see it wouldn’t be smooth. The agencies acknowledged these problems. Advocates decided 
that it would be important for future advocacy on behalf of this population to document the 
impact of the transition. My organization, Northwest Health Law Advocates, partnered with 
the University of Washington Health Policy Analysis Program to publish a report, funded by 
the Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured.
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 To assess the impact of the elimination of the programs for immigrants, our report analyzed 
administrative data from the state. We also conducted key informant interviews, a focus group, 
and interviews with affected families. We timed the interviews and focus group to occur 
three months after the transition. The report was published a year later and was entitled Mov-
ing Immigrants from a Medicaid Look-Alike Program to Basic Health in Washington State: Early 
Observations. (See <www.kff.org/medicaid/7085a.cfm>.)

 Not surprising, given the experience of the transition, we found that there were many barriers 
to the families getting onto Basic Health, and many people who initially made it on dropped 
off within a few months. The major findings related to:

 • Enrollment losses: only about half of the original group made it to Basic Health; most 
likely became uninsured. Disenrollment rates were several times higher than they were in 
the original programs.

 • Complications in the enrollment process, ranging from confusion and incorrect addresses 
to language barriers, paperwork requirements, and premium payment deadlines.

 • Affordability concerns: as low-income people, they were highly sensitive to price when 
deciding whether to pay for insurance. Premium payment issues contributed to high rates 
of disenrollment after the immigrant population was first enrolled.

 After one year, only 40 percent of the original group of people who had lost Medicaid look-
alike coverage was enrolled in Basic Health.

 We disseminated the report widely and used it in advocacy to restore this program. It was 
picked up by the press and included in legislative hearing reports. It was cited as a reason 
to restore the original program. I think one reason it was helpful is that it included some 
personal stories that explain why this change had a negative impact on people’s lives. These 
stories came from the mouths of parents and health care providers and referred to children’s 
specific medical needs that were going unmet.

 But other things also helped us achieve some progress. The legislators who came up with the 
transfer plan had never intended to drop coverage of these children in the first place. They 
conceived of it as a seamless transfer, so the restoration of the program was seen as a correc-
tion of an error—a policy change that had unanticipated impact.

 And in the larger context of Medicaid, in 2004, there was a huge drop in children’s enroll-
ment due to a new legislative requirement doubling the frequency of eligibility reviews, a 
known way to increase the “churn” rate at which eligible children go off assistance. This 
change led to about 40,000 children dropping off the Medicaid rolls, even more than the 
legislature had anticipated. This led to a highly-visible campaign, led by the state’s Children’s 
Alliance, to go back to annual eligibility reviews, which became part of a campaign beginning 
in 2005 to restore and improve children’s coverage, known as “Cover All Kids.”

 Advocates were advised by friendly legislators to keep a low profile on the immigrant issues 
during this campaign. At one point, there was a news article that was not very helpful. It 
focused on a child with a serious illness and particularly on the fact that his mother brought 
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him to the United States for treatment, intending to return to Mexico when it was complete. 
So we kept a low profile and waited for the budget. Luckily, the Democrats controlled both 
houses and the democratic candidate for governor, Christine Gregoire, emerged as successful 
in a squeaker of an election. Economically, conditions were improving; the state was emerg-
ing from its recession. The Children’s Alliance and others ran a great grassroots campaign.

 Even in this favorable environment, what emerged from the budget was a limited restoration of 
the program. A fixed amount was appropriated to cover immigrant children (no relatives) be-
low the federal poverty guidelines (not 200 percent of poverty for some groups, as before). The 
appropriation is not nearly enough to cover all the children who dropped off in 2002. It is not 
known exactly how many children it will cover, but the state has initially allowed only 4,300 
slots. So, in order to have a fair process and offer the chance at a slot to as many people as pos-
sible, there was lots of dissemination of application materials, outreach, and press coverage.

 14,000 applications for children were received in the first few weeks. The waiting list is not 
expected to move very much until more is known about the costs incurred sometime this 
summer. In the meantime, there is some value to this partial restoration, both for the chil-
dren who are selected and for continuing advocacy efforts.

 The media has picked up on the waiting list “story,” adding to the sense of pressure to ex-
pand the program. The state agency certainly feels the pressure. As an agency used to admin-
istering entitlement programs, they are feeling the heat of holding so many families in limbo.

 It’s clear that now the program is more public than it has been before. It is no longer a stealth 
program. Yet it is being portrayed as valuable. There is a feeling of pressure being created by the 
unmet need. The governor has made the “cover all kids” campaign her own. In advocacy, the 
choice has been made to use general language about the value of health care, rather than featur-
ing the immigrants. “Kids need to be healthy to learn” and the “value of early care” are two of 
the messages that have been found to resonate. And as we seek full funding of this program, a 
key legislator uses the phrase “caseload-driven” rather than the e-word (“entitlement”).

 As we pursue our goal, one promising strategy is to involve the parents of wait-listed chil-
dren in contacting their legislators and others about the need for this program. I’ll be doing 
a training event next week in an Eastern Washington town that is predominantly Hispanic. 
It will be a good opportunity to urge the attendees to become involved in the effort to fully 
restore this program for their children.

 Based on this experience, my recommendations for advocacy to build supportive policies for 
immigrant children are:

 1. Carefully monitor implementation of policies that you expect to have an impact on chil-
dren in immigrant families. Project what that impact is likely to be.

 2. Prepare a report on the impact of policy changes in a timely and credible way that brings 
home the human consequences, and disseminate it widely. 

 3.  Use the report to get attention from the media and policymakers, and create grassroots 
pressure in the context of a broader campaign.
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 4.  Be alert to opportunities to advocate for immigrants’ interests in the context of a broader 
campaign.

 5.  Keep building on initial successes. Involve immigrant families as much as possible.


