
 

Investing in Our Next Generation: Addressing the Educational Opportunities and 

Challenges Facing English Language Learners 
 

 

 

Part I: Key Facts about English Language Learner Students 

 

# 1: English Language Learners are the fastest growing segment of the K-12 population and now represent 1 

in 10 students.  

 

According to the US Department of Education, about 49.8 million students were enrolled in US public schools 

(PK to 12) in the 2007/08 academic year. Of them 10.6 percent or nearly 5.3 million children were English 

language learners (ELLs).1  While the number of all PK-12 students increased by 8.3 percent from 46.0 million 

in 1997/98 to 49.8 million in 2007/08, the number of ELL students increased by 52.7 percent (from 3.5 

million to 5.3 million) in the same period (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Percent Change in the Total PK-12 and ELL Enrollments between 1997/98 and 2007/08: the United 

States 

 
Sources: State Title III Directors and 2007/08 State CSPR; other years indicated. National Clearinghouse for 

English Language Acquisition and Language Instruction Educational Programs (NCELA).  The Growing Numbers 

of Limited English Proficient Students, 1997/98-2007/08. (Washington, DC: NCELA, The George Washington 

University, forthcoming, www.ncela.gwu.edu). Note: this data was provided by the Migration Policy Institute.  

 

#2:  The increase in the number of English Language Learner students reflects growing numbers of children 

born to immigrant parents.  In 2008, about 16.3 million children, or more than one in five children in the 

United States, had at least one immigrant parent. The number of children of immigrants more than doubled 

from 8 million in 1990, and their share of all children age 0 to 17 increased from 13 to 23 percent during this 

period. Young children are even more likely to have immigrant parents: 25 percent of children age 0 to 5 (5. 9 

million) have immigrant parents versus 22 percent of children age 6 to 17 (10.4 million (See Children of 

Immigrants: National and State Characteristics, Urban Institute, Brief 9, August 2009 and MPI’s analysis of 

2008 American Community Survey).  

 

# 3:  While there is tremendous diversity across the ELL student population, most speak Spanish.  In 2007, 

74.6% spoke Spanish. The next largest language groups were Vietnamese (3.65%), Chinese (2.4%),  Korean 

(1.7%), French (1.5%), Tagalog (1.1%), German (1.0%), Russian (1.0%), Haitian Creole (<1.%) and Miao/Hmong 

(<1.0%).  Concentrations however can vary significantly in different localities and across time depending upon 

immigration patterns.  
  

                                                
1 Definitions of ELLs vary by state. The national figures include the enrolment numbers from Puerto Rico and 

other outlying territories. 
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# 4:  Most English Language Learners are born in the United States.  Most ELL students in our public schools 

were born in the United States. Some are even 3rd generation Americans.   The percentage of US born children 

is higher among younger children. Among elementary students, 75 percent are 2nd generation or higher.  In 

addition, 95% of the children under 6, who live in immigrant families, are born in the United States.  
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Note: The figures refer to limited English proficient (LEP) students, ages 5 to 18, currently enrolled in school. Recent 
arrivals are persons who arrived within the previous three years. K-5th graders are children between 5 and 10; 6-12th

graders are between 11 and 18.
Source: MPI’s analysis of the 2006-2008 American Community Survey.
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#5: While the presence of ELL students has been concentrated in particular states, new areas of the county, 

especially the South East, is experiencing a rapid growth in this population.    

 

 
 

It is however, worth noting that 2/3rds of ELL Students are in 10 states (California, Texas, Florida, New York, 

Illinois, Arizona, Colorado, Washington, Nevada and New Mexico) 

  

# 6:   A Significant Achievement Gap Exists for English Language Learners.  As of 2007, only 7% of fourth-grade 

ELL students scored at or above the proficient level in reading in English compared with 36% of English 

speakers.  Nearly three quarters of ELL students (70%) scored below basic in reading. Nearly half (44%) of 4th 

grade students in the English language learner (ELL) category scored “below basic” in mathematics in 2007.  

Only 5% of eighth-grade ELL students scored at or above the proficient level, compared with 33% of English 

speakers (70%) of 8th grade ELL students scored below basic in reading. In Math, more than two-thirds (69%) 

of 8th grade ELL students scored below basic. (Source: The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act:  

Recommendations for Addressing the Needs of English Language Learners from the Working Group on ELL 

Policy  (March 20, 2009)   http://www.stanford.edu/~hakuta/ARRA/index.html) 

 

Data provided by MPI  using the NAEP scores, which standardize results across the states, suggest an even 

more significant achievement gap.  

 

http://www.stanford.edu/~hakuta/ARRA/index.html


Percentage of 4th Graders Scoring
At or Above Proficient in Math:

NAEP, 2007-2009

Source: US Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), Math Assessments, 2009; 
Notes: ELL status refers to an English Language Learner status.
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Percentage of 8th Graders Scoring
At or Above Proficient in Math:

NAEP, 2007-2009

Source: US Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), Math Assessments, 2009; 
Notes: ELL status refers to an English Language Learner status.
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#7:  For some English Language Learners , chronic school absence from school may be a key factor 

contributing to low school achievement.  According to the National Center for Children in Poverty, chronic 

absence (missing 10% or more of school for any reason) in kindergarten is associated with lower academic 

performance in 1st grade for all children, especially reading for Latino children.  By middle and high school 

chronic absence is a proven indicator of school drop-out  for all students, including English Language Learners.  

ELL students, may, however, be particularly susceptible to poor school attendance  if they are poor, lack 

access to health care, frequently travel back and forth to  their family’s home country, or have had their lives 

disrupted by immigration raids.  The extent to which chronic absence is a problem for ELL students is, however, 

difficult to assess since data systems undercount the issue for highly mobile student populations.   
 

PART II:  SELECTED RESOURCE MATERIALS 

 

A. Demographic: Making The Case For Addressing ELL & Immigrant Students  

 

Capps, Randy et.al, A Profile of Immigrants in Arkansas, Winthrop Rockefellar, April 2007. 

http://www.wrfoundation.org//pdf/Executive%20Summary.pdf 

 

Arkansas, like much of the southeastern United States, is experiencing economic expansion alongside a wave 

of record-high immigration. Only a small fraction of the nation’s nearly 36 million immigrants—about 100,000—

live in Arkansas, and immigrants represent just 4 percent of the state’s total population. However, the 

population of immigrants in Arkansas is growing much faster than the national average, as is the case for 

many neighboring states.  This summary report and two companion volumes were commissioned by the 

Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation to fully discuss key demographic trends, economic factors, and public-policy 

issues associated with immigrants in Arkansas.  

 

Dolan, Sara, Missing Out: Latino Students in America’s Schools, National Council of La Raza April 2009. 

http://www.nclr.org/content/publications/detail/57016/ 

 

This report provides a statistical snapshot of the Latino student population whose academic outcomes will 

define the success of our public education system and indicate whether our nation is prepared to compete in a 

global economy. Latino children constitute one-fifth of the under-five population and are the nation’s largest 

and fastest-growing minority; as such, they represent the very future of the American workforce. However, 

Latino students continue to miss out on critical learning opportunities and perform at lower levels than their 

peers. 

  

http://www.wrfoundation.org/pdf/Executive%20Summary.pdf
http://www.nclr.org/content/publications/detail/57016/


Batalova, Fix and Murray, Measures of Change: The Demography and Literacy of Adolescent English Learners 

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/Measures_of_Change.pdf 
 

This MPI report provides a demographic profile of students in grades 6-12 who are English Language Learners 

(ELLs) and focuses on how these students are faring on standardized tests at the national level and in four 

states: California, Colorado, Illinois, and North Carolina. The authors find wide achievement gaps between ELL 

and other students at both national and state levels -- a finding with worrying implications for schools trying to 

meet requirements under the No Child Left Behind Act. 

 

Hernandez, Don, et. al., Children in Immigrant Families - The U.S. and 50 States: National Origins, Language, 

and Early Education, April 2007  

This Research Brief draws on the Census 2000 data to take a closer look at children in immigrant families, 

that is, children with at least one foreign-born parent. This brief highlights the proportion, dispersion, national 

origins, language, and early education of children in newcomer families, both for the United States as a whole 

and in various states. (Results for each state can be accessed at 

http://www.childtrends.org/Files//Child_Trends-2007_04_01_TBL_ChildrenInImmigrantFamilies.pdf.  

This research brief and the results for each state, as well as more detailed data for the United States, 

individual states, and other local areas, can be accessed at http://www.albany.edu/csda/children.) 

 

KIDS COUNT Data Center offers a wealth of data on English Language Learners.  Go to: 

http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/acrossstates/Default.aspx  and click on Other Education  to find a wide 

range of statistics including, for example, children who speak languages other than English at home;  have 

difficulty speaking English, live in immigrant families in which resident parents have difficulty speaking English, 

live in linguistically isolated households, 

 

Shin, Hyon and Kominski, Language Use in the United States: 2007, American Community Survey Reports 

Issued April 2010 http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/acs-12.pdf 

This report provides information on the number and characteristics of people in the United States in 2007 who 

spoke a language other than English at home. 

 

Arkansas Department of Education, Programs for Language Minority Students. This document offers a profile 

of programs for language minority students as well as statistics showing the growth of this population over 

time. http://wrfeducationforum.ning.com/forum/topics/arkansas-department-of?xg_source=activity 

 

B. Effective Strategies & Program Practices 

 

English-Language Learners. Education Week, September 21, 2004 

http://www.wrfoundation.org//pdf/Executive%20Summary.pdf 

This Education Week article provides a brief overview of the educational issues surrounding ELL students 

including the increasing number of ELL students, current policy debates and primary methods for instruction. It 

also connects readers to a variety of available resources.  

 

Espinosa, Linda, Challenging Common Myths About Young English Language Learners Foundation for Child 

Development, February 2008  

http://www.fcd-us.org/usr_doc/MythsOfTeachingELLsEspinosa.pdf 

Educational outcomes for young English Language Learners (ELL) from ages three to eight can improve if we 

abandon outdated misconceptions and inform our practices with current scientific findings. Linda Espinosa, 

former Professor of Early Childhood Education at the University of Missouri-Columbia, challenges six commonly 

held beliefs about the development of young children who are learning English as their second language and 

presents research evidence drawing from a variety of disciplines that can better shape education policies for 

all children. 

 

Note: A revised version of Challenging Common Myths is available in the form of a presentation by Micheal 

Lopez at a Latino Legislative Hearing on Pre-K & The Early Grades held in Sept 2008 and sponsored by the 

NALEO Education Leadership Initiative. See http://www.naleo.org/downloads/LatinoLeg-Hearing.pdf  

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/Measures_of_Change.pdf
http://www.childtrends.org/Files/Child_Trends-2007_04_01_TBL_ChildrenInImmigrantFamilies.pdf
http://www.albany.edu/csda/children
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/acrossstates/Default.aspx
http://www.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/acs-12.pdf
http://wrfeducationforum.ning.com/forum/topics/arkansas-department-of?xg_source=activity
http://www.wrfoundation.org/pdf/Executive%20Summary.pdf
http://www.fcd-us.org/usr_doc/MythsOfTeachingELLsEspinosa.pdf
http://www.naleo.org/downloads/LatinoLeg-Hearing.pdf


Garcia, Gene Y& Ellen Frede, Editors, Young English Language Learners: Current Research and Emerging 

Directions for Practice and Policy, Teachers College Press. Available July 2010.  To order, go to: 

www.tcpress.com  The chapters in this important book provides and up-to-date syntheses of the research base 

for young ELLs on critical topics such as demographics, development of bilingualism, cognitive and 

neurological benefits of bilingualism, and family relationships, as well as classroom, assessment, and teacher-

preparation practices  

 

Short, Deborah J.; Fitzsimmons, Shannon, Double the Work: Challenges and Solutions to Acquiring Language 

and Academic Literacy for Adolescent English Language Learners Carnegie Corporation of New York, 2007 

http://carnegie.org/fileadmin/Media/Publications/PDF/DoubletheWork.pdf 

Authored by Dr. Deborah J. Short and Shannon Fitzsimmons of the Center for Applied Linguistics, and informed 

by a distinguished panel of researchers, policymakers and practitioners, Double the Work discusses the 

diversity of the English language learner populations in American secondary schools and recommends 

techniques to improve the way they are taught, noting that literacy interventions for these students must be 

designed and implemented differently if they are to be successful. The report includes extensive data drawn 

from a specially commissioned demographic analysis by the Migration Policy Institute. 

 

Weinstein, Gail, Family and Intergenerational Literacy in Multilingual Communities. 

National Clearinghouse for ESL Education,  June 1998 

http://eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/15/ab/da  This article 

reviews selected research, current policies, goals, models for program design, and curriculum approaches. 

Promising trends in family and intergenerational literacy include collaboration between parents and schools to 

promote more effective programs, efforts to strengthen families and communities, planning and instruction 

beginning with inquiry into learners' lives, targeting of learner-defined needs, encouragement of 

intergenerational sharing of knowledge; and fostering of learning among communities among both learners 

and practitioners. 

 

Hanford, Emily,  Rising by Degrees American Radio Works,  2010 

http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/latino_college/index.html 

The United States is facing a dramatic demographic challenge: Young Latinos are the fastest-growing segment 

of the population, and they are the least likely to graduate from college. Experts say the future of the American 

economy is at stake, because higher education is essential in the 21st century economy. Rising by Degrees 

tells the story of Latino students working towards a college degree—and why it’s so hard for them to get what 

they want. 

 

C.  Policies Related to English Language Learners 

 

Cosentina de Cohen, Clemencia and Beatriz Chu Clewell, Putting English Language Learners on the 

Educational Map: The No Child Left Behind Act Implemented, The Urban Institute  May 2007 

http://www.urban.org/publications/311468.html 

This brief presents research findings as well as policy recommendations arising from a study of the No Child 

Left Behind Act and its implications for immigrant children and English language learners (ELLs). Analyses are 

based on nationally-representative data from the Schools and Staffing Survey and detailed case studies of 

selected elementary schools and school districts serving high concentrations of ELL students. Policy 

recommendations presented include the development of appropriate tests for ELLs, the inclusion of pre-K in 

NCLB legislation, and the provision of professional development for teachers.  

 

Improving Educational Outcomes for English Language Learners: Recommendations for the Reauthorization of 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Working Group on ELL Policy, Updated May 25, 2010.   

The Working Group on ELL Policy has released a set of recommendations for how the reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) can best foster improved educational outcomes for English 

Language Learners. These recommendations focus on five areas of ESEA policy: the identification and 

classification of ELL students; appropriate assessment of ELLs’ knowledge and skills in academic content; 

development of a stronger accountability system that fosters and accurately monitors improvement for these 

students; human capital policies to ensure access to high-quality teachers and teaching; and the capacity-

building role of Title III. http://ellpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/ESEAFinal.pdf  

 

http://www.tcpress.com/
http://eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/15/ab/da
http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/latino_college/index.html
http://www.urban.org/publications/311468.html
http://ellpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/ESEAFinal.pdf
http://ellpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/ESEAFinal.pdf


Noguera, Pedro, The Trouble With Black Boys: And Other Reflections on Race, Equity, and the Future of Public 

Education.  March 2008.  

For many years to come, race will continue to be a source of controversy and conflict in American society. For 

many of us it will continue to shape where we live, pray, go to school, and socialize. We cannot simply wish 

away the existence of race or racism, but we can take steps to lessen the ways in which the categories trap 

and confine us. Educators, who should be committed to helping young people realize their intellectual potential 

as they make their way toward adulthood, have a responsibility to help them find ways to expand identities 

related to race so that they can experience the fullest possibility of all that they may become. In this brutally 

honest—yet ultimately hopeful— book Pedro Noguera examines the many facets of race in schools and society 

and reveals what it will take to improve outcomes for all students. From achievement gaps to immigration, 

Noguera offers a rich and compelling picture of a complex issue that affects all of us.  

 

Responding to the Needs of Young Latino Children: State Efforts to Build Comprehensive Early Learning 

Systems, National Council of La Raza February 2010  

http://www.nclr.org/content/publications/detail/61855/ 

Recent policy developments and investments in early care and education (ECE) reflect a renewed commitment 

to improving the school readiness and, ultimately, the school success of young children. Most importantly, 

these new proposals present a prime opportunity to incentivize states to design early learning systems that 

meet the needs Latino children. This white paper examines how states are working to build comprehensive 

early learning standards and to address issues of professional development to ensure the success of Latino 

and English language learner children and families. Based on interviews with state leaders, the white paper 

reveals that states have a long way to go to develop early learning programs that are responsive to the needs 

of Latino and English language leaner children and families.  

 

US Department of Education, The Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, A Blueprint 

for Reform. http://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/blueprint/index.html 

On March 13, the Obama administration released its blueprint for revising the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA).  The blueprint challenges the nation to embrace education standards that would put 

America on a path to global leadership. It provides incentives for states to adopt academic standards that 

prepare students to succeed in college and the workplace, and create accountability systems that measure 

student growth toward meeting the goal that all children graduate and succeed in college.  Section 6 discusses 

meeting the needs of English Language Learners.  

 

D. Videos 

 

The New Americans: Supporting Families 

Supporting Families is a 58-minute video module that tells the stories of three families from Mexico and 

Nigeria, and through them, illustrates the common hopes and particular challenges of immigrant families and 

their children. It can be used wherever a more humane and complex picture of immigrants will help 

professionals to understand newcomers and meet their needs. 

http://www.activevoice.net/new_americans_mods.html 

 

Childhood in Translation This documentary from filmmaker Robert Winn recounts how language barriers pose 

risks to the well-being of immigrants and their children. Through the voices of the children themselves, as well 

as the perspectives of their parents, service providers, and advocates, this documentary sketches in personal 

terms the tremendous need that exists for language access services in an increasingly diverse America. 

http://www.migrationinformation.org/integration/language_portal/film_childhood.cfm 
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