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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,' 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.? 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.? In South Carolina, there are 47,000 young children ages 0 to 5 who are DLLs, comprising 14 percent
of all children in this age group. This growing 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 important tar-
gets 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.* 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
primary caregiver have more limited access to early childhood services than peers in households where only
English is spoken, despite making up a significant portion of the target populations that early childhood

services aim to support.® BOX 1
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Language barriers likely keep the families of many DLLs from accessing early childhood services on
their behalf.

Of the 47,000 DLL children ages 0 to 5 living in South Carolina in 2019-23, 43 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”).

In 2019-23, 19 percent of the state’s 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."

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.’

DLLs in South Carolina 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 Russian (see Figure 1).

FIGURE 1
Top Non-English Languages Spoken in DLLs' Households in South Carolina, 2019-23
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Number of DLLs

m Spanish: 26,000
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Russian: 2,000
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Notes: Languages spoken are self-reported in the American Community Survey (ACS). Shares may not add up to 100 percent due to

rounding.
Source: Migration Policy Institute (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 South Carolina’s young children whose parents
have a low level of formal education, making them a significant target for early childhood services.

In 2019-23, 28 percent of the state’s 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 9 percent of non-DLLs (see
Figure 2).

While DLLs comprised 14 percent of children ages 0 to 5 in South Carolina, they comprised 35 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.® 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 South Carolina, by DLL Status, 2019-23
Share of children with at least one parent whose highest level of formal education is...
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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.

DLL children in South Carolina are more likely than their non-DLL peers to live in low-income
households; 51 percent of South Carolina’s DLL children resided in low-income households in 2019-23,
compared to 41 percent of non-DLL children (see Figure 3). These are households with an annual
income below 200 percent of the federal poverty line.

DLLs made up 17 percent of South Carolina’s young children living in low-income households, similar
to the DLL share of all children ages 0 to 5 (14 percent). Research shows that children experiencing
poverty, particularly during the early years of their development, are at risk of negative cognitive,
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academic, social, health, and long-term economic outcomes.? It also shows that high-quality ECEC
programs can help mitigate the adverse effects of child poverty by promoting cognitive, social, and
emotional development.™

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.” 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 South Carolina 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 devicesis a FIGURE 4
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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 South Carolina were more likely than non-DLLs to live in a household
without health insurance (9 percent versus 4 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).

In South Carolina, 44 percent of DLLs" households had access to private health insurance, in
comparison to 55 percent of non-DLLs" households.

FIGURE 5
Health Insurance Access in the Households of Children Ages 0 to 5 in South Carolina, 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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