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Key Findings

¢ Over 55 million individuals spoke a language ¢ Adult residents with limited English-language
other than English at home in 2007, an proficiency increased to about 22 million in
increase of 140 percent from 1980. 2007, a 21.8 percent gain compared with

¢ The number of Spanish speakers rose by more 2000.
than 23.4 million between 1980 and 2007, ¢ The proportion of children aged 5-17 who
a 211 percent increase. spoke a language other than English at home

and who spoke English with difficulty stabilized
at around five percent between 2001 and
2007.

¢ Twenty-one percent of children age 5 to 17
spoke a language other than English at home.

The number of United States residents who speak a language other than English
at home has more than doubled since 1980

A 2010 report by the U.S. Census Bureau highlights Figure 1. Percent of Individuals Aged 5 Years and Older
two trends in the United States population with by English and Foreign Language Spoken at Home, 2007

implications for social policy." First, the number of
United States residents aged 5 years and older who
speak a language other than English at home has
more than doubled since 1980. Second, fewer than
half of this group is fully proficient in English. These
trends require specific policy action to support
optimal child well-being.

Spoke a language other
than English at home

80%
Based on results from analysis of the 2007 American

Community Survey, the Census Bureau report

Spoke only English at home

finds that a large majority of the population aged 5
and older in the United States (80 percent) speaks
only English at home (see Figure 1). However, the
number of individuals who speak a language other
than English at home more than doubled between
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Table 1. Number of Individuals Aged 5 Years and Older and Percentage Change by Language Spoken at Home,

1980, 1990, 2000, and 2007 (in millions)

Total population
Spoke only English at home 187

Spoke a language other than English at home 23

Note: Sample restricted to individuals aged 5 years and older.

Source: Shin and Kominsky, 2010.

1980 and 2007. The magnitude of this growth is
four times greater than the nation’s population
growth. The number of individuals who spoke a
language other than English at home increased 140
percent from approximately 23.1 million in 1980 to
55.4 million in 2007 (see Table 1). By contrast, the
overall U.S. population grew 34 percent during this
period. The findings also suggest that the prevalence
of foreign-language speakers is highest among the
younger ages. As shown in Figure 2, 21 percent of
children aged 5 to 17 and 24 percent of adults aged
18 to 40 spoke a language other than English at
home, compared to 17 percent of adults aged 41 to
64 and 14 percent of adults aged 65 and older.

Figure 3 shows that Spanish speakers account for
the largest share of the population who spoke a
language other than English at home in 2007 (62
percent). Further, while there were eight languages
spoken at home that more than doubled between
1980 and 2007, the largest numerical increase of
foreign-language speakers was among those who
spoke Spanish. By 2007 the number of Spanish
speakers had grown by more than 23.4 million.

1980 2007 Percent Change
1980-2007
210 230 262 281

34%
199 215 226 21%
32 47 55 140%

Figure 2. Percent of Individuals Aged 5 Years and Older
Who Speak a Foreign Language at Home by Age, 2007

25%

20%

15%

10%
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0%

5t017 18 to 40 41 to 64 65+

Figure 3. Distribution of Individuals Aged 5 Years and
Older Who Speak a Foreign Language at Home by
Type of Language, 2007

Asian and Pacific Island
language

o Other Indo-European
19% language

Other language
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Increased linguistic diversity contributes to the
United States” global competitiveness and our ability
to integrate culturally and economically. Speaking

a parent’s native language other than English at
home can have a positive effect on children’s English
literacy development, and bilingual language skills
can positively affect children’s educational achieve-
ment.?? * The Census Bureau’s report, however,
highlights a sobering statistic: millions of residents
of the United States are not proficient in the English
language. In fact, the Census Bureau classifies five
percent of US households as linguistically-isolated.”
A linguistically-isolated household is one where

no one in the home above the age of 14 speaks
English only or speaks a second language and
speaks English well. In 2007, 24.5 million indi-
viduals reported that they spoke English less than
“very well” The proportion of individuals who are
less than proficient in English is especially high for
those who speak Spanish at home - at 47 percent -
and those who speak Asian and Pacific Island
languages, at 49 percent.

The number of individuals with inadequate English-
language skills is rapidly increasing, according to a
second report from the Government Accountability
Office (GAO) that analyzes trends not tracked

in the Census report.* The GAO study finds that
adults who speak English less than “very well”

rose 21.8 percent between 2000 and 2007, to about
22 million. The study also reports that the largest
numbers of adult residents with limited English-
language proficiency in 2007 lived in six large immi-
grant “gateway” states: California, Florida, Illinois,
New Jersey, New York and Texas. A second group
of states, however — Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas,
Georgia, Nevada and Tennessee — posted the
highest growth rates in this population during the
2000 to 2007 period. These 12 states account for

75 percent of the national adult population with
limited English-language proficiency.

The number of residents with low English proficiency is also increasing

Substantial numbers of children also struggle with
English language proficiency. The proportion of
children aged 5 to 17 who spoke a language other
than English at home increased from 3.8 million

in 1979 to 10.9 million in 2008 (9-21 percent).’
Those who spoke a language other than English at
home and who spoke English with difficulty rose
from three percent in 1979 to six percent in 2000
and then stabilized at around five percent between
2001 and 2007. Among these children, Latino/
Hispanics (17 percent), Asians (16 percent), and
Pacific Islanders (8 percent) were the largest groups.
Over 75 percent of children who had difficulty
with English spoke Spanish at home (more than

2 million children). Within groups of Latino
school-age children, those of Central American
and Mexican descent struggled most (20 percent
and 19 percent respectively). Among Asian-Pacific
Islander children, those of Korean, Japanese and
Vietnamese descent had the most difficulty (20
percent respectively). Child English language
proficiency also varies considerably by state. For
example, in Arizona, California and Texas, more
than 10 percent of school-aged children who spoke
a language other than English at home also reported
having difficulty speaking English.® Income also
proved to be a contributing factor. Children from
poor or low-income households were more likely
than their non-poor peers who spoke a language
other than English at home to experience difficulty
with English (10 percent and eight percent vs. three
percent).’
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The results from the data on trends in English
language proficieny take on added significance

in light of research which suggests that English
language proficiency has important implications
for children’s well-being in the United States. While
the mechanisms by which English language profi-
ciency matters for children continue to be investi-
gated, current research points to English language
proficiency as an important factor for both parents
and children in at least three ways. First, limited
English language proficiency among both parents
and children is associated with poor educational
outcomes among children. Parents’ limited English
language proficiency can hamper their ability to
communicate effectively with their children and
help with their children’s English language-related
homework."’ So-called ‘language minority’ chil-
dren and youth (such as those who speak English
as their second language) have difficulty in school.
Based on reports from 41 states, only about 19
percent of English language learners scored above

Public funding and service capacity for programs
teaching English to speakers of other languages
(ESOL) lags far behind the increase in the number
of individuals and families that are likely to benefit.
Even as the number of adults with inadequate
English-language skills rose by more than one-fifth,
the GAO report finds that national enrollment

in English-language programs funded by federal
governments Adult Education State Grant Program
(the principal federal program supporting English
proficiency improvement for non-native speakers)
remained virtually unchanged between one to 1.2
million people for each reporting year from 2000
to 2007. Appropriations for this program have

also remained unchanged, at about $560 million
annually in recent years.” Since 2001, Even Start,

English-language proficiency is important for family economic security
and child well-being

the state-established norm in English reading
comprehension assessments; and half of those who
speak English with difficulty failed to complete high
school." > Second, poor English language skills are
associated with limited access to health and mental
health care and other social services where there are
inadequate culturally and linguistically competent
services.” '* Some research shows that parents with
limited English language proficiency were three
times more likely to report having a child with fair/
poor health status, yet significantly less likely to
bring a child for needed medical care."” Further,
parents who do not speak English as a primary
language reported having more difficulties in
accessing mental health services for their children.'®
Finally, English language proficiency among parents
is an important economic asset that is associated
with increased workforce participation, significantly
higher earnings, and economic mobility, and thus
contributes to the amount of family resources avail-
able to invest in children.'” ** *

Public funding and service capacity for teaching English to non-English speakers
has lagged far behind

another important program with separate funding,
has experienced a 75 percent appropriations cut

to $66.5 million in 2010. This program supports
family literacy services for low-income parents with
limited English proficiency and their children. Over
11 million individuals are non-literate in English.*'
Moreover newer waves of non-English-speaking
immigrants with lower levels of literacy highlight
the need for such programs.* According to the
latest data made available from the United States
Department of Education, the number of indi-
viduals served by Even Start (for all literacy services,
including English learning) fell by more than half to
45,693 as funding was cut by more than 70 percent
between the 2005 to 2006 and 2007 to 2008 school

years.” >
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While other federally-funded programs permit
funds to be used for adult English language instruc-
tion, enrollment in English-proficiency classes using
these funds is not tracked. In addition, some states
and localities (such as California, New Jersey, Illinois
and New York City) provide substantial additional
monies for this purpose. But even counting these
additional resources, significant and rising unmet
demand exists for English language learning services

New York: A Case Study Example

New York is linguistically diverse and has
one of the highest percentages of foreign-
language speakers

Among the 12 states with large or rapidly-growing
populations with limited English language profi-
ciency, New York stands out for its extraordinary
linguistic diversity concentrated in New York City.
Among the nation’s metropolitan areas,
New York City ranks the highest or
second-highest in the share of resi-
dents who speak 22 of the 30 languages
(depending on the language) analyzed
by the Census Bureau. Statewide, the
percentage of foreign-language speakers
aged 5 years and older is higher than
the national average - 28.9 percent
versus 19.7 percent, according to the
Census Bureau report. In addition, 13.2
percent of the population aged 5 years

less than “very well” compared with
8.7 percent of the U.S. population.

and older in New York speaks English a

Figure 4 shows that the proportion of
families who speak a language other
than English at home is unevenly
distributed across New York State with
a majority residing in the linguistically
diverse community of New York City.

0.0% - 4.9%
I 5.0% - 9.9%
N 10.0%-19.9%
Il 20.0% or greater

according to government officials interviewed by
GAO in the 12 states with the highest concentration
of individuals with limited English language profi-
ciency. Officials representing eight of the 12 states
reported higher demand for these services, while
three reported unchanged demand. Immigrants’
fear of accessing government services is among the
factors state officials cite as possibly constraining
enrollment in federally-funded language programs.

Indeed, 55 percent of individuals aged 5 years and
older living in Bronx County speak a language other
than English, and in Queens and Kings County, the
story is similar: 55 percent and 47 percent, respec-
tively. Non-English speakers in counties outside

of New York City pose a significant presence,
specifically in suburban Rockland (34 percent) and
Westchester (30 percent) counties.

Figure 4. Percent of Individuals Aged 5 Years and Older Who Speak a
Language Other Than English at Home, by County, New York State, 2007

Data are not available. w
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As would be expected, state- Figure 5. Percent of Individuals Aged 5 Years and Older Who Speak English

wide patterns with respect to
English language proficiency are

very similar. Figure 5 shows a Data are not available.
high concentration of residents 0.0% - 4.9%
with limited English language . 5.0% - 9.9%

I 10.0%-19.9%
Il 20.0% or greater

proficiency in New York City.
Strikingly, 29 percent of indi-
viduals aged five years and older
who reside in Queens County
speak English less than “very

NIAGARA MONRGE

well” Similarly, approximately BRE
one-quarter of individuals in

both Bronx (25 percent) and
Kings counties (24 percent) speak
English less than “very well”
Counties outside of New York
City are also home to signifi-

cant numbers of residents with
limited English language profi-
ciency, particularly in suburban
Rockland County (15 percent) and
Westchester County (12 percent).

New York’s unique linguistic diversity and

Less Than “Very Well,” by County, New York State, 2007
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continuing importance as an immigrant gateway New York State in 2008, only 87,000 student slots
has drawn research attention to the state’s English were available in state-administered adult ESOL
language learning needs and how well they are programs in 2006 (the latest year for which data are
being met. A recent study by two New York available).?® Evidently, much of the need for English-
State public policy research centers exposed an language instruction is related to continuing large
alarming gap between the potential demand for inflows of foreign immigrants into the state: the rate
English-language education and the supply of of growth of foreign-born residents during the 2000
publicly-funded classes.” The researchers found to 2007 period exceeded population growth in 12
that although 1.8 million working-age adults with of New York State’s 15 largest counties, including all

limited English language proficiency resided in New York City boroughs except for Manhattan.
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Policy implications and recommendations

Given the large continuing budget deficits fore-
cast for the federal government and the serious
fiscal plight faced by many states and municipali-
ties, prospects are dim for significant increases

in governmental support for English-language
instruction to speakers of other languages. Yet the
clearly-documented returns to increasing English
language proficiency for both individual children
and adults and society as a whole (in the form of
civic integration, higher productivity and a stronger
tax base) make a strong argument for public invest-
ment in English-language skills. Beyond additional
spending, the GAO emphasizes the need for better
data-gathering and information-sharing among

the federal agencies funding English-language
learning (principally, the Departments of Labor,
Education, and Health and Human Services) to
identify best practices and efficiencies in instruc-
tion. For school-aged children, the US Department
of Education administers the Bilingual Education
Act, and the federal education program is specially
designed for children with limited English language
proficiency. Bilingual education projects utilize the
native language of children for teaching English
language.”” Research shows that students who are
taught in bilingual education programs perform
better than students with limited English language
proficiency in all-English classrooms.”® We strongly
support a national commitment to providing
affordable and effective English-language learning
opportunities, including ESOL and bilingual educa-
tion, for all United States residents who seek this
instruction.

Research also points to the benefits accrued through
culturally and linguistically competent services and
supports, especially in health care settings. Research
suggests that having bilingual clinicians and trained
health care interpreters contributes to the improved
adherence to medical regimens, reduced emer-
gency care visits, and increased physician office
visits among patients with limited English language
proficiency.”’ By contrast, poor language access in
health care results in sub-optimal care, and negative
health outcomes such as increased morbidity and
premature mortality.***! ** Culturally and linguisti-
cally competent services contribute to improved
access and quality and ultimately the well-being of
families with children with limited English language
proficiency.*®> We strongly support significant federal
investments to improve cultural and linguistic
competence as proposed in the Patient Protection
and Affordability Act.** Specifically, provisions
related to language access, collection, analysis and
reporting of disparities based on race, ethnicity or
limited English language proficiency and devel-
oping cultural and linguistic competency among
service providers must be fully funded and robustly
implemented.”
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