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English skills in the working-age population 

More than half of them (58 percent) also speak 
English very well.  

More than one in five working age adults (16-64) in 
the U.S.—some 45 million people—speak a 
language other than English at home.

19.2 million are considered limited English 
proficient (LEP), comprising 9.3 percent of the 
working age population.  

Source: ACS 2012 PUMS



The American Community Survey collects data annually on 
household language and English ability.

Source: ACS 2012
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LEP
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Total Working 
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LEP population
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Senior (65+) LEP 
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Not all immigrants are LEP and not all LEP individuals are immigrants.



The size of the adult LEP population dwarfs the number 
served by federally funded instruction.
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Why does it matter?  

Higher proficiency in English among immigrants is associated 
with the greater academic and economic success of their 
children.

Immigrants who are proficient in English earn more than 
those who are not, holding educational attainment constant.

LEP immigrants have higher rates of poverty, unemployment, 
and under-employment. 

Source: ACS 2012 PUMS

English proficiency contributes to greater social and civic 
integration, including citizenship.

Immigrants and their children will account for most of the 
country’s labor force growth in the coming decades.



Research aims

To call attention to the size, scope, and 
geographical variation in the need for English 
instruction.

Source: ACS 2012 PUMS

To provide regional and national leaders with 
characteristics of the working-age LEP population 
in order to help them tailor interventions to 
improve labor force outcomes.  

To offer evidence for the benefits of investing in 
English skills.



National 
Findings





Spanish speakers make up two-thirds of working-age LEP adults.  
Sixteen languages have at least 100K speakers who are LEP. 

Source: ACS 2012 PUMS
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Those who speak Asian and Pacific Island languages are most likely to 
be limited English proficient, with Spanish speakers coming in second.
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Most LEP adults (60%) have a high school diploma, and 15 percent 
have a college degree. 

<HS
40%

HS and/or some 
college

45%

BA+
15%

Educational attainment of working-age LEP population, 2012

Source: ACS 2012 PUMS



Still, LEP adults have much lower levels of educational attainment than 
English proficient adults. 
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Most LEP adults are working, but rates vary by educational attainment
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LEP workers are concentrated in low-paying occupations.
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Source: Author's analysis of ACS 2012 PUMS

Two-thirds of LEP workers are concentrated in six industries.



Metropolitan
Findings



The  LEP workforce is over-represented in large urban areas.



Metro areas in California and Texas dominate the list of 
places with high LEP concentrations.



Smaller metro areas experienced fast growth in their LEP 
population; Los Angeles’s decreased.



Metro areas in the Southwest and West have the highest 
shares of LEP adults who speak Spanish.



In seven metro areas speakers of Asian and Pacific Island 
languages make up a plurality of LEP adults.



Metro areas with high shares of LEP adults who speak Indo-
European languages are concentrated in PA and NY.



In only six metro areas do speakers of “other” languages 
make up at least 10 percent of LEP adults. 
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Washington’s LEP population speaks a diversity of 
languages.
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Language %

Spanish 53.5

Vietnamese 6.0

Korean 5.2

Chinese 5.1

Amharic 4.0

Arabic 2.5

French 2.1

Urdu 2.0

Tagalog 1.9

Farsi 1.8



Washington’s LEP population is more highly educated than 
those in the U.S. overall.
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Five occupational groups account for more than half of 
Washington’s working-age LEP population.

Source: ACS 2012 PUMS

Occupation %

Building and Grounds Cleaning and Maintenance 15.3

Construction and Extraction 14.4

Food Preparation and Serving 10.9

Personal Care and Service 7.6

Sales and Related 7.5



Policy 
Implications



Policy implications: Funding
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Source: ACS 2012 PUMS
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Policy implications: Targeted Outreach

Industry and occupation 

Languages spoken at home

Educational attainment and earnings

Source: ACS 2012 PUMS
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Policy implications: Instructional innovations
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