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Introduction 

This research note examines demographic trends of English language learners as part of a NYSASBO series examining 
increasing student need and state efforts to help school districts meet those needs. The number of English language 
learners (ELLs) in New York schools has grown for almost a decade, but these students are heavily clustered in a relatively 
small number of school districts. School districts with significant concentrations of English language learners often have 
more students with high levels of economic need and less local fiscal capacity, straining their ability to provide a sound, 
basic education for all students. The first section of this paper shows the increase and distribution of ELLs as well as the 
links between ELLs and students with high levels of economic need. Rising student need underscores the importance of 
the state’s role in ensuring all students have the opportunity to receive an adequate education. The final section of the 
paper focuses on state support for school districts, including the need to fully fund the Foundation Aid formula and 
research-based improvements to the formula. 

Part One: Demographic Trends of English Language Learners 

In 2017-18, there are an estimated 236,765 English language learners in New York’s 674 major school districts. Figure 1 
shows the numbers of ELLs statewide. Other than a one-year drop with the onset of the Great Recession, the number of 
ELLs has grown steadily.  Over the previous two years, the number of ELLs grew by 11 percent; over a ten-year span, it 
grew by 33 percent. While the overall number of ELLs is consistently increasing, these students are not diffused statewide, 
but instead are highly concentrated in a relatively small number of school districts.	
 

Figure	1.	Number	of	English	Language	Learners,	2007‐08	to	2017‐18	
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For the 2017-18 school year, 80 percent of ELLs are enrolled in 33 school districts (which make up 55 percent of overall 
enrollment statewide). 100 districts have 90 percent of all ELLs, but only 69 percent of enrollment. At the other end of the 
spectrum, 297 school districts have a combined less than one percent of ELLs (these districts make up more than seven 
percent of overall enrollment statewide).  

ELL distribution by state region is shown in Figure 2. New York City has 60 percent of the state’s ELLs, while only 
accounting for 40 percent of statewide enrollment. The Hudson Valley and Long Island are the only other regions where 
ELL share is within a percentage point of overall enrollment share. The other regions of the state have significantly smaller 
shares of ELLs than they do of overall enrollment. 

Figure	2.	ELL/Enrollment	Share	Ratio	by	State	Region	
	

Region 2017-18 Share of ELLs 2017-18 Share of Statewide 
Enrollment 

Capital District 2% 5% 
Central Region 2% 4% 

Finger Lakes 3% 6% 
Hudson Valley 11% 12% 

Long Island 17% 16% 
Mohawk Valley 1% 3% 
New York City 60% 40% 
North Country 0% 2% 
Southern Tier 0% 3% 

Western Region 4% 7% 

One way of examining ELL distribution at the school district level is dividing a school district’s share of ELLs by its share of 
overall enrollment. School districts with a ratio greater than one have a disproportionate share of ELLs, while those with a 
ratio less than one have fewer ELLs than the statewide rate. The map in Figure 3 offers further insight into the distribution 
pattern seen when looking at state regions. The vast majority of school districts with ELL/enrollment share of greater than 
one are in and around New York City; there are also a small number of mostly urban districts in the rest of the state. 
School districts colored with the lighter two shades of blue have very small numbers of ELLs.	
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Figure	3.	ELL/Enrollment	Share	Ratio	by	School	District	
 

 

Figure 4 shows the 19 districts where ELLs make up at least 20 percent of enrollment. The table also includes the percent 
of students who are economically disadvantaged, as measured by eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL). The 
FRPL standards are based on a percentage of the federal poverty line with students whose family income is less than 135 
percent of the poverty limit eligible for free-lunch and students whose family income is less than 180 percent of the 
poverty line eligible for reduced-price lunches. Statewide, in 2016-17, 49 percent of all students were eligible. Across the 
19 districts in Figure 4, the overall eligibility rate was 67 percent and 16 out of the 19 districts had FRPL rates greater than 
the state average.  
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Figure	4.	School	Districts	Where	ELLs	are	at	Least	20%	of	Enrollment	
	
 2017-18 Enrollment est. 2017-18 ELL Share 

of Enrollment 
2016-17 Share of 
Students Eligible 
for Free or 
Reduced-Price 
Lunch 

Kiryas Joel 164 91% 80% 
Central Islip 7,295 37% 78% 
East Ramapo 9,023 37% 69% 
Brentwood 19,354 33% 78% 
Westbury 5,483 33% 64% 

Wyandanch 2,653 33% 67% 
Port Chester 4,630 32% 71% 

Roosevelt 3,665 26% 46% 
Tuckahoe Common 332 26% 64% 

Riverhead 5,954 25% 44% 
Bridgehampton 189 25% 63% 
Hampton Bays 2,058 24% 58% 

Freeport 7,002 24% 70% 
Lawrence 2,619 23% 73% 
Peekskill 3,443 23% 78% 

Uniondale 7,416 23% 65% 
Huntington 4,630 21% 50% 
Amityville 3,050 21% 75% 

S. Huntington 5,958 20% 48% 
 

The simultaneous prevalence of ELLs and economic need presents enormous challenges for school districts. NYSASBO’s 
recent report, “Growing Student Poverty: Challenges for Achievement and State Funding,” explored the consequences 
of increasing economic hardship on student achievement. The intersection of increases in economic need and ELLs 
presents even greater costs for school districts, reinforcing the importance of state aid. 

Examining the prevalence of English language learners across need/resource-capacity categories highlights the 
connections between overall need and ELLs, as shown in Figure 5. New York City, the Big Four school districts, and 
urban/suburban high-need districts all have greater shares of ELLs than they do of statewide enrollment. These are also 
the three NRC categories with the highest percentage of students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch. 

Figure	5.	Demographic	Data	by	Need/Resource‐Capacity	Category	
	

NRC 2017-18 Share of 
ELLs 

2017-18 Share of Statewide 
Enrollment 

2016-17 
Share of 
Students 

Eligible for 
Free- or 

Reduced-
Price Lunch 

New York City 60% 40% 63% 
Big 4 8% 5% 68% 

Urban/Suburban High-Need 14% 8% 66% 
Rural High-Need 1% 5% 56% 
Average-Need 12% 28% 36% 

Low-Need 5% 14% 13% 
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The link between economic need and ELLs is a significant challenge for school districts. In addition, linguistic variation can 
extend the staffing challenge, as aides fluent in one language might not be fluent in another present in the district. Figure 
6 shows the five most common home languages SED identified in its survey of students. While these five languages 
account for 85 percent of ELLs, the full list spans 215 languages. 

Figure	6.	Five	Most	Common	Home	Languages	for	English	Language	Learners,	2015‐16	
	

Home Language Percent of ELLs 
Spanish 65% 
Chinese 10% 
Arabic 5% 
Bengali 3% 
Russian 2% 

	

Part Two: School Finance and English Language Learners 

State aid for English language learners is currently administered through Foundation Aid, which is meant to account for 
variations in student need and local resources and ensure that all school districts are able to provide a sound, basic 
education to their students. English language learners are included in the Foundation Aid formula through the Pupil 
Need Index (PNI), which is a weighting based on the Extraordinary Needs Count. The formula is: 

Extraordinary Needs Count = Poverty Count + (ELL Count x .5) + Sparsity Count 

The Foundation Aid formula is research-based and rightly includes both economic need and English language learners as 
indicators of additional cost that the state shares with school districts. However, the formula has never been fully enacted 
and currently needs an addition $4.2 billion for a full phase-in of the formula contained in the law. Just as English 
language learners aren’t evenly distributed across school districts, Foundation Aid still due is greatest for the neediest 
school districts. Figure 7 shows that the districts with the highest concentrations of ELLs are also the ones with the most 
Foundation Aid still due per pupil. The Big Four and Urban/Suburban High-Need school districts both have ELL shares 
that are about 70 percent more than their overall enrollment shares; these schools have the most Foundation Aid still due 
per pupil. Urban/Suburban High-Need districts need $4,212 more per pupil in Foundation Aid to be fully funded.   

Figure	7.	Demographic	Data	and	Foundation	Aid	Still	Due	by	Need/Resource‐Capacity	Category	

NRC 2017-18 
Share of 

ELLs 

2017-18 Share of 
Statewide 
Enrollment 

2016-17 
Share of 
Students 

Eligible for 
Free- or 

Reduced-
Price Lunch 

Foundation Aid Still 
Due per Pupil 

New York City 60% 40% 63% $1,481 
Big 4 8% 5% 68% $2,505 

Urban/Suburban High-Need 14% 8% 66% $4,212 
Rural High-Need 1% 5% 56% $1,463 
Average-Need 12% 28% 36% $1,145 

Low-Need 5% 14% 13% $817 
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Fully phasing in the Foundation Aid formula would greatly benefit English language learners. In addition to full funding, 
the formula itself should regularly be evaluated. Because it is meant to be based on the actual costs from successful 
schools, up-to-date research can ensure increased accuracy. For example, at NYSASBO’s recent School Business 
Management Workshop, Syracuse University Professor John Yinger presented research showing weighting for English 
language learners should be increased from the current 0.5 to 0.61. Professor Yinger found that this change would grow 
spending on ELLs by 2.5 percent and more accurately reflect the cost of providing an adequate education for students 
with limited English proficiency. Additional funding would also be required for students living in poverty or economic 
hardship. 

Conclusion 
 
The number of English language learners in New York schools has grown significantly: 11 percent over the past two years, 
33 percent over the past decade. The close links between ELLs and economic need pose significant challenges for school 
districts. The districts with the highest levels of ELLs and economic hardship are also the districts with the most 
Foundation Aid still due per pupil.  

While there are different ways to assess adequate funding in schools, strong relationships between student need factors, 
poor student outcomes, and Foundation Aid still due have caused educators to support New York’s Foundation Aid 
formula as an appropriate funding strategy to meet the needs of all students.  Much as the state provides a greater share 
of costs for high cost students with disabilities, NYSASBO believes that the state should also assume a greater share of 
costs for districts that have extraordinary levels of student need, such as those that have high levels of both economic 
disadvantage and English language learners.   

To help school districts with high levels of English language learners and economic hardship provide the constitutionally 
required sound, basic education to all their students, NYSASBO made the following recommendations in its 2018-19 State 
Aid proposal: 

 $1.4 billion Foundation Aid phase‐in to be funded for three years to fully realize the Foundation Aid formula 

 $100 million English language learner temporary categorical aid to provide immediate benefit until the 

Foundation Aid formula is fully phased in 

 Reevaluate the true cost of educating English language learners to update the Foundation Aid formula 

weightings 

The increase in English language learners represents a welcome growth in the diversity of public school students. 
Updating and fully phasing in the Foundation Aid formula will provide school districts with the resources needed to 
ensure all students have access to a sound, basic education.  
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NYSASBO calculations and analysis based on the following sources:  

New York State Education Department 2007-2017 Report Card Database  

November 15, 2017 New York State Current Law School Aid Database 

Office of Bilingual Education English Language Learners Home Languages 
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/ell_home_languages_2017.pdf 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The following staff contributed to the  
writing and production of this report: 

DEBORAH CUNNINGHAM 
ANDREW VAN ALYSTNE 

TOM TATUN 
 
 

 
A publication of the New York State Association of School Business Officials. 

© 2016 NYSASBO. All Rights Reserved. 

For use of NYSASBO data or analyses, please use the following source citation: 

SOURCE: New York State Association of School Business Officials, Albany, NY 12205, [Date of Release], www.nysasbo.org 

 
Contact: Michael J. Borges, Executive Director 

New York State Association of School Business Officials (NYSASBO) 
453 New Karner Road, Albany, NY 12205 | 518-434-2281 | www.nysasbo.org 


