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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
Nevada has had one of the fastest growing foreign-born populations in the U.S. over the past 
three decades. One result of this growth was the rapid increase in the number of Limited English 
Proficient (LEP) students enrolled in Nevada’s public schools. In 2008, the LEP student 
population in Nevada was 15 times larger than it was in 1980.  Between 2000 and 2008 alone, 
Nevada’s LEP student population nearly doubled.   
 
The rise in the LEP student population has followed the general population growth pattern in 
Nevada, which has been fueled by growing levels of legal and illegal immigration. Ninety-five 
percent of the state’s foreign-born residents have settled either in the Las Vegas or Reno 
metropolitan areas.  Likewise, 94 percent of all LEP students are enrolled in either Clark (Las 
Vegas) or Washoe (Reno) County schools.  
 
The rapid increase in students who struggle to comprehend and communicate in English is a 
fiscal burden for Nevada taxpayers, and one the federal government has done very little to 
alleviate. The money that the state of Nevada spends to teach students basic English-language 
skills depletes the resources available to fund educational programs for the children of native-
born residents. This effect is even more pronounced in Nevada public schools because, unlike 
most states, Nevada does not allocate funds specifically for LEP education but instead pays the 
cost out of the general education budget. This means that the more money that is spent on LEP 
education the less money there is available for all other programs.   
 
LEP students consistently lag behind the general student population and perform poorly on 
standardized tests. Nevada’s public school system is ranked 50th out of 51 public school systems 
in the United States, coming in only ahead of the District of Columbia. Clark and Washoe 
counties both failed to meet “adequate yearly progress” under federal No Child Left Behind 
standards, ensuring that designation for the state’s entire public school system. As LEP students 
continue to struggle academically, it is likely that a significant amount of taxpayer money will 
continue to be diverted away from the children of native-born Nevadans. With substantial budget 
cuts being made at the state and local levels, it is important to ask the question: What impact is 
the cost of LEP education having on the quality of education for the children of native-born 
Nevadans? 
 
This study includes the following findings: 
 

• Between 1980 and 2008, the foreign-born population in Nevada increased from 6.7 
percent to 19 percent of the state’s overall population.  

• The Census Bureau estimates that 27 percent of Nevada residents over the age of five 
speak a language other than English at home.  
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• The Nevada Department of Education identified 78,732 LEP students statewide in the 

2008-09 school year, 18 percent of the total student population in Nevada. 
• Nevada ranks 35th among the states in the number of students enrolled in its public 

schools but 12th in the total of number of LEP students.   
• Nevada ranks fourth in the U.S. in the percentage of LEP students in its public school 

system.  
• The cost of LEP education in Nevada in 2008-09 was $730 million. 
• The two largest LEP populations in Nevada were in Clark County (62,734) and Washoe 

County (11,156).  These populations account for 94 percent of all LEP students in the 
state. 

• The cost of LEP education in Clark County in 2008-09 was $615.4 million.  In Washoe 
County the cost in 2008-09 was $108.8 million. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
  
Immigration policy is set by the federal government, but the consequences of this policy are felt 
most profoundly at the local level.  By allowing more than one million legal immigrants into the 
U.S. each year and failing to enforce laws against illegal immigration, the federal government 
has caused the foreign-born population of the United States to rise rapidly over the last three 
decades. 
 
Nowhere is the impact of the federal government’s failed immigration policies more clearly 
evident than in the nation’s public schools. In areas where immigration levels are high, public 
schools must cope with a larger percentage of students who do not speak English. The bulk of 
the funding necessary to support these students comes not from the federal government but is 
paid for with state and local money, largely from property taxes levied at the city or county level.  
 
Historically, students lacking English-language skills were concentrated in urban schools in 
traditional immigration “gateway” cities.1  Recent immigration patterns, however, have brought 
large numbers of immigrants, both legal and illegal, to rapid-growth regions across the United 
States, and their children into public schools that are ill-equipped to accommodate students with 
little or no English-language skills. 
 
THE FOREIGN-BORN IN NEVADA 
 
The United States has seen tremendous population growth in recent decades.  Between 1980 and 
2008, the total population of the United States grew 33 percent, or by 75 million persons spurred 
by a rise in the foreign-born population of nearly 22 million. Nevada’s population growth rate 
has been well above the national average. Since 1980, the state’s population has grown 218 
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percent making Nevada’s rate of population growth the highest in the country during that time.  
Between 1985 and 2008, Las Vegas was the fastest growing city in the United States.2 
    
The growth in Nevada’s foreign-born population has outpaced its overall population growth rate.  
Between 1980 and 2008, the foreign-born share of Nevada’s population increased from 6.7 
percent to 19 percent. The overwhelming majority of Nevada’s population is concentrated in two 
metropolitan areas, Las Vegas/Paradise and Reno/Sparks.3  These two areas account for 88 
percent of Nevada’s total population and 95 percent of the foreign-born population. In 1992, 
when the first comprehensive estimates were made by the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (INS), the estimated illegal alien population in Nevada was 18,000.  FAIR’s estimate of 
Nevada’s current illegal alien population is 210,000, 43 percent of the state’s foreign-born 
population.   
 

Population Growth In Nevada, 1980-2008 

 
Year 

Total 
Population 

% Growth 
from 1980 

Foreign-Born 
Population 

% Growth 
from 1980 

Foreign-Born 
% 

1980 800,493 ----- 53,784 ----- 6.7 

1990 1,201,833 50 104,828 95 8.7 

2000 1,998,257 150 316,593 487 15.8 

2008 2,546,235 218 484,537 801 19.0 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 
The rapid rise in Nevada’s immigrant population has exceeded the national trend.  Nevada’s 
foreign-born population — nearly one in five residents — is considerably higher than the 
national rate of one in eight residents and ranks as the fourth highest percentage of all U.S. states 
including the District of Columbia.  Nevada ranks 15th overall in the U.S. for the total size of its 
illegal alien population and 10th for the percentage of the illegal alien population as a proportion 
of the foreign-born population.4   
 
The rapid expansion of Las Vegas and, to a lesser extent, Reno, created many jobs in the 
construction and service industries — jobs that attracted large numbers of illegal alien workers.5  
The lax enforcement of immigration laws in the state made Nevada a welcoming place for illegal 
aliens to settle.6 This has resulted in a sizeable population of Nevada residents who speak little or 
no English. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 27 percent of Nevada residents over the age of 
five speak a language other than English at home, and 13 percent of state residents admit to 
being not proficient in English.   
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LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENT (LEP) ENROLLMENT7  
 
With the rise of the foreign-born population, both legal and illegal, come more students who lack 
proficiency in English, though evidence indicates that the children of illegal aliens are 
substantially less proficient in English then their peers whose parents are in the U.S. legally.8  
 

 
 
Public schools must concentrate 
considerable resources on 
teaching students who lack basic 
English skills. And because the 
poverty rate of immigrants, 
particularly illegal aliens, is much 
higher than for citizens, schools 
must also accommodate other 
needs, such as free and reduced 
lunches, and outreach programs 
for parents who do not speak 
English.10 
 
Nevada has seen an explosion in 
its LEP student population. The 
Nevada Department of Education 
has statistics available on LEP enrollment since the 1988-89 school year.  In 2008-09, the LEP 
population was 15 times higher, or 1,422 percent greater, than it was 20 years before, increasing 
from 5,173 to 78,732.12  Since 2000,  the LEP population has nearly doubled.  Overall, Nevada 
ranks 35th among the states in the number of students enrolled in its public schools but 12th in the 
number of LEP students.  Nevada ranks 4th for the percentage of LEP students among its overall 
student population.13

  

“The challenge [of LEP education] is complicated by the fact that immigrant parents of 
limited English proficient…students tend to fare worse on most indicators of well-being, 
such as holding less desirable jobs, earning lower incomes, and food insecurity.”9 

—Nevada KIDS COUNT 

Source: Nevada Department of Education, Nevada Report Card, 
National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition11 
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The rate of LEP enrollment growth has far exceeded the overall growth rate of student 
enrollment. In 2000, the LEP student population was 12 percent of the overall population; in 
2008 it was 18 percent. 
 
Rate of LEP Enrollment Compared with non-LEP Enrollment, 1998/99-2008/99 
 

Nevada LEP Student Growth 
1988-89 5,173  1999-00 40,469 

1989-90 7,078  2000-01 40,131 

1990-91 8,983  2001-02 48,916 

1991-92 10,664  2002-03 56,399 

1992-93 11,970  2003-04 63,335 

1993-94 14,296  2004-05 72,458 

1994-95 19,574  2005-06 74,009 

1995-96 24,851  2006-07 75,142 

1996-97 27,977  2007-08 76,275 

1997-98 30,425  2008-09 78,732 

1998-99 34,470    

Source: Nevada Report Card, National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition 
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THE COST OF LEP EDUCATION 
  
As the LEP student population has continued to rise in Nevada, so too has the cost of educating 
them. Nevada is different from many states in that it does not provide additional funding for LEP 
education. This means that local school districts are responsible for paying the costs of LEP 
education. The federal government, whose policies are responsible for the rapid increase in the 
LEP population in the nation’s public schools, does provide limited financial assistance under the 
Title III program. This funding is an acknowledgement by the federal government that LEP 
education is an additional cost burden on state and local budgets, but it is still inadequate to meet 
the immense and mounting costs.  
 

“The state of Nevada does not provide districts with any additional money to educate 
ELLs beyond what it pays for regular students, which already falls short of what most 
states spend per student.”14   

—Education Week  

 
Since Nevada does not allocate specific funds for LEP education, the total cost to the state has to 
be estimated. There are, however, specific guidelines which make an accurate cost estimate 
possible. A 2004 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.15 

 
A 2007 Congressional Budget Office (CBO) report found that “the costs of educating students 
who did not speak English fluently were 20 percent to 40 percent higher than the costs incurred 
for native-born students.”  That study concentrated on Texas and did not take into account much 
of the available research on LEP costs.16  Nevertheless, the CBO report does acknowledge a 
significant additional cost of LEP education. 
 
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, i.e., it costs twice as much to teach an LEP student as it does an English-
speaking student.17 
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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 according to the size of the school where an LEP student was enrolled.18   
 
Because no specific funds are allocated for LEP education, and because Nevada ranks 49th in the 
U.S. in per pupil spending, according to the Nevada Department of Education, it is unlikely that 
Nevada is spending comparably more than other states on LEP education.19  It is also unlikely 
that Nevada has the funding necessary to “adequately” educate LEP students since these students 
overall show very little relative progress.  However, the rapid increase in the LEP population, 
coupled with the high percentage of LEP students among the overall student population, makes it 
likely that Nevada is devoting considerable resources to teaching those children basic English 
language skills, and providing other services beyond classroom instruction.  
 
Based on the current data, including FAIR’s own research into LEP costs, a conservative 
estimate of the cost of LEP education in Nevada is 30 percent of the base cost of per pupil 
spending.  Using the 2008-09 statistics from the Nevada Department of Education for per pupil 
spending of $7,133 , plus an additional cost of $2,140 per LEP student, the total cost of LEP 
education in Nevada for the 2008-09 school year was $730,081,836.   
 

 
 
 
 

LEP Education in Nevada Public Schools, 2008-2009 

Total Enrollment 436,814 

LEP Enrollment 78,732 

LEP as % of Student Population 18% 

LEP Cost Per Pupil $9,273 

Cost of LEP Education $730,081,836 

Federal Title III Funds $7,275,754 

Total Cost of LEP Education $722,806,082 
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PAYING FOR LEP EDUCATION  
 
Nevada receives federal Title III funds for LEP education, which it then allocates to local school 
districts. After a steady increase in Title III funding from 2001 to 2006, Nevada’s share of 
federal dollars fell by 31 percent in 2007 after the U.S. Department of Education began to 
allocate funds based upon Census Bureau statistics and not according to LEP enrollment figures 
as reported by individual states.20  In 2008, the U.S. Department of Education allocated 
$7,275,754 to Nevada for Title III education.21 This amounts to just under 1 percent of the state’s 
cost. 
 

“Because school districts must pay for LEP services out of their general budget, other 
academic programs have been affected and in some districts adequate LEP services 
have not been adopted to meet the increased need.”22 

 —Nevada KIDS COUNT 

Nevada LEP Enrollment By County, 2008-2009 

 Total Enrollment LEP # LEP % 

State 436,814 78,732 18.0 

Clark 311,039 62,734 20.2 

Washoe 63,282 11,156 17.6 

Carson City 7,929 1,322 16.7 

Elko 9,601 1,018 10.6 

Lyon 8,933 564 6.3 

Nye 6,099 376 6.2 

Humboldt 3,330 303 9.1 

Douglas 6,528 292 4.5 

Churchill 4,352 272 6.3 

Lander 1,193 83 7.0 

Pershing 714 59 8.3 

White Pine 1,417 37 2.6 

Esmeralda 68 14 20.6 
 

Source: Nevada Report Card (Counties with less than 10 LEP students do not report data) 
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The bulk of funding for Nevada’s public schools comes from local governments.  With no 
specific funds set aside for LEP education in either state or local education budgets, the money 
used to pay for LEP education comes directly from the general education fund. This means that 
these resources are directed away from the instruction of English- speaking students.  
 
The money spent on LEP students raises the overall education budget and increases per pupil 
spending levels. While such increases may appear to be a positive development, looking only at 
the raw numbers can obscure how that money is spent. LEP students require a disproportionate 
share of education dollars and siphon off dollars that could be spent to improve classroom 
conditions for the general student population.  
 
CLARK AND WASHOE COUNTIES 
 
A discussion of LEP education in Nevada really must center almost entirely on just two counties.  
Ninety-four percent of all LEP students are enrolled in Clark and Washoe counties, with most of 
them, 80 percent, enrolled in Clark County public schools. This is not to say that the costs in 
other districts such as Carson City or Elko County, or even in sparsely populated Esmeralda 
County, where 14 out of 68 students are LEP, are not significant; but Clark and Washoe counties 
account for almost all of the money spent on LEP education in the state.      
 
Clark County  
Eighty percent of LEP students are enrolled in Clark County schools, and LEP students make up 
20 percent of all public school students in the district. The number of LEP students in Clark 
County has doubled over the previous decade reaching 62,734 by the 2008-09 school year.  
Many of the children enrolled in the Clark County LEP program were born in the United States 
but do not speak English, an indicator that their parents likely are in the country illegally.23   
 

“In the 310,000-student Clark County Nev., school district, which includes Las Vegas, 
a surge in the English-language learner population started in 2000, says Norberta M. 
Anderson, the director of ELL programs there….[S]outhern Nevada’s thriving casino 
and hotel industry, and a housing boom, sparked a new wave of growth that has 
raised the ELL student population there by roughly 8 percent every year since then, 
she says. Last October, the district’s ELL enrollment stood at 62,680 students, 
roughly 20 percent of the overall student body — and some 73 percent of ELLs in 
Clark County are native-born students.”24 

—Education Week 
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The lack of sufficient support from the federal and state governments puts the cost burden of 
LEP education on the Clark County school district.  Clark County funds LEP education out of 
the budget for Student Support Services.  Student Support Services is responsible for 
administering the district’s 
LEP program, as well as its 
Special Education Services 
(learning disabled and gifted 
and talented students) in 
addition to six other cost 
centers.30 In 2008-09 the 
budget for Student Support 
Services was $291,004,789. 
The estimated base cost for 
educating LEP students 
($2,264 per student) was 
$142,029,776, 49 percent of 
the total Student Support 
Services budget.31   
 
 

Cost of LEP Education in Clark County Public Schools, 2008-2009 
Education General Fund25 $2,174,150,000 

Expenditure Per Pupil26 $7,546 

Total Enrollment27 311,039 

LEP Student Population28 62,734 

LEP as % of Student Population 20% 

LEP Cost Per Pupil (FAIR estimate) $9,810 

Cost of LEP Education (FAIR estimate) $615,420,540 

Federal Title III Funds29 $5,000,000 

Total Cost of LEP Education $610,420,540 

 (28% of General Education Fund) 

 
Funding Sources | Clark County Public Schools 

Source: Nevada Report Card 
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Native Languages of Clark County LEP Students 

Washoe County  
Though far behind Clark County, Washoe County is the state’s second largest school district and 
has the second highest number of LEP students enrolled in its public schools.  Washoe County 
has 14 percent of Nevada’s LEP students.  However, 18 percent of the district’s total student 
population is LEP, which is a significant percentage.  Between 1996 and 2006, the immigrant 
student population in Washoe County increased by 208 percent, and many of these children 
enrolled in LEP classes.32  
 

“‘We’re here to educate children and that’s what we do,’ said Paul Dugan, Washoe 
County Schools superintendent. ‘We don’t worry about where they came from. …We 
don’t have the requirement or the need right now to determine whether a child is here 
legally or whether the child’s parents are here legally or who is a citizen and who is 
not a citizen.’”33 

—Reno Gazette-Journal 
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Cost of LEP Education in Washoe County Public Schools, 2008-2009 
Education General Fund34 $456,369,138 

Expenditure Per Pupil35 $7,505 

Total Enrollment36 63,282 

LEP Student Population37 11,156 

LEP as % of Student Population 18% 

LEP Cost Per Pupil (FAIR estimate) $9,757 

Cost of LEP Education (FAIR estimate) $108,849,092 

Federal Title III Funds38 $781,017 

Total Cost of LEP Education $108,068,075 

 (24% of General Education Fund) 

 
Funding Sources | Washoe County Public Schools 
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LEP AND ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE 
 
However much Nevada may be spending on LEP education, LEP students still lag far behind the 
general student population in performance standards.  In 2008-09, only 14.7 percent of Nevada’s 
LEP students in the 8th Grade met or exceeded state testing standards in Mathematics on the 
state’s Criterion Referenced Test (CRT), and only 12.6 percent did so in Reading, compared to 
54.7 percent and 60.9 percent of the general student population.  On the High School Proficiency 
Exam, there is a gap between LEP students and the general student population of 12.1 percentage 
points in Mathematics, 30 in Reading, 53.6 in Science, and 55.2 in Writing.39   
 
An LEP student generally spends several school years in the program, requiring high levels of 
spending and keeping overall student performance low.40  In Nevada, the percentage of LEP 
students whose language proficiency improved sufficiently to allow them to make the transition 
to the educational mainstream during the 2006-2007 school year was just 7 percent.41  This 
means that 93 percent of the existing LEP students needed further English language instruction 
for at least another year.  Only 41 percent of Nevada LEP students were classified as “making 
progress” in 2007.42   
 
Even after many years in the public school system, LEP students score consistently lower in 
Reading and Mathematics with the gap growing larger in the upper grades.43  A 2008 study by 
the National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition, which is funded by the U.S. 
Department of Education, found a noticeable “achievement gap” between native English 
speakers and students whose first language is not English, “even after these [LEP] children have 
spent five or six years in U.S. schools.”44 
 
The high percentage of LEP students in Nevada, and their poor academic performance, is a 
significant factor in the low ranking of the state’s public school system.  Under the guidelines of 
the No Child Left Behind Act, the state’s school system did not make “Adequate Yearly 
Progress,” meaning its students did not perform satisfactorily on assessment tests.45  Education 
Week ranks Nevada’s schools 50th out of 51 school systems, coming in only ahead of the District 
of Columbia.46   
 
The five counties in Nevada with the highest LEP enrollment all failed to make Adequate Yearly 
Progress in 2008-09. Clark County schools also were below the state average in graduation rates 
and above the state average in High School Proficiency Exam failures and in the rate of high 
school drop-outs.  
 
The more LEP students continue to struggle, the more likely it is that education dollars will be 
prioritized for LEP programs. Adding to this redirection of educational resources is the greater 
likelihood of immigrant children, particularly illegal aliens and the U.S.-born children of illegal 
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aliens, to come from a background of poverty, requiring higher levels of spending per pupil.47  
The rapid influx of LEP students into public school systems that lack adequate programs and 
financial resources to accommodate them has created, in the words of two Urban Institute 
researchers, schools with a “low capacity to educate either immigrants or native-born children.”48 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The Pew Hispanic Center has estimated that the number of school-age children of immigrants 
will reach 17.9 million by the year 2020, and will account for all of the growth in the K-12 
student population after 2005.49  It is difficult to estimate how many of these students will 
require LEP education, but the recent trend strongly suggests that the percentage of students in 
U.S. schools who lack proficiency in English will continue to rise.  By 2020, the children of 
immigrants are estimated to make up 30 percent of the total U.S. child population and the 
number of second and third generation children who are in LEP classes is predicted to increase 
substantially.50  
 
Nevada is an example of how LEP students impact school spending, particularly at the local 
level, and how LEP students fare poorly in their struggle to achieve proficiency in Reading, 
Mathematics, and Science.  The impact that a large influx of LEP students into a particular 
school district has on the native-born children there requires further study. Is the quality of public 
school education in America suffering from the growing numbers of immigrant children who do 
not speak English? Are we widening the already substantial gap between the haves and the have-
nots as more affluent families pull their children out of public schools and enroll them in private 
schools where academic standards are significantly higher?  
                      
As public schools face massive budget cuts, tough decisions have to be made.  The Clark County 
School District is facing a $145 million shortfall for the upcoming fiscal year 2011 budget and 
has increased class sizes and delayed the purchase of new textbooks.51  The Washoe County 
School District plans to increase its elementary class size and eliminate 94 teaching positions to 
deal with a $37 million budget deficit.52  As long as Nevada has a sizeable and growing LEP 
student population, these students will continue to consume a significant portion of the education 
budget, and will continue to divert precious resources away from the general student population. 
                               
The growth of the LEP population is not inevitable.  Because the rise in the LEP population 
correlates with the rise in the immigrant population, particularly illegal aliens, the impact on 
schools can be diminished by overall reductions in immigration and better enforcement of 
current immigration law. Research clearly shows that illegal aliens and their children are more 
likely to lack English proficiency. Unsecured borders and lax interior enforcement by the federal 
government is compounded by jurisdictions like Washoe County that offer themselves as 
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“sanctuaries” for illegal aliens. These federal and local policy decisions have contributed to the 
presence of almost 80,000 students in Nevada public schools who struggle to comprehend 
English. 
 
Though the children of legal immigrants do not have as great an impact on LEP expenditures, 
excessive levels of government mandated immigration nonetheless have a significant impact on 
local governments, which are forced to provide basic education and remedial language 
instruction to children entering their schools. The disconnect between immigration policy and its 
effect on vital social institutions must be acknowledged and addressed. 
 
State and county education officials can do a much better job of quantifying the cost of LEP 
education, and assessing the impact these students have on the quality of education for the 
general student population. Educators should also be focused on how best to prepare the native-
born student population for college or for entry into the U.S. workforce.  Those native-born 
students who have only a high school education are especially hard-hit in today’s job market 
because they are the ones directly competing against, and often losing low-skilled jobs to, illegal 
aliens.  Those who go on to college are facing increased costs and competition for a limited 
number of seats at American universities.  
 
Most of all, policymakers at all levels need to examine the effect of mass immigration on our 
most important social institutions. While the problems affecting America’s educational system 
are numerous and well-documented, the added burdens imposed by our failed immigration 
policies and local sanctuary ordinances exacerbate already formidable challenges. The struggle 
of Nevada’s public schools represents a prime example of the disservice such federal and local 
policies impose on the taxpayers who support overburdened schools and the children they are 
trying — and all too often, failing — to educate. 
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