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INTRODUCTION 
The high cost of educating K-12 public school students who are not proficient in English is well 
documented. So too, is the fact that most Limited English Proficient (LEP) students are children of 
illegal alien parents.1 The recent “surge” of Unaccompanied Alien Children (UAC) and families with 
young children who poured across our borders in the spring and summer of 2014 exacerbated an already 
formidable and costly task for public school educators and administrators in many localities across the 
United States.  
 
According to data from the Department of Health and Human Services, more than 55,000 UACs were 
released to relatives and other sponsors throughout the United States between October 2013 and 
September 2014.2 Over 5,100 UACs were settled in the Washington, D.C. metro area, where there is a 
sizeable illegal alien population of approximately 438,000 with an additional approximately 100,000 
U.S.-born children of illegal aliens. The illegal alien population in the D.C. metro area has grown 
steadily along with the overall foreign-born population. So, too, has the number of students in area 
public schools that are not proficient in English.  

 



	
  
	
  

FAIR | Cost in Translation: English Language Education in the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Area 
Page 2 of 16 

In Maryland and 
Virginia, the majority of 
the illegal alien 
population is 
concentrated in the 
D.C. suburbs, 
disproportionately 
affecting the public 
school systems there. 

 
 

 
In Maryland, 68 percent of LEP 
students are in Montgomery and 
Prince George’s Counties. 
 
In Virginia 62 percent of LEP 
students are enrolled in public 
schools in Alexandria City; and 
Arlington, Fairfax, and Prince 
William Counties.6  

 
 
 

 TOTAL 
POPULATION 

FOREIGN-BORN 
POPULATION % 

Alexandria City, Virginia 148,892 37,372 25.1% 

Arlington County, Virginia 224,906 54,403 23.3% 

District of Columbia 646,449 106,664 13.5% 

Fairfax County, Virginia 1,130,924 331,360 29.3% 

Montgomery County, Maryland 1,016,677 323,303 31.8% 

Prince George’s County, Maryland 890,081 178,016 20.0% 

Prince William County, Virginia 438,509 92,101 21.0% 

 
 

 
FOREIGN-BORN 
POPULATION3 

ILLEGAL ALIEN 
POPULATION 

U.S.-BORN 
CHILDREN4 

Maryland 818,200 295,000 68,000 

Virginia 916,900 260,000 60,000 

Washington, D.C. 106,665 35,000 8,000 

D.C. Metro Area5 1,121,220 438,000 101,000 
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Other than English Spoken at Home7 

 
 

The money spent on LEP education in the D.C. area is substantial. Most of that funding comes from 
local sources, usually from property taxes, with most of the rest coming out of state budgets. The federal 
government, which is primarily responsible for the influx of immigrant and children of immigrant into 
local school systems, contributes only a negligible amount of funding to offset the cost of LEP 
education.   
 
While more money is being spent in D.C. area schools on LEP education, these same school districts are 
cutting funding in other areas, or struggling to find ways to fund current ones, usually by proposing to 
raise property and transit taxes.8 As the number of LEP students in area schools continues to increase, 
the resources available for English-speaking students are diverted into programs for non-English 
speakers. More study is needed to determine the full effects that a large influx of LEP students into a 
school district has on the students already there, but it is clear there is an “achievement gap” between 
native English speakers and LEP students, which causes more funds to be devoted to LEP education.9  
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
Education experts have long realized that the cost of educating a student who is not proficient in English 
far exceeds the amount actually allocated for LEP education. Over the past decade, many studies have 
attempted to more accurately portray the true cost of LEP education. In 2004, a Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) report found the average cost of LEP education to be: 
 

10 to 100 percent over usual per pupil costs; for students living in poverty (independent of 
ELL programs), the corresponding range of estimates is 20 to 100 percent. Bringing 
students characterized by both poverty and limited English proficiency up to average levels 
of achievement could potentially increase average costs by a larger amount — perhaps 30 
to 200 percent over average per pupil costs.10 
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A 2001 study prepared by the Maryland Commission on Education, Finance Equity, and Excellence, the 
so-called “Thornton Commission,” which has become a model for future studies, found that the added 
cost of “adequately” educating English-language learners was equal to the base cost per student. In other 
words, it costs twice as much to teach an LEP student as it does an English speaking student.11 In 
August 2006, an educational consulting firm that had participated in the Thornton Commission study in 
Maryland issued a similar report for Nevada, entitled “Estimating the Cost of an Adequate Education in 
Nevada.” This report found that the average additional cost of educating an LEP student in Nevada was 
75 percent of the base cost per student, though the cost did vary by district.12 
 
Several factors must be taken into consideration when estimating the cost of LEP education in a 
particular locality. Not all LEP students will be illegal aliens or the children of illegal aliens, but, 
consistent with other research, we assume that illegal alien students and U.S.-born students of illegal 
alien parents have a much greater likelihood of being enrolled in LEP classes. We also take into account 
research that has found that LEP students are more likely to come from low-income families and receive 
additional services from the school system, thus raising the overall cost of their schooling. These factors 
affect the amount of resources devoted to these students. 
 
Calculating the cost of LEP education simply by looking at its line item in a budget does not measure 
the full cost. Students who are classified as LEP have a specific curriculum tailored to meet their 
educational needs. The total cost must include teachers, aides, administrators, translators, as well as the 
use of classroom space, textbooks, and educational materials. 
 
Building on an earlier estimate of the LEP costs in Maryland, Nevada, and Utah, and the costs of 
educating recent UAC arrivals, this study examined the cost of LEP education in the D.C. metro area 
with the addition of UAC students calculated separately.13 Since public school systems in and around 
D.C. are among the highest average per pupil spenders in the country, we assumed that average LEP 
costs in the region would be at least 50 percent higher than the average per pupil cost, while the average 
LEP cost for UACS would be at least 75 percent higher. This means that the average per pupil cost is 
multiplied by 0.50 and 0.75 respectively to get the average LEP cost per pupil. Based on previous 
research and the many reports on the high cost of LEP education in the D.C. area, including the extra 
resources needed for UACs, it is likely that the estimates in this report are conservative and the actual 
cost is much higher.14     
 
 
DATA SOURCES 
 
Alexandria City Public Schools 
§ Fast Facts, accessed December 30, 2014.  
§ Fiscal Year 2015 Final Budget, Executive Summary 
§ Fiscal Year 2013 Final Budget, Executive Summary	
  
§ Fiscal Year 2010 Final Budget, Executive Summary 
§ Fiscal Year 2011 Final Budget, Executive Summary 
§ Monthly Enrollment, September 2014 
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§ Superintendent’s Proposed Budget Fiscal Year 2014  
§ Superintendent’s Proposed Budget Fiscal Year 2011 
§ Washington Area Boards of Education 
§ Christy Goodman, “Many in ESOL Classes, But Less Being Spent,” The Washington Post, May 20, 

2007 
 
 

D.C. Public and Public Charter Schools 
§ DCPS at a Glance, accessed December 30, 2014.   
§ District of Columbia, Public Charter School Board, “Historical Enrollment to SY 2014-15,” 

accessed December 30, 2014.  
§ District of Columbia, Public Charter School Board, “DCPS/PCS Demographic Comparison,” 

accessed December 30, 2014. 
§ Government of the District of Columbia, Fiscal Year 2015 Proposed Budget and Financial Plan, 
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participating in programs for English language learners, by state: Selected years, 2002-03 through 
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§ Office of the State Superintendent of Education, “SY2013-14 General Education Enrollment, Final 
Enrollment Audit,” February 26, 2014 

§ Regional Educational Laboratory at Pennsylvania State University, “A Descriptive Analysis of 
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Fairfax County Public Schools 
§ Approved Budget Fiscal Year 2015 
§ Approved Budget Fiscal Year 2011,	
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Montgomery County Public Schools 
§ Fiscal Year 2015 Operating Budget 
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§ Superintendent’s Proposed Budget Fiscal Year 2009 
§ Washington Area Board of Education Guide, Fiscal Year 2008 
§ Washington Area Board of Education Guide, Fiscal Year 2014 
§ Washington Area Board of Education Guide, Fiscal Year 2011 
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Alexandria City Public Schools 

 
 
 
 
	
   	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

YEAR TOTAL ENROLLMENT LEP ENROLLMENT LEP% 

2005-06 10,521 1,856 17.6% 

2006-07 10,332 1,882 18.2% 

2007-08 10,557 2,383 22.6% 

2008-09 11,225 2,831 25.2% 

2009-10 11,623 2,572 22.1% 

2010-11 11,999 2,672 22.3% 

2011-12 12,395 2,827 22.8% 

2012-13 13,114 3,200 24.4% 

2013-14 13,623 3,460 25.4% 

2014-15 14,377 4,183 (210 UACs) 29.5% 

% Increase 36.7% 125.4% 67.6% 

    

DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION 

Hispanic 33.0% 
Black 31.8% 
White 27.6% 

American Indian .5% 
Asian/Pacific Islander 4.8% 

Unspecified 2.3% 
TOTAL EDUCATION BUDGET: $232,292,599  
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Arlington Public Schools 

 
 
 
 
	
   	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

YEAR TOTAL ENROLLMENT LEP ENROLLMENT LEP% 

2005-06 18,411 3,574 19.3% 

2006-07 18,451 3,559 19.4% 

2007-08 18,684 3,344 17.9% 

2008-09 19,534 3,456 17.7% 

2009-10 20,233 3,656 18.1% 

2010-11 21,241 3,743 17.6% 

2011-12 21,841 3,689 16.9% 

2012-13 22,613 3,919 17.3% 

2013-14 23,316 4,064 17.4% 

2014-15 24,668 4,442 (125 UACs) 18.1% 

% Increase 34.0% 24.7% -6.2% 

   
 Hispanic 27.9% 
DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION Black 10.5% 

 White 46.8% 
American Indian/Alaskan Native  .4% 

Asian/Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian 9.4% 
 Multi-Racial 5% 

 
TOTAL EDUCATION BUDGET: $539,421,080  
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Fairfax County Public Schools 

 
 
 
 
	
   	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

YEAR TOTAL ENROLLMENT LEP ENROLLMENT LEP% 

2005-06 164,284 21,044 12.8% 

2006-07 164,486 21,268 12.9% 

2007-08 166,307 21,751 13.1% 

2008-09 169,538 20,689 12.2% 

2009-10 172,391 23,972 13.9% 

2010-11 174,933 28,678 16.4% 

2011-12 177,918 31,406 17.7% 

2012-13 181,259 31,532 17.4% 

2013-14 183,895 31,204 17.0% 

2014-15 187,844 33,162 (1,059 UACs) 17.8% 

% Increase 14.3% 57.6% 39.1% 

   
 Hispanic 23.6% 
DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION Black 10.3% 

 White 41.4% 
Asian 19.5% 

 Multi-Racial 4.9% 
 
TOTAL EDUCATION BUDGET: $2.498 BILLION  
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Montgomery County Public Schools 

 
 
 
 
	
   	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

YEAR TOTAL ENROLLMENT LEP ENROLLMENT LEP% 

2005-06 139,387 13,200 9.5% 

2006-07 139,936 13,714 9.8% 

2007-08 137,007 14,797 10.8% 

2008-09 137,763 15,980 11.6% 

2009-10 140,500 17,000 12.1% 

2010-11 143,309 17,887 12.5% 

2011-12 146,497 19,047 13.0% 

2012-13 148,779 19,192 12.9% 

2013-14 151,289 19,819 13.1% 

2014-15 155,031 21,418 (853 UACs) 13.9% 

% Increase 11.2% 62.3% 46.3% 

   
 Hispanic 27.4% 
DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION Black 21.4% 

 White 32.0% 
Asian/Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian 15.0% 

American Indian/Alaskan Native <5.0% 
 Multi-Racial <5.0% 

 
TOTAL EDUCATION BUDGET: $2.317 BILLION  
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Prince George’s County Public Schools 

 
 
 
 
	
   	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

YEAR TOTAL ENROLLMENT LEP ENROLLMENT LEP% 

2005-06 134,916 8,200 6.1% 

2006-07 132,273 11,198 8.5% 

2007-08 131,231 13,825 10.5% 

2008-09 129,752 13,753 10.6% 

2009-10 127,977 13,681 10.7% 

2010-11 126,673 14,298 11.3% 

2011-12 123,833 15,099 12.2% 

2012-13 123,741 16,604 13.4% 

2013-14 125,136 18,234 14.6% 

2014-15 129,058 20,527 (1,003 UACs) 16.0% 

% Increase -4.3% 150.3% 162.3% 

   
 Hispanic 25.8% 
DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION Black 64.7% 

 White 4.5% 
Asian 2.8% 

 Other 2.2% 
 
TOTAL EDUCATION BUDGET: $1.795 BILLION  



	
  
	
  

FAIR | Cost in Translation: English Language Education in the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Area 
Page 12 of 16 

Prince William County Public Schools 

 
 
 
 
	
   	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

YEAR TOTAL ENROLLMENT LEP ENROLLMENT LEP% 

2005-06 68,285 7,547 11.1% 

2006-07 70,723 8,414 11.9% 

2007-08 72,654 9,980 13.7% 

2008-09 73,657 10,386 14.1% 

2009-10 76,656 11,737 15.3% 

2010-11 79,117 12,026 15.2% 

2011-12 81,635 13,745 16.8% 

2012-13 83,551 13,663 16.4% 

2013-14 85,055 18,287 21.5% 

2014-15 87,501 20,090 (393 UACs) 22.6% 

% Increase 28.1% 166.2% 103.6% 

   
 Hispanic 30.4% 
DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION Black 20.6% 

 White 34.2% 
Asian/Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian 8.0% 

American Indian/Alaskan Native .32% 
 Multi-Racial 6.5% 

 
TOTAL EDUCATION BUDGET: $919,386,668  
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Washington, D.C. Public & Charter Schools 

 
 
 
 
	
   	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

YEAR TOTAL ENROLLMENT LEP ENROLLMENT LEP% 

2005-06 73,115 4,855 6.6% 

2006-07 72,378 5,063 7.0% 

2007-08 71,369 5,372 7.5% 

2008-09 70,919 5,939 8.4% 

2009-10 72,335 6,466 8.9% 

2010-11 74,986 6,993 9.3% 

2011-12 76,753 7,520 9.8% 

2012-13 80,230 8,047 10.0% 

2013-14 82,958 8,575 10.3% 

2014-15 86,231 9,389 (278 UACs) 10.9% 

% Increase 17.9% 93.4% 60.6% 

   
 Hispanic 16% 
DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION Black 68% 

 White 14% 
 Other 4% 

 
TOTAL EDUCATION BUDGET: $1.543 BILLION  
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