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Access to Early Care and Education for Children in
Immigrant Families: Research-to-Policy Resources

Young children in immigrant families, almost all of whom are U.S. citizens born in this country, are an
increasing large group of the nation’s population. In 2015 there were an estimated 5,760,000 children
age 5 or younger with at least one immigrant parent, about one-quarter of the total 23 million children
of the same age nationally. This number doubled in the 25 years since the 1990 Census and accounts for
all the net growth in the young child population since then.

Based on data from the 2011-2013 American Community Surveys, about 4.7 million children in
immigrant families are age 4 or younger, ages when child care and early education services may be
sought. Overall, about 43 percent of children ages 3 and 4 from immigrant families are enrolled in early
education programs, compared with 47 percent of children from native families, with both figures
varying substantially by state.

Research has documented the positive effects of high quality early care and education experiences for
young children’s development and learning, especially for children living in poverty. Overall, children in
immigrant families are more likely than children of native parents to face risks to their development and
learning, as they are more likely to live in poverty and with parents who have low educational
attainment.

Children and their parents in immigrant families may especially benefit from early care and education
experiences. Early education programs can support children’s language development in both the home
language and English, and may be equipped to help identify and address the specific stresses and
trauma that may be associated with immigration. Involvement in early care and education also has the
potential to assist families in accessing community resources and services and in learning about and
adapting to institutions, practices, and cultural patterns in the United States.
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Immigrant families encounter challenges in accessing early care and education for their children.
Language barriers limit some families’” access to information about early education benefits and
opportunities for their children. Some challenges are specific to families in which one or both parents is
not legally in the United States, making their children ineligible for certain early education programs.
However, even when children are themselves eligible due to their U.S. citizenship, concerns regarding
immigration enforcement may keep families from accessing these programs. Personal, family, and
cultural beliefs about the care of young children outside of the family may also be a factor in some
cases.

This Research-to-Policy Resource List focuses on resources in the Research Connections collection
published in 2010 or later that focus on access to early care and education for children in immigrant
families. The resources on this list are organized into the following categories: research reviews,
research based on large-scale national datasets, and research based on smaller-scale, in-depth, and/or
localized (state- or community-level) studies. These resources provide information on immigrant status
as a factor in access to early care and education, on the benefits that early education experiences offer
children in immigrant families, as well as on barriers to access and strategies to address those barriers.
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