
How many immigrants are in the United States 
today? 

The word immigrant refers to someone who has moved 
from another country to your country. For example, 
my husband is an immigrant. He moved to the United 
States from Italy. In fact, most people in our country 
have ancestors who were immigrants. It is part of the 
American story. So many of us can trace our family 
back to another part of the world, including Africa, 
Central and South America, Asia, Europe, and the 
Middle East.

Today, the United States has about 51 million 
immigrants. That is about 14 percent of all the  
people in the country. Between 10 million and 11 
million of these immigrants are undocumented. This 
means that they do not have legal papers to be in the 
United States. 

How many of today’s immigrants  
are children?

There are about 18 million kids in the United States 
who are immigrants themselves or are children of 
immigrants, meaning that they have a mom or dad 
who is an immigrant. This is a lot of kids—about one in 
every four! 

What makes families immigrate to the  
United States?

People come to the United States for many different 
reasons. Most people come because they want to 
get a better job, or there is a lot of poverty where they 
come from. They want to give their children a chance 
at a better life. Some people move because their family 
moved, and they want to be close to them. Some 
people come here to go to college. There are also 
others who come here because there is a war or gang 
violence in their own country. These people are called 
refugees or asylum seekers. They want to be here 
because it is safer for their families.
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What are some of the benefits of immigration?

There are a lot of benefits of immigration. When people 
come to the United States and work, they are offering 
their knowledge, skills, and efforts to our society. 
They also bring diversity, sharing their cultures and 
perspectives with all of us. To me, having so many 
people from all over the world means that my daily life 
is richer. Learning about different cultures, including 
food and music, is fun. It is also important to know 
about other parts of the word. And it is good for us to 
be able to look at our own country from another point 
of view. 

Do immigrants face challenges when arriving in 
the United States? 

Yes, many do. Some need to learn English as a 
new language. Many need to try to settle into a new 
community and way of life. Some need to learn how to 
work in the United States, as work can be different in 
every country. 

When kids arrive, they may also need to learn English. 
They also need to settle into new schools. Usually, 
what they are expected to learn in school is different 
from the school where they came from. They may find 
that they need to learn different subjects than they 
were learning before, or they may need to catch up to 
the other children in their class. And of course, they 
need to make new friends. 

What policies could help new immigrant kids and 
their schools?

We did a study on education of immigrant kids who are 
undocumented or are seeking asylum and who arrived 
in the United States by crossing our southwest border. 
These kids are coming to the United States in record 
numbers now. And about 70 percent of teachers in 
the United States now have English language learners 
in their classrooms, but not all teachers have the right 
kind of training to help students who speak another 
language learn English. We recommended a couple of 
potential policies that could help this group, including 
more and better training for teachers so they can 
help those kids. This is an area of education policy 
that needs a lot of attention. The situation can be 
challenging for the students and for the teachers.

What is one surprising thing that you  
have learned in your research about  
immigration policy?

In the past, the people crossing the U.S. southwest 
border and entering the United States as 
undocumented immigrants were mainly adults looking 
for work. This has really changed in the past few years. 
Many more families and children are coming to the 
United States this way. They are coming because 
they are fleeing gang violence or seeking better 
economic opportunities. 
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What are some big policy issues facing 
immigration in the United States today? 

Immigration is a very hot topic in political debates right 
now. There are a lot of big questions facing us. How 
many immigrants should the United States accept 
per year? What are some better ways of managing 
immigration at our borders? What should happen with 
people who are already in the United States but do 
not have legal permission to be here? That question 
is particularly important for kids who came without the 
proper paperwork and who grew up here. Some of 
these children have spent their whole life in the United 
States but may not have the right paperwork to stay 
here. There is a proposed law called the DREAM Act 
(The Development, Relief, and Education for Alien 
Minors Act). This would allow undocumented immigrants 
who came to the United States when they were kids to 
have residency and the right to legally work here. 

References and additional sources of information

Budiman, Abby, “Key Findings about U.S. immigrants,” Pew 
Research Center, August 20, 2020. As of March 30, 
2022:  
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/20/key-
findings-about-u-s-immigrants/

Children’s Defense Fund, “The State of America’s Children, 
2021,” undated. As of March 30, 2022:  
https://www.childrensdefense.org/state-of-americas-
children/soac-2021-immigrant-children/

Culbertson, Shelly, Julia H. Kaufman, Jenna W. Kramer, and 
Brian Phillips, Educating Newcomers: K–12 Public Schooling 
for Undocumented and Asylum-Seeking Children in the United 
States, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-
A1326-1, 2021. As of March 30, 2022:  
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1326-
1.html

International Organization for Migration, World Migration Report 
2020, Geneva, Switzerland, 2019. As of March 30, 2022:  
https://worldmigrationreport.iom.int/wmr-2020-
interactive/

http://www.rand.org/t/TLA387-1
http://www.rand.org/pubs/permissions
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/20/key-findings-about-u-s-immigrants/
https://www.childrensdefense.org/state-of-americas-children/soac-2021-immigrant-children/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1326-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1326-1.html



