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Kentucky emerged as one of the nation’s top ten states in the rate of increase in the
foreign-born population from 1990-2000 and 2000-2005.2 The success of our state
depends upon public policies that provide bright futures for all Kentucky children
regardiess of their or their parents’ country of birth If we respond proactively, Kentucky
will be an exemplar of policy and practice for the nation.

Kentucky Y outh Advocates (KY A) has conducted the first statewide effort to collect,
assess and disseminate data and input from immigrant and refugee families. The outcome
of these outreach and listening efforts is documented in New Voices from the Bluegrass:
A Portrait of Kentucky’s Children in Immigrant Families with the purpose of informing
policymakers and community leaders in the health care, education, and social service
systems. The underlying message for Kentucky policymakers is this: integration of our
newest Kentuckians is paramount to the safety, viability and health of Kentucky’s future.

All quantitative data presented in this report is based on the most recent U.S. Census
Bureaudata, processed by the Kentucky State Data Center at the University of Louisville,
unless otherwise noted. For the purposes of the report, the term “children in immigrant
families’ is defined as children born outside the U.S. or children born in the U.S. with at
least one parent who was born outside the U.S. Foreign-born children adopted by U.S.
families are therefore included in “children in immigrant families’. Also, for the purpose
of consistency, the term “Hispanic” is used to describe “persons of Hispanic or Latino
identity” as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau.®

A Portrait of Kentucky’s Children in Immigrant Families

Kentucky’s total child population is decreasing; at the same time the number of children
in immigrant familiesis increasing. Kentucky’ s racial and ethnic population patterns are
changing as our state is becoming increasingly diverse. Understanding the demographics
of Kentucky’s children is vital to assessing equitable access and analyzing the impact of
current policies and practices on child well-being.



Findings in the report include:

-- One in twenty-three children, or approximately 43,000, is either an immigrant or the
child of an immigrant;

-- The mgjority of Kentucky’s children in immigrant families, 68 percent, are U.S.-born
citizens;

-- More than one-third are under age five; and,
-- Approximately 85 percent live in two-parent households.

-- The rate of births to foreign-born mothers makes up about 6 percent of Kentucky’s
total births, well below the national rate of 24 percent.

-- Approximately one in three children in immigrant families is white;
-- Hispanic children represent another 32 percent; and,

-- The fastest growing racial group of children in immigrant families is black,
representing countries from Africa and the Caribbean.

-- Kentucky’s 11,000 English Language Learner students represent more than 95
languages.

Family Economic Well-Being and Community Integration

“[1]f there s an economic situation, someone can make a budget every month and explain
how they are going to have less problems. You have to share responsibility. Like
Saturday will be family day and Sunday is church and grocery. Wetry to keep it
balanced.”

Immigrant families bring strengths and assets to the Commonwealth including high rates
of two-parent households and home ownership. Immigrant families in Kentucky are
investing in their communities through home-ownership at a rate of 59 percent.

The poverty rates for all families in Kentucky, including immigrant families, increased
between 2000 and 2005. Still, poverty rates remain lower among children in immigrant
families in Kentucky, which does not follow the national trend. While there are fewer
children living in families with incomes below the federal poverty line, many children
live in families earning between 100 and 200 percent of the federal poverty line and face
similar barriers to making ends meet.* 1n 2000, 40 percent of Kentucky childrenin
immigrant families lived in low-income households, defined at less than $39,600 for a
family of four.

Educationa attainment for parents is a significant indicator for child well-being
outcomes. Thirty-five percent of children in immigrant families have a parent with a
college degree. However, another 30 percent have a parent with no high school degree.

Community integration is an essential process to ensuring the safety, health and
prosperity of Kentucky’s future. Employment provides an important step towards
community integration for immigrants. Employers aso benefit from hiring multi-lingual,



multi-cultural employees. In 2005, 75 percent of children in immigrant families had
fathers who work full-time and 25 percent had mothers working full-time.

Health

“1 had to miss school to go with my momto a hospital to trandate. It'sreally hard to
translate medical termsto your parents. Onetime | had to go to the cancer hospital.
They were just too busy so | had to translate. | was afraid | would not give them the right
information in the face of white people. It wasreally hard ... | had to tell my mom she
had cancer. | had to know first. | had to tell her first.”

Equitable access to healthcare promotes overall public health and increases the well-
being of the state as awhole. The themes that emerged in focus groups include:

-- Lack of hedlthcare coverage and access that impacts utilization;

-- Language barriers and lack of understanding about the healthcare system, especialy
medical billing; and

-- Prohibitive costs that make healthcare unattainable, specifically prenatal care for
pregnant women.

Lack of adequate and consistent language interpretation and trangation is one of the most
significant barriers to quality health care for immigrant families. The unacceptable
practice of using children as medical trandators is al too common in Kentucky. Children
do not possessthe technical or medical terminology needed to interpret and in this society
are not expected to mediate adult situations. Federal legislation mandates all service
providers who receive federal funding (including Medicaid) must take “reasonable steps
to provide meaningful access to their programs and activities’ including providing
information in alanguage understandable to patients.

Education

“| think we are very segregated. In the cafeteria, you don’t see a whole bunch of whites
and blacks and browns sitting together. You could take a picture of the cafeteria and see
it as separate flags.”

All of Kentucky’s children need opportunities for education that span early childhood to
post secondary education. Programs need to be both intentional and targeted. Attending
to language needs and educational needs will ensure that Kentucky’s children in
immigrant families have bright futures.

-- In 2000, approximately 55 percent of four year-old childrenin immigrant families were
enrolled in preschool.®

-- Between 1990 and 2005, the number of Kentucky’s English Language Learner (ELL)
students increased from about 1,300 to more than 11,000, representing over 95 languages
in176 school districts.



-- ELL students comprise about two percent of the total student population in Kentucky.
The most common languages spoken are Spanish (58%), Bosnian (5%), Japanese (5%),
Vietnamese (3%), Serbo-Croatian (3%), Arabic (2%), and Chinese / Mandarin (2%) °.

-- The Council on Post Secondary Education (CPE) in Kentucky has policies to
encourage immigrant youth to enroll in college, including “Eligibility for In-State Tuition
Rates” whichallows undocumented immigrants to be considered residents for the
purpose; of obtaining in-state tuition rates if they have graduated from a Kentucky high
school.

Solutions

“1 would have more scholarship programs for better education [in Kentucky]. We need to
raise the level of education. | would rather educate everyone than [ have them| do hard
labor. It improves all countiesin Kentucky.”

Community leaders, public service providers, educators and immigrant youth and
families identified practical solutions for strengthening Kentucky. These include
establishing a statewide language access plan for meeting federal Title VI regulations,
increasing cultural competency training and resources of healthcare providers, expanding
eligibility and outreach to all people interested in pursuing a higher education, and
developing legal paths to encourage responsible participation of the newest Kentuckians.
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