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Immigrants Learn English
Immigrants’ Language Acquisition Rates by Country of Origin and 
Demographics since 1900

By Michelangelo Landgrave 

The ability to speak English is an important 
part of immigrant assimilation in the United 
States. In contemporary politics there is a 
concern that although earlier waves of im-
migrants learned English, newer cohorts are 

doing so at lower rates. This brief uses U.S. Census data to 
answer this concern and show that English language acqui-
sition rates have increased over the past 100 years. About 
91 percent of immigrants in the United States between 1980 
and 2010 reportedly spoke English compared with 86 percent 
who lived here from 1900 to 1930. While immigrants with 
different backgrounds are more or less likely to learn English 
than others, our analysis unambiguously shows that today’s 
immigrants are more likely to learn English than immigrants 
in the beginning of the last century.

BACKGROUND
Americans and immigrants believe that speaking English 

is a significant marker of American identity and intrinsically 
important.1 According to a 2018 Pew Research Center poll, 
about 26 percent of Americans who said they frequently or 
sometimes come into contact with immigrants who speak 
little or no English say that it bothers them.2 Other recent 
research found that the American public is concerned with 
whether immigrants are attempting to assimilate but that 
Americans do not demand perfect assimilation—meaning 

that some variance is acceptable. There is even evidence that 
Americans receive immigrants with an accent more fondly 
than immigrants without an accent.3 Aside from its influence 
on natives’ attitudes toward immigrants, learning English is 
correlated with higher educational attainment,4 earnings,5 
social assimilation,6 and improved mental health.7

The largest determinant of English language acquisition 
among immigrants is their age at entry, because there is a 
critical period in human development when the mind is best 
able to acquire new languages.8 Even if humans are equally 
able to learn a language at any age, younger immigrants would 
still have a greater incentive to learn.9 A 10-year-old immi-
grant can, all else constant, reasonably expect to use English 
longer than an 80-year-old immigrant, thus justifying the in-
vestment of time and energy to become fluent. This should 
be particularly pronounced among immigrants who seek to 
permanently reside in the United States, as proxied by natu-
ralization and marriage with native-born Americans.

The region of immigrant origin might also impact their 
rate of English language acquisition. Immigrants in the latter 
half of the 20th century and early 21st century come mostly 
from Latin America and Asia, while immigrants 100 years ago 
came overwhelmingly from Europe.10 The difference in re-
gion of origin between older and newer immigrant cohorts 
may matter because linguistic differences between English 
and an immigrant’s native language increase the cost of learn-
ing English. On its face, a linguistic distance hypothesis is 
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plausible in explaining differences in English acquisition 
among immigrants, but it is unclear why Spanish-speaking 
immigrants would assimilate at a different rate than earlier 
Italian-speaking immigrants did because they both speak a 
similarly distant Romance language. A prior analysis of the 
1980–1990 decennial censuses found no support for the lin-
guistic distance hypothesis.11 

DATA AND METHODOLOGY
This brief uses decennial U.S. Census data from the 

1900–1930 and 1980–2010 censuses to compare English flu-
ency rates for the groups of foreign-born residents in each 
period.12 Those two 30-year periods are the focus of this brief 
because the Census either did not ask about immigrant’s 
knowledge of English in the 1940–1970 decennial censuses 
or did not do so in a manner comparable with other years. 
English-speaking ability was reintroduced into Census sur-
veys following 1975 amendments of the Voting Rights Act in-
tended to safeguard non-English-speaking minorities.13 For 
the 2010 Census, the American Community Survey is pref-
erable because the 2010 decennial Census excludes several 
important questions regarding immigrant status.

The 1900–1930 decennial Census reported on a binary 
scale whether respondents knew English or not. Starting in 
1980, the government altered the question to measure the 
level of English language proficiency on a spectrum. For 
comparability with prior data, we recoded the 1980–2010 
responses as a binary “know English” or “don’t know 
English.” The original version of the 1980–2010 question 
has a three-point proficiency scale: “speaks [English] very 
well,” “speaks [English] well,” and “speaks [English] but not 
well.” For our analysis we have combined all three responses 
into “know English.” The three-point proficiency scale was 
only recorded for those who speak a non-English language 
at home while those who reported speaking only English 
do not have a recorded proficiency level. There are several 
concerns about the validity of the English proficiency scale, 
such as interviewer effects and differing reference points.14 
Although the proficiency scale has received some valida-
tion, the recoded binary form is more useful for historical 
comparisons.15

Data limitations reduce the scope of this analysis. It is im-
possible, for instance, to break down English acquisition by 
educational attainment because earlier Census data did not 
ask the necessary questions, but contemporary data do find 
that greater educational attainment is associated with higher 
rates of English acquisition.16 

MIGRANT DEMOGRAPHICS
Table 1 shows the region of origin for immigrants in the 

different cohorts. For the 1900–1930 cohort, almost all im-
migrants who lived in the United States were from Europe. 
From 1980 to 2010, immigrants from Latin America and the 
Caribbean comprised the largest percentage of the foreign-
born population, but no region of origin approached the 
dominance that Europe had in the earlier cohort. 

84.17% 22.44%

2.78% 25.03%

0.04% 2.18%

0.09% 0.56%

1900–1930 cohort 19�0–�010 cohort

Table 1

Region of origin by cohort 

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

Other North 

America

Latin America 

and Caribbean

Europe

A"ia

A�rica

Oceania

Region

9.07% 3.92%

3.86% 45.86%

Table 2

Age at entry by cohort

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

0–5 10.13% 10.06%

6–12 11.13% 11.04%

13–18 14.48% 13.62%

1�–25 23.18% 22.44%

26–3� 26.84% 2
.55%

40+ 14.24% 15.2�%

Age at entry 1900–1930 cohort 1980–�010 cohort

Table 3

English fluency by decade; 1900–1930, 1980–2010 

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

1900 89.17% 10.83%

1910 77.02% 22.98%

1920 8	.01% 13.99%

1930 91.48% 8.�2%

1980 92.71% 7.29%

1990 91.43% 8.�7%

2000 89.	7% 10.33%

2010 90.98% 9.02%

Year Know English Don’t know English
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While immigrant region of origin has shifted, age has not 
changed nearly as much. Table 2 shows that immigrants are 
still predominantly of working age, 19–39 years old. Older mi-
grants, age 40 and above, make up approximately 15 percent 
of the total immigrant population in both cohorts.

ENGLISH ACQUISITION
English language acquisition is stable over time across the 

two cohorts but is slightly higher in the modern period of 

1980–2010 (Table 3). The average rate of “know English” was 
91.2 percent from 1980 to 2010 compared with 86 percent 
from 1900 to 1930. 

English language fluency differs by immigrants based on 
their region of origin and when they arrived. Unsurprisingly, 
almost all immigrants from North America, who are mostly 
Canadians, speak English. Without exception, English acqui-
sition has improved among immigrants from all regions of or-
igin from the 1900–1930 and the corresponding 1980–2010 
cohorts. Immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean 

Table 4

English fluency by region of origin and cohort 

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

Other North America 98.90% 96.17% 99.66%

Latin America and Caribbean 83.57% 51.12% 83.90%

Europe 94.74% 88.18% 97.69%

Asia 94.80% 62.57% 95.23%

Africa 98.82% 97.66% 98.82%

Oceania 99.06% 94.18% 99.15%

Region All 1900–1930 cohort 1980–�010 cohort

Table 5

English fluency by select countries of origin and cohort 

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

Mexico 34.58% 16.53% 38.72% 49.36% 77.61% 80.80% 78.92% 81.43%

China 57.83% 51.19% 66.25% 72.11% 84.85% 83.68% 86.08% 85.96%

Japan 21.65% 43.05% 54.69% 64.08% 96.67% 97.54% 98.64% 98.78%

Germany 94.82% 89.97% 95.06% 97.29% N/A 99.83% 99.81% 99.86%

Italy 61.39% 51.47% 76.45% 85.66% 96.55% 97.31% 97.67% 98.16%

Irelan� 99.52% 99.73% 98.45% 99.88% 99.97% 99.95% 99.86% 100.00%

Country 1900 1910 1920 1930 1980 1990 2000 2010

Table 6

English acquisition by age at entry and cohort

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

0–5 97.77% 96.76% 97.90%

6–12 96.87% 94.75% 97.14%

13–18 91.32% 91.64% 91.26%

19–25 90.14% 86.62% 90.68%

26–39 90.22% 79.13% 91.20%

40+ 80.54% 64.40% 81.19%

Age at entry All 1900–1930 cohort 1980–�010 cohort
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improved their English language skills by 32.78 percentage 
points from the earlier to the later cohort—the largest in-
crease for any region of origin. Despite this increase over 
time, Latin America and Caribbean immigrants, composed 
primarily of Mexican immigrants, still have lower rates of 
English acquisition than immigrants from any other region.

Historically, Mexico, China, Japan, Germany, Italy, 
and Ireland sent the most immigrants in the two periods 
(Table 5). Of these countries, English language fluency im-
proved the most for immigrants from Japan, with a 77.13 
percentage point increase in English language acquisition 
between 1900 and 2010. Immigrants from Mexico and Italy 
made the second- and third-largest gains over the same pe-
riod at 46.85 percentage points and 36.77 percentage points, 
respectively. Mexican immigrants have among the lowest 
English acquisition rates, but all immigrants from every 
country from 1980 and onward are speaking English at sub-
stantially higher rates than immigrants from the same coun-
try in earlier decades. 

As mentioned, age at entry is the best determinant of 
English language acquisition among immigrants (Table 6). 
Ninety-seven percent of immigrants who arrived before age 
five know English. English acquisition rates are lowest among 
the oldest arrivals who were age 40 and above at entry. Except 
for immigrants who arrived between ages 13 and 18, English ac-
quisition has increased among all age groups. Table 6 supports 

the theory that there is a nonlinear effect between the age of 
first exposure and successful English language acquisition that 
is consistent with the critical period hypothesis.

Tables 7 and 8 show that immigrants who are citizens 
and immigrants who marry native-born Americans are more 
likely to speak English. These two variables serve as proxies 
for an immigrant’s intention for permanent settlement in the 
United States and their length of residency, both of which 
increase the utility of learning English. In all categories the 
newest cohort (1980–2010) of immigrants has higher English 
acquisition rates than the earlier cohort (1900–1930).

CONCLUSION
English language acquisition among immigrants in the 

1980–2010 period is higher than in the 1900–1930 period. 
Without controls and by just comparing the two cohorts, mod-
ern immigrants have better English language skills than those 
of the past. The results are the same whether their age of arriv-
al differs, whether they are married to native-born Americans 
or immigrants, or if they come from different regions of the 
world. Learning English is an important aspect of becoming an 
American. Whatever complaints American voters have about 
current immigrants, they typically have English language skills 
greater than our immigrant ancestors.

Table 7

English acquisition by citizenship status and cohort 

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

Citizen 97.10% 96.23% 97.23%

Noncitizen 85.17% 76.44% 86.03%

Citizenship 

status

All

1900–1930 

cohort

1980–2010 

cohort

Table 8

English acquisition by spouse’s nativity and cohort, 

married respondents only 

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census data. 

Immigrant 87.98% 83.74% 88.44%

Native 97.06% 91.52% 98.34%

Married 

to:

All

1900–19�0 

cohort

1980–2010 

cohort
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