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Introduction

Increasing numbers of immigrants to the United States has resulted in sizable numbers of persons with possible language assistance needs.  These individuals are not just older, adult immigrants, but their children, native or immigrants themselves.   

The 2006 American Community Survey (ACS) shows that of the 53 million children ages 5-17 years, 11 million children spoke a language other than English at home and 3 million children spoke English less than “very well”.

Objective

This poster examines the size and characteristics of the school-age population (ages 5-17) with an eye toward the English-language speaking ability of these children, and the adults with whom they reside.

Data
This poster uses data from the 2006 American Community Survey (ACS).  The ACS provides critical economic, social, demographic, and housing information about the U.S. and its communities.  The ACS provides the same kind of detailed information previously available only when the U.S. Census Bureau conducted a population census every 10 years.

During the years when the ACS was in the developmental stages (1996 through 2004), housing unit data were collected in a limited number of counties in the United States. In 2005, the Census Bureau expanded the sample size of the ACS to 3,000,000 housing unit addresses and data were collected in all 3,141 U.S. counties, American Indian and Alaska Native areas, and Native Hawaiian areas.  In 2006, the ACS sample was expanded to include the population living in group quarters.  The 2006 ACS data now includes both data on the housing unit and the group quarters populations.

Language data come from a three-part question:

a) Does this person speak a language other than English at home?


b)What is this language?


c) How well does this person speak English? (Very well, well, not well, not at all)

This paper examines the population at the national, state and metropolitan levels.  The focus is on: (a) school-age children ages 5-17 years; (b) preschool children ages 0-4 years; (c) their parents; (d) and the teachers of these children.  The analysis will demonstrate the magnitude of the language-need issue (defined using the English-speaking ability question); map its occurrences; and show the presence of foreign language-enabled teaching staff vis-vis the population needing the language assistance.

Methods

The ACS question on English-speaking ability captures the respondents’ own assessment of their English-speaking ability.  The Census Bureau uses the distinction of those who report speaking English less than “very well” as having some difficulty with the English language.  In 1982, the U.S. Census Bureau fielded the English Language Proficiency Survey (ELPS) and concluded that those who spoke English less than “very well” had some difficulty with the tests administered in the ELPS.  No study has been conducted to measure the performance of the Census/ACS question on English-speaking ability since the 1982 ELPS.
  

First we examine the general language use and English-speaking ability characteristics of children age 5-17 years.  We look at these characteristics by their school enrollment status and by the grade level in which they are enrolled.  We examine these children who are enrolled in nursery through 12th grade.

We also look at children age 5-17 years who are enrolled in nursery school through 4th grade.  These young school children are examined by their own language use, their English-speaking ability, the English-speaking ability of the householder, and linguistic isolation status.

For the youngest ages (0-4 year olds), we use the language use and English-speaking ability of the householder because language use characteristics are tabulated for the population 5 years and over only.  We also examine whether these preschool children live in linguistically isolated households.  

Finally, we assess the language use and English-speaking ability of teachers.  The questions on language use and English-speaking ability ask about languages spoken at home and not in a workplace, but by assessing the language use of teachers, we reason that teachers may use their own language skills to assist in the language needs of their students.  For these teachers, we look at the distribution of teachers who spoke a language other than English at home by the level of schooling they teach: (1) nursery school and kindergarten; (2) elementary and middle school; and (3) high school.

We then create two ratios of children to teachers.  The first ratio is constructed with the number of preschool children ages 0-4 years whose householder spoke English less than “very well” divided by 25 by the number of nursery and kindergarten teachers.  We divide the number of children by 25 to simulate a clustering of children who may have a householder with language needs.

The second ratio is constructed by dividing the number of elementary and middle school students ages 5-17 years, who spoke a language other than English at home by 25 and then dividing that quantity by the number of elementary and middle school teachers.

Results

1.  Language use and English-speaking ability of school children ages 5-17 years.

Of the 51.3 million children ages 5-17 years who were enrolled in nursery school through 12th grade, 10.4 million (20.2 percent) spoke a language other than English (LOTE) at home.  About 2.5 million children spoke English less than “very well” (LTVW) which implies they had some language-assistance needs (see Table 1).

Examining the geographic distribution of children who spoke a language other than English at home, not surprisingly, higher percentages of these children lived in the West and Southwest, as well as states with large urban centers, such as Illinois, New York, New Jersey, and Florida.

Table 2 shows that nationally, 20.3 percent of the population ages 5-17 years who were enrolled in nursery school through 12th grade spoke a language other than English at home.  Ten states had 20.0 percent or more of the school children speaking a LOTE at home.  Five states had 5.0 percent or less of the population speaking a LOTE at home.

Nationally, 5.0 percent of school children spoke English LTVW.  Five states had 6.0 percent or more of its children speaking English LTVW while 17 states had 2.0 percent or less speaking English LTVW.

2.  Language use and English-speaking ability of the young school-age children enrolled in nursery/kindergarten through 4th grade.

We then examined the young-school children who were enrolled in nursery school through 4th grade.  

For the United States, 20.4 percent of the young school children spoke a language other than English at home (see Table 3).  Ten states had 20.0 or more of its young school children speaking a LOTE at home and nine states had 5.0 percent or less of its children speaking LOTE at home.  Additionally, 6.5 percent of these young school children spoke English less than “very well” throughout the U.S.  Eleven states had 6.0 percent or more of its children and 14 states had 2.0 percent or less of its children speaking English LTVW.

These young school children could be living in households where the householder might have language needs.  The language needs of the householder might have implications on the type of services these children may or may not need from English-only speakers.  Nationally, 12.6 percent of young school children lived in households where the householder spoke English less than “very well”.  In 14 states, 12.0 percent or more of its children lived with a householder who had language needs.  In 7 states, 2.0 or less of its children lived in households where the householder had language needs.

We then examined whether these young school children lived in household that were linguistically isolated.  A linguistically isolated household is a household in which no person age 14 years or over spoke only English or spoke a language other than English at home and spoke English at least “very well”.  These children could potentially have even more needs if there is no one who is a capable translator for interactions with English-only speakers.

Throughout the U.S., 7.8 percent of the young school children lived in linguistically isolated.  4 states had 12.0 percent or more of its children living in linguistically isolated households while 11 states had 2.0 or less percent.

3.  Language use and English-speaking ability of preschool children ages 0-4 years.

The next analysis considered the youngest children in the U.S., the pre-school children age 0-4 years.  These pre-school children are the ones that will be entering our school systems, if not already there.  Since we do not have language use or English-speaking ability data for children under 5 years, we assigned the language use and English-speaking ability of the householder to these youngest children.

Table 4 shows that 28.0 percent of children age 0-4 years lived in a household where the householder spoke a language other than English at home in the U.S.  Eighteen states had 20.0 percent or more of its pre-school children in a LOTE household.  Two states had 5.0 percent or less in LOTE households.

Many of these children also lived in households where the householder spoke English less than “very well” (13.7 percent).  Thirteen states had 12.0 percent or more of its pre-school children in households where the householder spoke English LTVW while 6 states had 2.0 percent or less of its children in LTVW households.

Finally, 9.2 percent of pre-school children lived in linguistically isolated households in the U.S.  Four states had 12.0 percent or more of its population in linguistically isolated households while 10 states had 2.0 percent or less living so.

4.  Characteristics of teachers.

The school-age population that we’re examining could potentially have other adults who can assist these children with English, namely their teachers.  School teachers can act as a bridge between the home and society to help integrate children.  For children with language needs, these teachers may be called upon to help even more.

In the U.S., 11.2 percent of teachers who taught nursery school through 12th grade spoke a language other than English at home.  Fifteen percent of teachers in nursery and kindergarten spoke a LOTE, 10.4 percent of teachers in elementary and middle school spoke a LOTE, and 12.1 percent of high school teachers spoke a LOTE (see Table 5).

In comparison, for each grade level, around 20 percent of children spoke a LOTE.  At all levels, there were larger proportions of children who were LOTE than there were proportions of teachers who were LOTE.

To examine the availability of teachers who could potentially help children with language needs, we created a ratio of the number of children and the number of teachers for two different population groups: pre-school children and elementary/middle school children.

For pre-school children, we created a formula that creates a ratio of a potential cluster of children age 0-4 years who lived in a household where the householder spoke English less than “very well” by the number of nursery and kindergarten teachers who spoke a language other than English at home.

(Num. of children 0-4 years in with a householder speaking LTVW / 25)

      Num. of nursery and kindergarten teachers who speak LOTE
Going on the assumption that an average classroom has about 25 children, we divide the number of children by 25.

Table 6 shows that 13 states had a child/teacher ratio of less than 1.0.  Ignoring specific languages, these states have higher possible capacities of teachers to assist children whose householder spoke English less than “very well”.  Seventeen states had a child/teacher ratio of 2.0 or more.  These states have a lower possible capacity to address these children.

For elementary and middle-school children, the formula created a ratio of the number of children age 5-17 years who were enrolled in 1st through 8th grades who spoke a language other than English at home by the number of 1st through 8th grade teachers who spoke a language other than English at home.

(Num. of children enrolled in 1st-8th grade who spoke LOTE / 25)

         Num. of 1st-8th grade teachers who speak LOTE

For children and teachers in elementary and middle schools, 35 states had a child/teacher ratio of 1.0 or less.  Around two-thirds of states had a higher possible capacity of teachers to assist children who spoke a language other than English at home.  Only Nevada had a child/teacher ratio greater than 2.0.

Conclusions

Children’s language needs are becoming more significant as time goes on.  These needs have implications for the future of our families, schools, and communities.

By examining three different groups of children, we examined the language use and English-speaking ability of these children.  These children were (1) age 5-17 years who were enrolled in nursery school through 12th grades, (2) young school children age 5-17 years who were enrolled in nursery school through 4th grades, and (3) pre-school children age 0-4 years.  We also looked at the language use and English-speaking ability of teachers to explore how their language abilities might help school children with potential language needs.

Children age 5-17 years who were enrolled in nursery school through 12th grade lived in sates that traditionally have higher immigrant populations.  

Young school children also lived in these states but taking into account the language needs of the householder, states that traditionally do not have higher immigrant populations, such as Idaho, Kansas, and Nebraska appear to have lower proportions of these children compared to all children age 5-17 years old in the U.S.

The youngest children, age 0-4 years, who lived in households where the householder spoke English less than “very well” are populating even more non-traditional immigrant states.

Finally, teachers who could potentially assist these children with language needs appear to be needed less as these children progress through the school system.  Need appears larger at the nursery/kindergarten level.
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� More information on the design of the 2006 American Community Survey may be found at:


http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Downloads/ACS/accuracy2006.pdf


� Kominski, Robert.  1989.  How Good is “How Well”?  An Examination of the Census English-Speaking Ability Question.  Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Statistical Association.  Washington D.C.


� A linguistically isolated household is one in which no person age 14 years or over speaks English at least “very well”.
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