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A NATION OF IMMIGRANTS

The United States is home to an estimated 40 million
immigrants,2 who constitute approximately 13 percent of the

total U.S. population.3 Drawn by freedom and opportunity, these
newcomers have built lives for themselves—and their families—
in every state and virtually every community across the country.
“New gateway” states, from North Carolina to Nevada, are now
richly mixed communities of the world’s cultures. Longstanding
immigrant destinations, such as California, New York and Texas,
are reaping the social, economic and civic benefits of having
multiple generations of immigrant and U.S.-born residents.

Increasingly, American communities are recognizing that
immigrants are vital to local economies and are an integral part
of our nation as a whole. Together with longtime residents,
newcomers are contributing to community problem solving as
well as efforts to address enduring social issues such as poverty
and racial inequalities. To this end, facilitating immigrant
integration is a cornerstone of successful community
development strategies and the delivery of effective direct service
programs. As an intentional effort, immigrant integration
engages and transforms all community stakeholders, reaping
shared benefits and creating a new whole that is greater than the
sum of its parts.

Immigrant integration is a dynamic, two-way process in which
newcomers and the receiving society work together to build secure,
vibrant and cohesive communities. e term “integration” (versus
“assimilation”) emphasizes respect for and incorporation of
differences, the importance of mutual adaptation and an
appreciation of diversity.

Immigrants have been growing in number, and as they are a
significant proportion of the U.S. population, it is critical that
funders invest in programs and services to ensure that they can
fully contribute to and participate in our diverse society. In most
cases, immigrants and immigrant issues already connect directly
to the “typical” areas of philanthropic investment among funders
seeking to improve the well-being of children, youth and families
(CYF funders). However, by viewing these issues with an
“immigrant lens,” CYF funders can maximize the return on their
investments, particularly if they build on existing grantmaking
areas and strategies.

is paper examines immigrant-specific demographic trends that
have particular relevance to CYF funders. It also makes a case
that today’s investments in essential programs and services for
immigrant children and youth are essential to the vitality of the
country’s future workforce. Finally, it explores the unique needs
and contributions of immigrants in the United States and offers
CYF funders a set of recommendations for responding
effectively to the needs of this population in their local
communities. 

A GROWING DEMOGRAPHIC IMPERATIVE

The immigrant population in the United States tripled over
the past three decades. In 2010, immigrants represented 12.9

percent of the United States' total population, up from 11.1
percent in 2000 and 7.9 percent in 1990.4 Many of these
newcomers are now settled in communities that have had less
experience with foreign-born residents and may lack the capacity
to meet their needs. Furthermore, today’s immigrants are
considerably more diverse in terms of national origin, levels of
English proficiency and socioeconomic status than past
immigrant populations. 
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ese dramatic demographic shifts have significant implications
for the philanthropic community at large, but especially for CYF
funders. Specifically:

n Children in immigrant families accounted for 24 percent of
all children in the United States in 2010, an increase from
13.4 percent in 1990.5

n e vast majority of children from immigrant families are
U.S. citizens. In 2010, close to 17 million children under the
age of 18 had at least one immigrant parent. Of these
children, 86 percent were U.S. citizens by birth.6

n Children in immigrant families are more likely to live in
poverty and less likely to be covered by health insurance.
Children of immigrants accounted for approximately 30
percent of all children under 18 in low-income families (i.e.,
below 200 percent of the federal poverty threshold) in 2010.7

And immigrant children are more than twice as likely as
children in native-born families to lack health insurance
coverage (16.4 percent versus 8.3 percent).8

n Children with at least one parent who speaks a language
other than English at home represent 31 percent of all
children under the age of 6; yet early childhood education
programs have limited capacity to effectively address their
language learning needs. Failure to respond to the needs of
dual-language learners in their early years can create a
significant academic lag—even prior to kindergarten entry—
that may persist through later years of schooling. In U.S.
public schools (pre-K to 12th grade) during the 2007–2008
academic year, 10.7 percent of all students enrolled were
classified as English Language Learners (ELLs), more than
half of whom were U.S.-born.9

n e number of Limited English Proficient U.S. residents
age 5 and older increased 80 percent between 1990 and 2010
from 14 million to 25.2 million.10 Meanwhile, research has
demonstrated the importance of English language proficiency
for one’s ability to earn a family-sustaining wage and
effectively navigate important systems, such as education,
health and housing.11

Demographic trends indicate that immigrants will play an
increasingly crucial role in our country’s future labor force. In less
than 20 years, when the last of the baby boom generation reaches
retirement age, the current children of immigrants will make up
a correspondingly large proportion of the workforce called upon
to support this expanded retiree population.12 us, today’s
investments in education, training and other vital services for
immigrant children and youth will reap significant benefits for
the future success of our country.

Although some funders may not necessarily identify themselves
as “immigrant funders,” given current demographics, there is

little doubt that most grantmaking today touches the lives of
countless immigrants and their families in communities across
the country—either directly or indirectly. Funders must be
prepared not only to leverage immigrants’ many contributions to
civic, economic, political and cultural life in the United States,
but they must also respond to the unique challenges newcomers
face. Not doing so threatens to undermine significant
investments in programs and services to support the health, well-
being and future success of all children, youth and families.

LIFTING UP IMMIGRANTS’ CONTRIBUTIONS,
ADDRESSING IMMIGRANTS’ NEEDS

Efforts to help immigrants become fully integrated in receiving
communities not only build stronger families, but also bring
about substantial social and economic benefits for our nation as a
whole. A diverse population with different experiences, histories,
ethnicities and backgrounds, for example, helps to build a more
vibrant, cohesive society. 

Immigrants play a vital role in the U.S. economy as workers,
consumers, taxpayers and entrepreneurs. ey constitute a higher
percentage of the workforce than they do of the general
population,13 and they accounted for more than 50 percent of the
overall growth in the U.S. labor force in the past decade.14 While
low-skilled immigrant workers help fuel the U.S economy,
newcomers also contribute their skills and expertise at a higher
level. For instance, one in four doctors, one in three computer
scientists and one in five postsecondary teachers are foreign-
born, as well as many founders of major companies such as
Google and Yahoo!. Meanwhile, states like Michigan that have
suffered population declines and industry exodus are looking to
immigrants, especially those with high education levels or
specialized skills, to reinvigorate their economies.15

In the United States today, the policy climate for immigrants
remains extremely volatile. Despite their many contributions to
our economy and civic and cultural life, newcomers to the United
States continue to face daunting challenges, including:  

n Insufficient, unavailable or inaccessible public benefits and
support programs. Lack of eligibility, confusion about
eligibility, linguistic and cultural barriers, and questions on
some state forms that require (or seem to require) social
security numbers are some of the barriers that immigrants
face in accessing critical public benefits programs. e 1996
federal welfare law eliminated many immigrants’ eligibility for
cash, food and health benefits, and it barred unauthorized
immigrants from virtually all public benefits with the
exception of K–12 education and emergency health care.
Subsequent changes have broadened eligibility for legally
admitted immigrants to some extent, and some states spend
their own funds to provide undocumented immigrants with
services, such as prenatal care. However, many eligible
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immigrants do not apply because they assume they cannot
receive benefits; welfare case workers unfamiliar with rule
changes mistakenly deny others.16

n Limited access to quality early childhood education and
care services. Children of immigrants are less likely than
their native peers to participate in early education programs
and center-based care, in spite of emerging research showing
the significant benefits that quality early learning programs
can have for this population. High-quality early childhood
programs support school readiness and English language
acquisition and can potentially ease the integration of families
into society by promoting an understanding of our education
system. Yet, immigrant families continue to face multiple
barriers to accessing these programs, including cost,
availability and language. Also, teachers and other staff are
often unprepared to meet the unique needs of children from
immigrant families.

n Inadequate and ineffective language and literacy
instruction. Many children from immigrant families must
learn to speak, read and write in a new language while also
mastering the academic content required at their grade level.
e insufficient responses of many school systems to the
needs of these children are a significant factor in their poor
outcomes on a range of performance indicators. For example,
in 2011, a mere 7 percent of ELLs across the nation scored at
or above a proficient score in reading compared to 37 percent
of non-ELLs. At the 8th-grade level, this gap widens as only
3 percent of ELLs scored at or above a proficient level
compared with 35 percent of non-ELLs.17

n Low secondary and postsecondary educational completion.
In 2010, approximately 32 percent of immigrant adults (age
25 and older) did not have a high school diploma, compared
with 11 percent of U.S.-born persons.18 At postsecondary
levels, more young adults from immigrant families are
enrolling in college today than in the past, but disparities
persist in college completion rates, with second-generation
immigrants lagging significantly behind their native-born
white peers and first-generation immigrants lagging behind
both of these groups. For both first- and second-generation
immigrants, lower income levels and competing family and
economic pressures are obstacles to college completion, while
limited language proficiency also presents a major hurdle for
many first-generation immigrants.19 For those who are
unauthorized, lack of legal status and ineligibility for college
financing compound these difficulties.

n Workplace issues and barriers. Immigrants face multiple
barriers in the workplace, including harsh working conditions,
exploitation, low wages, and lack of benefits. Others have
difficulty accessing continuing education, English as a Second
Language classes, family-sustaining jobs, and opportunities to

develop marketable skills and build assets for the future. e
need to hold down more than one job or to engage in shift
work on evenings and weekends may limit parents’
supervision time for children and youth as well as
opportunities to support school achievement.

n Anti-immigrant policies and harsh enforcement tactics.
According to recent estimates, there are currently 11.2 million
unauthorized (or undocumented) immigrants living in the
United States. Moreover, approximately 4.5 million U.S.-born
children under age 18, have at least one unauthorized
parent.20 e rapid expansion of immigration enforcement
activities—such as checkpoints, sweeps and raids carried out
in or near workplaces, schools, houses of worship and other
public spaces—has resulted in a widespread climate of fear. In
particular, the apprehension, detention and/or deportation of
immigrant parents can have grave consequences for the
children left behind, including the inappropriate termination
of parental rights and permanent family separation.21

According to the Applied Research Center, between January
and June 2011, 5,100 children were placed in foster care due
to detention and deportation. An estimated 15,000 additional
children will join their ranks in the next 5 years without
policy changes.22

By addressing these and other critical challenges, philanthropy in
general, but CYF funders in particular, can support efforts to
assist immigrant families in need; improve policies affecting
immigrant children, youth and families; advance their social,
economic and civic integration; and strengthen American
communities for immigrant and native-born residents alike.  

THE ROLE OF CYF FUNDERS

Current and projected demographic trends underscore the fact
that CYF funders are uniquely poised to consider immigrant-
related concerns in their grantmaking, and these issues link
directly to current areas of investment. us, CYF funders need
not radically change their grantmaking priorities, nor should
they shift their focus away from existing populations of concern.
In most cases, immigrants and their families share the same
concerns as native-born residents, and CYF funders can respond
to these concerns by applying an “immigrant lens” to their
existing grantmaking.

For funders wishing to gain a baseline understanding of
immigrant families in their communities, they can begin by
learning about basic demographics (e.g., population size,
countries of origin, etc.) through the U.S. Census Bureau’s
American FactFinder, think tanks such as the Migration Policy
Institute, and Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants and
Refugees’ county-level demographic profiles.23 For in-depth
information, CYF funders can commission research reports that
examine issues of particular relevance to their grantmaking and
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overlay service availability to identify gaps and build or leverage
capacity among local nonprofits to address immigrant needs.

e following are some specific suggestions as to how CYF
funders can reach out to and connect with immigrants through
existing areas of grantmaking in the areas of child welfare,
education, literacy, family economic self-sufficiency and poverty
alleviation, among others:   

n Support linguistically and culturally appropriate outreach
and education programs so that immigrant parents—
regardless of their own immigration status—are not deterred
from applying for health, nutritional and other critical
benefits on behalf of their U.S. citizen children. ese
messages can be incorporated into existing efforts to reach
native-born residents with similar information.

n Expand and improve the quality of early learning programs
for all low-income children, including children of immigrants,
and engage immigrant parents meaningfully in their children’s
education. Support the inclusion of this population’s needs in
considering the ongoing development of quality rating,
assessment and data collection systems in early childhood
education. Increase the availability of quality dual-language
programs that can benefit all children, and ensure that
teachers and staff are prepared to work effectively with young
children of immigrants. 

n Close the gap in secondary and postsecondary education
success for children from immigrant families through
multipronged approaches that improve youth and parent
understanding of middle and high school navigation and
success strategies, high school graduation requirements, career
knowledge and career pathway education programs, and
college admissions and methods of financing. Provide
academic and psychosocial supports that increase high school
graduation rates and acquisition of postsecondary degrees or
employer-recognized skill certifications for this population. 

n Invest in programs and strategies that support workforce
success and economic mobility for adult immigrants
through, for example, acquisition of English language and
vocational skills; protection of workplace, consumer and other
rights; and implementation of individual and community
asset-building strategies.

n Support policies and protocols that prioritize family unity
and protect the best interest of children whose parents are
apprehended, detained or deported for immigration reasons.24

Provide social and legal services to families affected by
immigration enforcement actions. Ensure that public safety
programs are not compromised or impeded by immigration
enforcement activities.     

Grantmaking strategies such as advocacy, capacity building, civic
engagement, community organizing, policy, research and social
reporting can be adapted to include an immigrant perspective.
CYF funders can: 

n Fund policy monitoring, analysis and advocacy to address
the specific challenges faced by immigrant children, youth and
families, and help maximize their potential contributions to
economic, civic and cultural life in the United States. In many
cases, these are the same policies of concern to a broader CYF
constituency, including targeted expansion of the Earned
Income Tax Credit and reform of No Child Left Behind.
ere are many strong examples of immigrant engagement in
identifying issues and proposing and advocating solutions,
especially at the community level.

In addition to these suggestions, CYF funders can also benefit
from cross-issue partnerships with colleagues whose
grantmaking is focused on immigrants and immigration policy
(and vice versa). Funders’ ability to have an impact on
immigrant-related issues is amplified when they are able to
leverage their investments through coordination and
partnerships with grantmaking colleagues as well as nonprofit
partners and government agencies that share common goals or
support complementary strategies. 

e unprecedented level of migration around the world, the high
volume of immigration to the United States, and immigrants’
expanding role in American society create strong imperatives for
immigrant integration. To thrive as a nation, the United States
must be intentional about weaving newcomers into the fabric of
society and creating opportunities for them to work with native-
born residents on achieving shared goals and interests. is
process has far-reaching implications for—and is inextricable
from—our current and future vitality. 

Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants and Refugees (GCIR)
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Center on Immigrant Integration Policy; Jeanne Batalova, policy
analyst and manager of the Migration Policy Institute Data Hub;
Maki Park, policy analyst and program coordinator, Migration Policy
Institute; and Debra Haas, Serendipity Consulting, for their
invaluable contributions to this brief. 
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