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Dual Language Learners (DLLs) are young children who have at least one parent who speaks a language 
other than English at home,1 meaning when they enroll in English-speaking preschool, kindergarten, or 
other early childhood programs, their brains are using multiple language systems that are developing at dif-
ferent rates.2 Research shows that to effectively support DLLs’ early learning trajectories, the design of these 
programs must be responsive to their particular cognitive, socioemotional, and language development 
needs.3 Nationwide, there are 7.1 million young children ages 0 to 5 who are DLLs, comprising 33 percent 
of all children in this age group (see Table 1). This large population is extremely diverse, bringing language 
skills and cultural assets among other important strengths to their schools and communities. As described 
below, these children are also disproportionately likely to face multiple risk factors that make them import-
ant targets for preschool and other early childhood services.

DLLs and their families benefit from access to high-quality early childhood programs and services, such as 
early childhood education and care (ECEC), home visiting, and infant and early childhood mental health 
services.4 These programs can support the early language development, future academic success, and long-
term health and well-being of DLLs, while also providing integration-related supports for their parents, such 
as help navigating potentially unfamiliar early childhood, health, and social service systems. However, data 
show that children who live in households where a language other than English is spoken by a parent or pri-
mary caregiver have more limited access to early child-
hood services than peers in households where only En-
glish is spoken, despite making up a significant portion 
of the target populations that early childhood services 
aim to support.5

This fact sheet highlights key characteristics of the coun-
try’s DLL children and the households in which they 
reside, underscoring both their diversity and certain fac-
tors that may hinder their access to early childhood ser-
vices. These characteristics should be considered in the 
design and implementation of early childhood services 
to ensure they are equipped to support the well-being 
and future success of all children and their families. This 
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BOX 1
Explore DLL Data 

This fact sheet is part of a series of fact sheets 
on key characteristics of Dual Language Learner 
(DLL) children and their households nationwide 
and in the 30 states with the most DLLs. These 
fact sheets are available on the Migration Policy 
Institute website at: www.migrationpolicy.org/
research/data-profile-dual-language-learners. 

Additional data on DLLs ages 0–5 and 0–8, across 
the United States and in all 50 states, are also 
available at: www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/
data-hub/charts/us-state-profiles-young-dlls.

http://www.migrationpolicy.org
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/data-profile-dual-language-learners
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/data-profile-dual-language-learners
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-state-profiles-young-dlls
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-state-profiles-young-dlls
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information is based on Migration Policy Institute (MPI) analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Ameri-
can Community Survey (ACS) for the 2019–23 period, pooled.

DLL children live in all 50 states and the District of Columbia, comprising more than 20 percent of 
young children in more than half of all states.

	► In the 2019–23 period, the number of DLLs was highest in top immigrant destination states6 such as 
California (1.5 million), Texas (1.1 million), and New York and Florida (each with more than 500,000), as 
can be seen in Table 1.

	► In some states with smaller numbers, DLLs were nonetheless a significant share of all children ages 
0 to 5; for example, 45 percent of all young children in Nevada, 42 percent in Rhode Island, and 40 
percent in New Mexico were DLLs.

TABLE 1
DLL and Non-DLL Children (ages 0 to 5) in the United States, by Size of State DLL Population, 2019–23

Rank State Total Children Non-DLLs DLLs DLL % of All Children

United States 21,754,000 14,624,000 7,130,000 33%

1 California 2,579,000 1,066,000 1,514,000 59%

2 Texas 2,238,000 1,160,000 1,078,000 48%

3 New York  1,239,000  685,000  554,000 45%

4 Florida  1,282,000  740,000  542,000 42%

5 New Jersey  599,000  317,000  282,000 47%

6 Illinois  814,000  548,000  266,000 33%

7 Arizona  473,000  283,000  190,000 40%

8 Washington  507,000  322,000  184,000 36%

9 Pennsylvania  786,000  610,000  176,000 22%

10 Georgia  730,000  557,000  173,000 24%

11 Massachusetts  405,000  239,000  166,000 41%

12 North Carolina  681,000  522,000  159,000 23%

13 Virginia  562,000  412,000  149,000 27%

14 Maryland  410,000  270,000  139,000 34%

15 Ohio  772,000  661,000  112,000 14%

16 Michigan  635,000  535,000  100,000 16%

17 Colorado  366,000  268,000  98,000 27%

18 Nevada  208,000  114,000  94,000 45%

19 Minnesota  393,000  304,000  90,000 23%

20 Indiana  472,000  392,000  80,000 17%

21 Connecticut  210,000  134,000  77,000 37%
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Rank State Total Children Non-DLLs DLLs DLL % of All Children
22 Tennessee  464,000  392,000  72,000 16%

23 Oregon  246,000  178,000  68,000 28%

24 Utah  281,000  212,000  68,000 24%

25 Wisconsin  370,000  310,000  60,000 16%

26 Oklahoma  281,000  227,000  54,000 19%

27 New Mexico  130,000  78,000  52,000 40%

28 Missouri  413,000  363,000  49,000 12%

29 South Carolina  327,000  280,000  47,000 14%

30 Kansas  205,000  167,000  38,000 18%

31 Kentucky  301,000  262,000  38,000 13%

32 Louisiana  325,000  287,000  38,000 12%

33 Iowa  221,000  186,000  36,000 16%

34 Alabama  325,000  291,000  34,000 10%

35 Nebraska  145,000  113,000  32,000 22%

36 Hawaii  90,000  59,000  31,000 35%

37 Arkansas  207,000  177,000  30,000 14%

38 Idaho  137,000  111,000  26,000 19%

39 Rhode Island  63,000  36,000  26,000 42%

40 Delaware  62,000  45,000  17,000 27%

41 Alaska  56,000  42,000  14,000 25%

42 District of Columbia  46,000  32,000  14,000 30%

43 Mississippi  196,000  182,000  14,000 7%

44 New Hampshire  72,000  62,000  11,000 15%

45 North Dakota  58,000  51,000  8,000 13%

46 South Dakota  67,000  60,000  7,000 10%

47 Maine  72,000  66,000  6,000 8%

48 Montana  65,000  60,000  5,000 8%

49 West Virginia  99,000  95,000  4,000 5%

50 Wyoming  37,000  32,000  4,000 12%

51 Vermont  32,000  29,000  3,000 8%
Note: The data in this fact sheet are for children residing in homes with at least one parent present and for whom poverty status is 
determined.
Source: Migration Policy Institute (MPI) tabulation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019–23 American Community Survey (ACS), 
pooled.

TABLE 1 (cont.)
DLL and Non-DLL Children (ages 0 to 5) in the United States, by Size of State DLL Population, 2019–23
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Language barriers likely keep the families of many DLLs from accessing early childhood services on 
their behalf.

► Of the 7,130,000 DLL children ages 0 to 5 living in the United States in 2019–23, 42 percent had at least
one Limited English Proficient (LEP) parent, meaning the parent reported speaking English less than
“very well” in the ACS (either “well,” “not well,” or “not at all”).

► Nationwide, 18 percent of DLLs lived in linguistically isolated households, which the U.S. Census
Bureau defines as households in which all members who are age 14 or older speak a non-English
language and speak English less than “very well.”7

► LEP parents may find it difficult to identify and enroll their children in early childhood programs and
may face challenges in communicating with program staff members.8

► DLLs in the United States come from families that speak a wide range of languages. In 2019–23, 56
percent of DLLs lived in households that reported speaking Spanish, with the other 44 percent living
in households reporting speaking languages other than English or Spanish, including but not limited
to Chinese, Arabic, Tagalog, and French (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 1
Top Non-English Languages Spoken in DLLs’ Households in the United States, 2019–23

56%

3%2%

2%
1%

36%

 Spanish: 4,000,000

 Chinese: 235,000

 Arabic: 159,000

 Tagalog: 114,000

 French: 99,000

 Other: 2,523,000

LLaanngguuaaggee  &&  
NNuummbbeerr  ooff  DDLLLLss

Notes: Languages spoken are self-reported in the ACS. Shares may not add up to 100 percent due to rounding. “Chinese” includes 
Mandarin, Cantonese, and other Chinese languages. “Tagalog” includes Filipino. “French” includes French, Patois, and Cajun. 
Source: MPI tabulation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019–23 ACS, pooled. 
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DLLs comprise a strikingly disproportionate share of young children whose parents have a low level of 
formal education, making them a significant target for early childhood services.

	► In 2019–23, 25 percent of DLLs had at least one parent whose highest level of education was less than 
a high school diploma or equivalent. This was the case for 8 percent of non-DLLs (see Figure 2). 

	► While DLLs comprised about one-third of children ages 0 to 5 in the United States, they comprised 
60 percent of all children from this age group who had at least one parent whose highest level of 
education was less than a high school diploma or equivalent. 

	► An extensive body of research shows a correlation between parental educational attainment and a 
child’s academic achievement.9 ECEC program participation can therefore play a particularly important 
role in supporting the future educational success of DLLs whose parents have limited formal 
education.

FIGURE 2
Parental Education Levels of Children Ages 0 to 5 in the United States, by DLL Status, 2019–23

25%

35%

25%

12%

28%

20%

8%

31% 31%

15%

37%

23%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Less than a High
School Diploma or

Equivalent

High School
Diploma or
Equivalent

Some Col lege Associate’s 
Degree

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Master’s Degree 
or Higher

Share of children with at least one parent whose highest level of formal education is...

DLLs Non-DLLs

Source: MPI tabulation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019–23 ACS, pooled.

DLLs living in low-income households are an important target for early childhood services.

	► Nationwide, DLL children are more likely than their non-DLL peers to live in low-income households; 
43 percent of DLL children resided in low-income households in 2019–23, compared to 33 percent of 
non-DLL children (see Figure 3). These are households with an annual income below 200 percent of 
the federal poverty line.

	► Although DLLs comprised about one-third of children ages 0 to 5 in the United States, they made 
up 39 percent of all young children living in low-income households. Research shows that children 



MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   6 MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE   |   7

A DATA PROFILE OF YOUNG DUAL LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN THE UNITED STATES A DATA PROFILE OF YOUNG DUAL LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN THE UNITED STATES

experiencing poverty, particularly during the early years of their development, are at risk of negative 
cognitive, academic, social, health, and long-term economic outcomes.10 It also shows that high-
quality ECEC programs can help mitigate the adverse effects of child poverty by promoting cognitive, 
social, and emotional development.11 

	► Early childhood programs such as Head Start and Early Head Start prioritize enrolling children from 
low-income families, using the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Poverty Guidelines 
and Section 645 of the Head Start Act to determine income eligibility for participation.12 This focus on 
serving low-income families, coupled with DLLs’ disproportionate likelihood to live in a low-income 
household, makes these children a significant target population for such early childhood services.  

FIGURE 3
Share of Children Ages 0 to 5 in the United States Who Reside in Low-Income Households, by DLL 
Status, 2019–23
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Source: MPI tabulation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019–23 ACS, pooled. 

Limited access to the internet and digital devices is a 
significant barrier that can keep some DLLs’ families  
from accessing early childhood services. 

	► In 2019–23, 5 percent of DLL children nationwide 
lived in a household with no access to the internet, 
and 13 percent in a household with no access to 
a computer or laptop at home, as compared to 2 
percent and 7 percent of the households of non-
DLLs (see Figure 4). With limited digital access, it  
may be difficult for parents and caregivers to  
connect with early childhood programs and 
resources. 

	► DLLs made up 50 percent of all children ages 0 to 
5 in the United States whose households had no 
access to the internet, despite comprising only  
one-third of children in this age group. 

FIGURE 4
Internet and Computer/Laptop Access in the 
Households of Children Ages 0 to 5 in the 
United States, by DLL Status, 2019–23
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Source: MPI tabulation of data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s 2019–23 ACS, pooled. 
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Limited health insurance coverage is another barrier that can hinder some DLLs’ access to important 
early childhood services. 

	► In 2019–23, DLL children in the United States were more likely than non-DLLs to live in a household 
without health insurance (7 percent versus 3 percent), as shown in Figure 5. 

	► Without health insurance, parents may not have access to early childhood health services provided 
by pediatric physicians or have the opportunity to be referred to services such as early intervention 
(a system of services that support babies and toddlers up to age 3 with development delays or 
disabilities) or home visiting (a service delivery strategy in which a trained professional visits families in 
their homes to provide support, guidance, and resources).

	► Nationwide, 48 percent of DLLs’ households had access to private health insurance, in comparison to 
65 percent of non-DLLs’ households. 

FIGURE 5
Health Insurance Access in the Households of Children Ages 0 to 5 in the United States, by DLL Status, 
2019–23
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