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Primarily because of the growth in the number
of Asian and Latino immigrants to the United
States, the use of non-English languages at
home has increased significantly over the past
few decades, and children of immigrants will
account for most of the growth in the school-
aged population by 2050.1 The rise in the
number of English-language-learner students,
along with their academic struggles, has sparked
debate about how to improve these children’s
school performance. Although it is understand-
able that policies have focused on academic
achievement, children’s emotional and behav-
ioral well-being cannot be overlooked, because
children who are suffering in these areas are
also likely to suffer academically.2

The early school years are a pivotal time
marked by an increased ability to reason and
new levels of peer competition. As school
progresses, children may receive ‘‘failure feed-
back,’’ which can result in decreased confi-
dence in their abilities or future success and
negative educational trajectories.3 These pat-
terns may be felt more acutely by English-
language-learner children, who are often experi-
encing not only their first nonfamilial social
environment but also their first new cultural
environment. The negative effects of social
comparison and failure feedback may have
unique implications for students who are begin-
ning to see their own cultural identities as
different from those of their peers. In addition,
early behavior or peer problems in school have
been linked to an increased probability of later
dropout and delinquency.4–8 This issue is of
special importance for young children given
the plasticity of the trajectories of behavioral
and emotional well-being during the early
school years.9–12

The natural conclusion is that English-only
instruction is the best way to improve English-
language-learner students’ communication
with their peers and teachers and to avoid
failure feedback; this type of instruction,
in fact, has been the primary focus of education

policies. However, more than 2 decades have
passed since researchers began to document
what they call the ‘‘immigrant paradox’’: im-
migrants generally do well in American society,
despite having to navigate a new culture and
language and often having few economic
resources, although this success often is not
sustained by later generations.13,14 As children
become more Americanized (acculturated),
they lose the protective features of their home
culture, which often highly values education
and familial respect. Moreover, they become
increasingly reluctant to speak their family’s
language.14,15 This is detrimental, because a
growing body of research has documented the
benefits of bilingual fluency to various academic
outcomes,15–21 higher self-esteem,17 and stronger
family cohesion.17,22 Scholars have generally
explained bilingualism’s positive effects
through its relationship with greater cognitive
flexibility and abstract thinking skills23–26

and through the access bilingual children have
to positive ‘‘cultural capital’’ in their families
and communities.27–32 These results

challenge the notion that a rapid shift to
monolingual English fluency is best for these
children’s well-being.

Asian and Latino children have been and
are projected to be rapidly growing ethnic
groups in the United States and often do not
speak English at home. However, previous
studies found that second-generation Asian
youths are less likely than Latino youths to
preserve their parents’ linguistic heritage.15

Furthermore, Asian children have long been
considered a ‘‘model minority’’ given their gen-
erally better academic achievement compared
with other children of immigrants and sometimes
compared with mainstream peers as well. How-
ever, relatively less is known about Asian chil-
dren’s health and emotional well-being during
their early school years. For these reasons, we
chose to focus on Asian children in the present
study. Specifically, we were interested in exam-
ining how being bilingual may shape Asian
children’s long-term emotional well-being and
how bilingualism may be a strength that policy-
makers can draw upon in their efforts to promote

Objectives. We investigated the relation between the language status of

children and their behavioral and emotional well-being during their early school

years.

Methods. Behavioral and emotional well-being were drawn from teacher-

reported data and included externalizing and internalizing behaviors. Three-level

growth curve analyses were conducted on a subsample (n=12586) of children

from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, kindergarten cohort, who origi-

nated from Asian countries. US-born, non-Hispanic White children served as the

comparison group.

Results. All children started with a similar level of internalizing and external-

izing behaviors at kindergarten entry. The growth rate of problem behaviors was

slowest in fluent bilingual and non–English-dominant bilingual children com-

pared with White English-monolingual children. By contrast, problem behaviors

increased at a significantly faster rate in non–English-monolingual children, who

had the highest level of problem behaviors among all children by fifth grade.

Conclusions. By fifth grade, fluent bilingual and non–English-dominant bi-

lingual children had the lowest levels of internalizing and externalizing behav-

iors, whereas non–English-monolingual children had the highest levels of both

behavior problems. Our data suggest emotional and behavioral benefits of being

bilingual. (Am J Public Health. 2010;100:831–838. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2009.

174219)
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children’s success in school. Building on previous
studies of bilingualism,2,15,17,18 we assessed the
net effects of language status on children’s well-
being in models that were controlled for a large
set of child, family, and school characteristics,
along with children’s reading ability because of
its obvious relation with language proficiency
and children’s emotional well-being.

METHODS

These analyses were based on the Early
Childhood Longitudinal Study, kindergarten
cohort (ECLS-K), a large, contemporary cohort
of children who entered kindergarten in the
1998–1999 school year and who have been
followed longitudinally through eighth grade.
Children were drawn randomly by use of a
multistage probability design from a nationally
representative sample of roughly 1000 US
public and private schools (n=21260 in the
fall of kindergarten in 1998 and n=11820 in
the spring of fifth grade, per the publicly
available data as of this writing). The ECLS-K
collected information on children’s language
proficiency at school entry and the language
spoken between the parents and child at home.
The ECLS-K is the only national data set able
to evaluate the relation between children’s
language status during their early school years
and their developmental trajectories.

The present study included 12580 children
(1520 children with family roots in Asian
regions and 11060 US-born, non-Hispanic
White children). Fourteen percent spoke a non-
English language at home, and about 50%
were males.

Measures

Behavioral problems were drawn from
teacher-reported data and included externaliz-
ing (the frequency of arguing, fighting, getting
angry, acting impulsively, and disturbing on-
going activities) and internalizing (the apparent
presence of anxiety, loneliness, low self-esteem,
and sadness) behaviors. These measures have
been widely used with good reliability and
validity.33 A standardized z score with a mean
of zero and standard deviation of 1 was com-
puted for each of the outcomes.

For immigrant generation status and race/
ethnicity, both the mother and the father
reported whether they were born in the United

States, whether the child was born in the
United States, and the country of origin if
born outside the United States. Families were
coded as immigrant if they had at least 1
foreign-born parent, and children were coded
as first-generation immigrants if they were not
born in the United States and had at least 1
foreign-born parent. Children were coded as
second-generation if they were born in the
United States but had at least 1 foreign-born
parent. Four Asian regions were categorized by
single countries and by grouping countries with
similar cultures or refugee histories34: East Asia
(e.g., China, Japan, Korea); Vietnam, Thailand,
Cambodia, and Laos; other Southeast Asia (e.g.,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines); and India. A
total of 1032 children were identified as either
first- or second-generation children of immigrants.
About two thirds of these children came from
Southeast Asia, and 24% and 12% came from
East Asia and India, respectively. A total of 491
Asian children were third or later generations.

Children’s language status was measured
by the combination of the language they spoke
at home and their English proficiency as mea-
sured at school entry. With respect to the home
language, the ECLS-K collected information in
the fall of kindergarten on 4 directions of
language interaction between the parents and
child: mother’s language spoken to child, fa-
ther’s language spoken to child, child’s language
spoken to mother, and child’s language spoken
to father. Each of these 4 interaction pairs
consists of 4 possible language-use patterns:
never, sometimes, often, or very often speaks
the native language. The second part of the
determination of children’s language status
came from their English proficiency at school
entry, as determined by whether they were
administered and passed the Oral Language
Developmental Scale (OLDS) test.35 This mea-
sure was combined with children’s language use
at home with the mother to create 5 dummy
variables that represented children’s language
status. English-monolingual children were de-
fined as those who never spoke a non-English
language to their parents and either did not need
to take the OLDS test or passed the OLDS test
at kindergarten entry. Children who sometimes
spoke a non-English language to their parents and
either did not need to take the OLDS test or
passed the test at kindergarten entry were defined
as English-dominant bilingual. Children who

often or very often spoke a language other than
English to their parents and either did not need to
take the OLDS test or passed theOLDS test by the
end of kindergarten were defined as fluent bi-
lingual. Children who sometimes, often, or very
often spoke a language other than English to their
parents and passed the OLDS test at the end of
first grade were defined as non–English-domi-
nant bilingual. Children who did not pass the
OLDS test by the end of first grade were defined
as non-English monolingual no matter how often
they spoken a language other than English at
home. The distribution of language groups by
country of origin is presented in Table 1.

Direct assessments of reading competence
were collected in one-on-one testing sessions
by using an Item Response Theory (IRT)
approach. A standardized t test (mean=50;
SD=10) was used for reading ability via
a transformed measure of the IRT scale score.
This norm-referenced score represented chil-
dren’s abilities relative to their average peers
nationwide (i.e., children who entered kinder-
garten in the fall of 1998), and a change in
mean t scores over time reflected a change in
relative ability.

The school setting was measured by 14
variables across 5 constructs: English as a sec-
ond language (ESL) instruction and services,
school resources, student learning environ-
ment, school support and teaching environ-
ment, and work climate. We focused on these
areas because the effective-schools literature
has shown that they are important to students’
academic performance.36–38 The duration
and frequency of ESL instruction per week, the
number of Title I–related services (e.g., family
literacy services), teachers and school adminis-
trators’ ESL or bilingual-related experience,
and the number of services or programs pro-
vided to ESL families were used as proxies for
ESL instruction and services. The type of
school (public versus private), poor or minority
student composition, and the school’s physical
resources (e.g., if school facilities, such as the
library, met students’ needs) were used as proxies
for school resources. The following were used
as proxies of the student learning environment:
teachers’ opinions of the school’s academic stan-
dards; school stability (i.e., the school adminis-
trator’s reports on teacher absenteeism, teacher
turnover, and child absenteeism); the learning
environment as observed by field researchers
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(e.g., decorated hallways, attentive teachers);
average student academic performance, which
was a standardized score of the percentage of
students who had reading and verbal skills and
math and quantitative skills at or above grade
level; and teacher’s effort (e.g., teachers’ reports
on how often they sent information home to
parents). School support and teaching environ-
ment was a standardized score of 12 items ask-
ing teachers questions such as whether staff
accepted them as colleagues and whether the
school administrator communicated the school’s
vision. Finally, school work climate was a stan-
dardized score of 6 items asking the school
administrator whether, for instance, the school-
based management committee was helpful and
whether order and discipline were maintained.

Time-invariant variables collected in the fall
of kindergarten included the child’s gender,
birth weight, attendance in center-based care
before kindergarten, parents’ marital status at
birth, and parental education (the mother or
father, whoever had the higher education
level). Time-variant variables were collected
at all interview points and included the pres-
ence of siblings in the household, the number
of people under age 18 years in the household,
living in a single-parent family, family socio-
economic status (calculated from family in-
come, parental education, and occupation),
parental educational expectations, home envi-
ronment, parental school involvement, region
(e.g., northeast), and location of residence
(i.e., city, suburban, or rural).

Empirical Strategy

Rates of missing data were generally less
than 4% for demographic and family

characteristics. Rates were higher for school
factors but generally below 20%. The growth
curve modeling used in this analysis handled
such unbalanced data well, because students
did not have to be assessed at all data points
to be included in the analysis.39 Still, multiple
imputation (with Stata’s ICE command; Stata
version 9.0, StataCorp LP, College Station, TX)
was used to handle missing data with 5 imputed
data sets.

Three-level growth curve modeling was
used to estimate the associations between
language status and children’s behavioral and
emotional health trajectories. Analyses were
estimated with level 1 as time (i.e., within-
individual effects), level 2 as individuals (i.e.,
between-individual and within-school effects),
and level 3 as schools (i.e., between-school
effects). With longitudinal data involving 5
assessment points, children’s developmental
trajectories (growth and decay curves) were
estimated instead of the individual time points
typically used in multivariate regression
models. Such growth curve models can com-
pare the growth rate of each group to de-
termine which had faster or slower paces over
time. The variance components allowed us to
determine the share of variation in outcome
explained by each level. All continuous vari-
ables were centered at their grand mean values,
except the dummy variables (e.g., attending
public school), so that the reference child
represented a realistic scenario.39 In addition,
the variable time was centered so that initial
status would refer to the fall of kindergarten,
which is the true starting point. US-born, non-
Hispanic White, English-monolingual chil-
dren (hereafter, White English-monolingual

children) were the reference group. For
brevity’s sake, the estimates for child, family,
and school characteristics were not pre-
sented.

RESULTS

In the interest of space, we did not present
the descriptive data, but some trends are
worth noting. Compared with White children,
Asian children were more likely to live with
married parents with high educational expec-
tations but tended to have lower socioeco-
nomic status (except for English-monolingual
Asians). Asian children were more likely to
attend schools with lower achievement, more
minorities, poorer learning environments,
and less teacher support (but more ESL
programs and related services). Among the
Asian groups, non–English-monolingual chil-
dren had the most disadvantageous family
and school characteristics; this group tended
to originate from Thailand, Vietnam, Cam-
bodia, and Laos. The raw scores of the
children’s behavioral problems by language
group from kindergarten to fifth grade are
provided in Table 2.

Table 3 shows the estimates from the
growth curve analyses on the internalizing
and externalizing behavior trajectories from
kindergarten to fifth grade. About 34% of
the variation in levels of internalizing behav-
ior problems was attributable to differences
among children and 9% to differences
among schools. The corresponding numbers
for externalizing behaviors were 60% and
6%, respectively.

TABLE 1—Percentage Language Fluency at Time of School Entry, by Country of Origin: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,

Kindergarten Cohort, United States, 1998–2004

English

Monolingual, %

English-Dominant

Bilingual, %

Fluent

Bilingual, %

Non–English-Dominant

Bilingual, %

Non-English

Monolingual, % Total, %

US-born, non-Hispanic White (n = 11 060) 97.68 1.57 0.75 0 0 100

Asian origin and US-born Asian (n = 1520)

East Asia (n = 250) 19.35 22.98 42.34 11.69 3.63 16.28

Thailand/Vietnam/Cambodia/Laos (n = 320) 5.86 17.90 50.00 19.75 6.48 21.27

Other Southeast Asia (n = 330) 41.52 32.73 17.58 6.06 2.12 21.67

India (n = 130) 25.38 29.23 36.15 6.15 3.08 8.54

US-born Asian (n = 490) 25.87 19.76 16.70 26.48 11.20 32.24
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The results in Table 3 indicate that the
average child’s behavior trajectory for inter-
nalizing problems was nonzero (b=0.076;
P<.05) and had a strong slope (b=0.049;
P<.001), indicating an increase through
grades. However, language status was not
significantly associated with internalizing be-
havior problems or the growth rates of those
problems. There was 1 interaction of note:
although reading scores were not significantly
related to the initial level of internalizing
problems, having better scores over time con-
tributed to a significantly slower increase in
internalizing problems from kindergarten to
fifth grade.

For externalizing behavior problems, the
average child’s behavior trajectory was non-
zero (b =0.089; P < .05) with a strong posi-
tive slope (b =0.022; P< .001), revealing an
increase through grades. Although language
status was not significantly associated with
externalizing problems, non–English-domi-
nant bilingual children were reported to have
slower growth rates of these problems and
decreasing rates of change from kinder-
garten to fifth grade, whereas White English-
monolingual children had significantly in-
creasing rates of change. Again, children’s
externalizing problems increased signifi-
cantly more slowly from kindergarten to

fifth grade if they had better reading scores
over time.

The internalizing and externalizing trajecto-
ries from kindergarten to fifth grade based on
the results of Table 3 are presented in Figure 1.
Non–English-dominant bilingual and fluent
bilingual children had the slowest growth rates
in behavioral problems of all groups, allowing
them to have the lowest levels of behavioral
problems by the fifth grade. English-dominant
bilingual children had similar levels and growth
rates of problem behaviors as White English-
monolingual children. Alarmingly, non–En-
glish-monolingual children started with similar
levels of internalizing and externalizing

TABLE 2—Raw Scores of Internalizing and Externalizing Behavior Problems Among Children From Kindergarten to Fifth Grade, by Language

Group: Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort, United States, 1998–2004

Fall Kindergarten,

Raw Score (SD)

Spring Kindergarten,

Raw Score (SD)

Spring First Grade,

Raw Score (SD)

Spring Third Grade,

Raw Score (SD)

Spring Fifth Grade,

Raw Score (SD) % Change (SD)

Internalizing behavior problemsa

US-born, non-Hispanic White

English monolingual (n = 10 850) 1.54 (0.52) 1.56 (0.51) 1.60 (0.51) 1.65 (0.53) 1.68 (0.54) 0.14 (9.09)

English-dominant bilingual (n = 150) 1.56 (0.46) 1.57 (0.48) 1.70 (0.53) 1.66 (0.52) 1.72 (0.57) 0.16 (10.26)

Fluent bilingual (n = 60) 1.61 (0.50) 1.74 (0.50) 1.89 (0.63) 1.67 (0.48) 1.72 (0.60) 0.11 (6.83)

Total (n = 11 060) 1.54 (0.52) 1.57 (0.51) 1.61 (0.51) 1.65 (0.53) 1.68 (0.54) 0.14 (9.09)

Asian origin including US-born Asian

English monolingual (n = 380) 1.56 (0.49) 1.53 (0.43) 1.54 (0.40) 1.54 (0.50) 1.61 (0.45) 0.05 (3.20)

English-dominant bilingual (n = 340) 1.42 (0.44) 1.50 (0.46) 1.51 (0.47) 1.54 (0.44) 1.58 (0.54) 0.16 (11.27)

Fluent bilingual (n = 460) 1.45 (0.45) 1.46 (0.45) 1.52 (0.47) 1.50 (0.48) 1.60 (0.52) 0.15 (10.34)

Non–English-dominant bilingual (n = 110) 1.61 (0.55) 1.63 (0.56) 1.52 (0.50) 1.56 (0.50) 1.58 (0.49) -0.03 (1.86)

Non-English monolingual (n = 230) 1.61 (0.58) 1.58 (0.47) 1.78 (0.63) 1.55 (0.53) 1.66 (0.54) 0.05 (3.01)

Total (n = 1520) 1.52 (0.50) 1.53 (0.48) 1.54 (0.48) 1.53 (0.49) 1.60 (0.50) 0.08 (5.26)

Externalizing behavior problemsb

US-born, non-Hispanic White

English monolingual (n = 10 850) 1.63 (0.63) 1.64 (0.62) 1.66 (0.61) 1.68 (0.58) 1.69 (0.58) 0.06 (3.68)

English-dominant bilingual (n = 150) 1.58 (0.56) 1.72 (0.68) 1.73 (0.64) 1.65 (0.57) 1.73 (0.58) 0.15 (9.49)

Fluent bilingual (n = 60) 1.54 (0.60) 1.69 (0.62) 1.85 (0.68) 1.68 (0.57) 1.76 (0.65) 0.22 (14.28)

Total (n = 11060) 1.63 (0.63) 1.65 (0.62) 1.66 (0.61) 1.68 (0.58) 1.69 (0.58) 0.06 (3.68)

Asian origin including US-born Asian

English monolingual (n = 380) 1.57 (0.63) 1.58 (0.57) 1.59 (0.60) 1.58 (0.57) 1.63 (0.58) 0.06 (3.82)

English-dominant bilingual (n = 340) 1.51 (0.54) 1.56 (0.60) 1.54 (0.54) 1.55 (0.52) 1.59 (0.58) 0.08 (5.30)

Fluent bilingual (n = 460) 1.47 (0.53) 1.49 (0.56) 1.53 (0.54) 1.56 (0.53) 1.55 (0.56) 0.08 (5.44)

Non–English-dominant bilingual (n = 110) 1.57 (0.57) 1.54 (0.56) 1.49 (0.50) 1.62 (0.59) 1.48 (0.61) -0.08 (5.73)

Non-English monolingual (n = 230) 1.53 (0.59) 1.56 (0.60) 1.61 (0.62) 1.45 (0.54) 1.52 (0.64) -0.01 (0.65)

Total (n = 1520) 1.53 (0.57) 1.54 (0.57) 1.55 (0.55) 1.56 (0.55) 1.56 (0.59) 0.03 (0.96)

Note. Raw scores are unadjusted. Internalizing and externalizing behaviors are each assessed on a scale ranging from 1 = never to 4 = very often; the externalizing and internalizing scale scores are
then averaged to find the raw score.
aThe frequency of arguing, fighting, getting angry, acting impulsively, and disturbing ongoing activities; drawn from teacher-reported data.
bThe apparent presence of anxiety, loneliness, low self-esteem, and sadness; drawn from teacher-reported data.
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problems at kindergarten entry compared with
their counterparts but had the highest levels
of both behaviors by fifth grade.

Although the presentation did not focus on
child, family, and school characteristics, the
estimates and directions of these variables were
as expected. Specifically, living in a 2-parent
family, having fewer family members under age
18 years, having higher socioeconomic status,
and higher parental involvement in learning at
home and school were significantly associated
with lower levels of internalizing and exter-
nalizing behavior problems. Indeed, child and
family characteristics explained at least one
third of the variation in children’s emotional
and behavioral well-being. Regarding school
characteristics, children in schools with a more
supportive teaching environment not only
had significantly lower levels of internalizing
behavior problems but also had significantly
slower growth rates (flatter slopes) of those
problems from kindergarten to fifth grade

compared with children in other schools. In
addition, children who had teachers and prin-
cipals with more ESL experience had signifi-
cantly slower behavior problem growth rates.
Children in higher performing schools and
those in more teacher-supportive schools had
significantly lower levels of externalizing be-
havior problems. Importantly, having greater
supportive and teaching environment and
teachers and principals with more ESL experi-
ence contributed to significantly slower in-
creases in externalizing behavior problems.
Nonetheless, the school-level variables
explained only a low portion of the variation in
children’s emotional and behavioral well-being.

DISCUSSION

Most Asian children who spoke a non-
English language were doing as well as their
White English-monolingual peers, if not better,
on their behavioral trajectories. Fluent

bilingual children and non–English-dominant
bilingual children had the lowest levels of
internalizing and externalizing behaviors by
fifth grade. English-dominant bilingual children
and White English-monolingual children had
similar levels of behavioral and emotional well-
being. Non–English-monolingual children,
however, had the highest levels of both be-
havior problems by fifth grade.

Although it is clear that the non–English-
monolingual children had more disadvanta-
geous school and family characteristics, many
of these factors were controlled for, which
suggests that the lack of bilingual ability might
be responsible for some of the negative out-
comes. Indeed, the bilingual groups had the
most positive outcomes. This is not surprising
given that, in addition to having no problems
with English in the school environment, bi-
lingual children receive extra benefits from the
cultural resources in their families and ethnic
communities.40–42 The ability to understand 2

TABLE 3—Growth Curve Results of Behavioral and Emotional Well-Being Among Children From Kindergarten to Fifth Grade:

Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort, United States, 1998–2004

Internalizing Behavior Problemsa Externalizing Behavior Problemsb

Fixed Effects, b (95% CI) Rate of Change, b (95% CI) Fixed Effects, b (95% CI) Rate of Change, b (95% CI)

English monolingual (Ref) 0.076* (–0.002, 0.154) 0.049*** (0.031, 0.067) 0.089* (0.013, 0.165) 0.022** (0.006, 0.038)

English-dominant bilingual 0.028 (–0.033, 0.089) 0.010 (–0.032, 0.012) 0.010 (–0.075, 0.055) 0.003 (–0.015, 0.021)

Fluent bilingual 0.033 (–0.115, 0.049) 0.019 (–0.044, 0.006) 0.041 (–0.127, 0.045) 0.014 (–0.036, 0.008)

Non–English-dominant bilingual 0.007 (–0.101, 0.087) 0.017 (–0.054, 0.020) 0.005 (–0.093, 0.103) 0.048** (–0.079, -0.017)

Non-English monolingual 0.008 (–0.115, 0.131) 0.049 (–0.016, 0.114) 0.049 (–0.178, 0.080) 0.041 (–0.012, 0.094)

Reading score 0.009 (–0.029, 0.011) 0.002*** (–0.003, -0.001) 0.001 (–0.019, 0.021) 0.032** (–0.052, -0.012)

Variance components

Level 1, within person 0.600*** (0.580, 0.620) 0.377*** (0.355, 0.399)

Level 2, between person

In initial status 0.327*** (0.305, 0.349) 0.588*** (0.564, 0.612)

In rate of change 0.014*** (0.010, 0.018) 0.010*** (0.006, 0.014)

Level 3, between school

In initial status 0.088*** (0.078, 0.098) 0.064*** (0.054, 0.074)

In rate of change 0.006** (0.002, 0.010) 0.004* (0.000, 0.008)

R2 0.073 0.112

Note. CI = confidence interval. Analyses were controlled for child’s country of origin (East Asia; Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos; other Southeast Asia; India; or US-born Asian, with US-born
non-Hispanic White as the reference group), child characteristics (being male, low birth weight, and attending center-based care before kindergarten), family characteristics (mother married at
child’s birth, having siblings present, number of family members under age 18 years at home, family’s socioeconomic status, and living in a single-parent family), and parental educational practices
and home environment (parental educational expectations, parental participation in school events, home learning activities, region and location of residence), and school characteristics, including
the type of school (being public), student minority composition, providing instructional English as a second language (ESL) activities, providing Title I services, teachers and principals’ ESL
experience, providing services to ESL families, whether the school’s academic standards were too low, school stability, student learning environment, student academic performance, teacher’s
effort, school supportive and teaching environments, school work climate, and school physical facility/resources.
aThe frequency of arguing, fighting, getting angry, acting impulsively, and disturbing ongoing activities; drawn from teacher-reported data.
bThe apparent presence of anxiety, loneliness, low self-esteem, and sadness; drawn from teacher-reported data.
*P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001
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Note. English-monolingual children were US born and non-Hispanic White; this was the reference group.

Figure 1—Children’s kindergarten to fifth grade z scores of predicted (a) internalizing and (b) externalizing problem behavior: Early Childhood

Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort, United States, 1998–2004.
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cultures intimately is also likely to help children
appreciate diversity and get along with peers
and teachers.14 Previous research has shown
that being able to speak the parents’ language
helps to improve the parent-child relationship
and immigrant adolescents’ self-esteem and
mental health.14 Our study extends this line of
research, establishing a direct link between bi-
lingualism and behavioral and emotional well-
being during the early school years.

Notably, non–English-dominant bilingual
children had fewer internalizing and external-
izing behaviors compared with English-domi-
nant bilingual children. The classifications of
these 2 groups may have influenced this
finding. Non–English-dominant bilingual chil-
dren were defined as sometimes, often, or
very often speaking the parents’ language with
their parents and being proficient in English
by the start of first grade (although not by
kindergarten). This suggests that these chil-
dren may speak less English than fluent bi-
lingual children, but that their non-English
proficiency may be similar. In contrast, En-
glish-dominant bilingual children had profi-
cient English at school entry but spoke their
parents’ language only sometimes, which
suggests that they had less fluency in a non-
English language than did non–English-dom-
inant bilingual children. If so, the results for
the non–English-dominant bilingual children
and English-dominant bilingual children only
reinforce the hypothesis that speaking 2 lan-
guages helps to strengthen the parent–child
relationship and children’s behavioral and
emotional well-being.

Although our results support the long-held
finding that family background plays a signifi-
cant role in shaping children’s developmental
experiences and trajectories, the school envi-
ronment is clearly important as well, especially
for English-language-learner children, whose
feelings and actions are affected by the lan-
guage feedback that they receive from their
teachers and peers.2,5 Given bilingualism’s pos-
itive effects on school achievement and the fact
that children often lose their native language
over time, future research should examine the
different impacts that schools and families have
on children’s ability to stay bilingual.

Several limitations are worth noting here.
First, because behavior problems were
reported by teachers in each grade, teacher

bias could have influenced the trends we found
in these outcomes. However, the standard
errors of these 2 measures were relatively
stable over time for the whole group as well as
within various subgroups (e.g., by language,
country of origin, and race/ethnicity). Although
the results should still be interpreted with
caution, this suggests that teacher bias may not
have been very strong.

Second, information from only kindergarten
and first grade was used to classify language
status, which misses the effects of subsequent
language development on children’s well-be-
ing. It is possible that children with slower
internalizing and externalizing behavior
growth rates may also have better academic
achievement and language proficiency over
time. Indeed, better reading scores over time
were significantly associated with slower in-
creases in both behaviors. Although this
study controlled for children’s reading scores,
future work should distinguish between the
effects of academic achievement and those of
language proficiency over time on children’s
behavioral and emotional well-being.

Despite these limitations, we have clearly
shown that there is some emotional and
behavioral benefit to being bilingual and that
parents should be encouraged to speak
their native language with their children.
Furthermore, schools should be encouraged
to nurture bilingualism, not just English.
Monolingualism, especially non–English-
monolingualism, appears to be a risk factor
for poor behavioral and emotional outcomes
in the early school years. In the present
analyses, children in schools with ESL-expe-
rienced staff and supportive teaching envi-
ronments were rated as having better be-
havioral and emotional well-being. These
results speak volumes to the importance of
attracting experienced staff and supporting
them to help improve student well-being. The
results also show that schools’ efforts to
improve children’s behavioral and emotional
well-being, such as mental health prevention
efforts,43 may be supported by bilingual
English-language-learner programs and
adequate teacher support. j
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