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ABSTRACT 

 

  This paper studies whether there exists a relationship between a foreign-born worker’s 

age upon arrival to the United States, and his/her income, using English-speaking ability as a key 

factor in measuring assimilation into the host country. I hypothesize that if an individual arrives 

to the United States at an early age, he/she will, on average, obtain a higher income than 

someone who arrives at a later age. Using ordinary least squares regression, the study finds that 

not only does an earlier age on arrival to the United States correlate with an individual’s income, 

but also that English-speaking ability is an important driving influence. Given the prevalence of 

the immigration debate in the current policy agenda, this research highlights the importance of an 

individual’s English-speaking abilities in obtaining success, if success is defined as higher 

income. A broader implication of these results is that policies aimed to enhance the English-

speaking abilities of immigrants may produce substantial additional benefits for the United 

States. 
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1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 While a bipartisan consensus has emerged on the express need for immigration reform in 

America, there remains disagreement on how to go about doing so, and what the priority goals of 

any reform should be. One of the main sources of controversy surrounds the qualifications by 

which immigrants are allowed permanent residence in the United States: while the U.S. currently 

favors those who enter on a family-reunification basis, there are many who push for a heavier 

emphasis on an employment-based process. Furthermore, unlike Canada and Australia, the U.S. 

does not take the age of an individual into consideration when deciding upon admission (O’Neil 

2015). 

The purpose of this study is to analyze whether there exists a relationship between the 

age of an immigrant’s arrival into the United States and his/her long-term socio-economic 

outcomes/success, namely income. The age at which an immigrant arrives in a country will 

determine his/her grasp of the host country’s primary language. These language skills are part of 

what drives that same individual’s ability to obtain higher-wage jobs. To determine whether an 

earlier age at arrival is correlated with higher income, we break down the sample of U.S. 

residents by immigrant status and generation.  

Current research has not placed a heavy emphasis on specifically investigating decimal 

generations. However, those from the 1.5 immigrant generation spend nearly their entire life in 

the U.S., and as such are virtually second generation immigrants in all ways except for their 

place of birth. In examining the differences between each of the generations, this study can 

provide further insights into whether age should be used as a criteria for admitting immigrants, as 

well as for the re-categorization of decimal generation immigrants. For consistency purposes, an 

immigrant will be defined as one who was not born in the United States; this group can be 
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further broken down into first and 1.5 generation immigrants. Those who are 1.5 generation 

came to the United States between the ages of 6 and 12 years old. Second generation immigrants 

are those who were born in the U.S., but have at least one immigrant parent.  

When immigrant data from the American Community Survey’s 2015 Public Use 

Microdata Set (ACS PUMS) is broken down by generation (Figure 1), first and second 

generation immigrants have vastly different distributions of English-speaking ability, as 

expected.  

 

Figure 1: Distribution of Immigrants by Generation and English-Speaking Ability  

 

However, the 1.5 generation immigrants have similar English-speaking skills as second 

generation immigrants (Figure 1). This study shows that an individual’s age at arrival to the 
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United States and his/her English-speaking ability is a significant descriptor of the worker’s 

income. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 A core element of American historiography is that the U.S. was founded as a nation of 

immigrants, and continues to be comprised of people from all over the world. Immigrants come 

to the States seeking the ‘American Dream’: the idea that the freedom that America offers leads 

to an increased opportunity to achieve success and prosperity. Many of these immigrants will 

then choose to stay permanently, working hard to obtain jobs and raise families. However, the 

personal and cultural background from which they come may be a factor in their economic 

outcomes and composition of their social capital. 

 In 2016, 1.49 million foreign-born individuals entered the United States (Zong 2017). 

The term “foreign-born” here is defined by the U.S. Census Bureau as those who resided abroad 

one year prior to the time that the data was collected. As such, this definition of “foreign-born” 

encompasses naturalized citizens, legal permanent migrants, and others who may have resided in 

the States in prior years. Regardless, the number of foreign-born individuals that entered the 

States saw a small increase from the 1.38 million who entered the States in 2015 (Zong 2017). 

Despite the overall positive trend in the number of foreign-born individuals entering the 

States, there have been periods where policy changes caused significant decreases in admitted 

immigrants. For instance, the 1917 Immigration Act banned immigration from all Asian 

countries except the Philippines and Japan, while the 1921 Emergency Quota Act was the first 

law to institute numerical quotas based on an immigrant’s nationality. The Immigration Act of 

1924 (also known as the Johnson-Reed Act) decreased the cap on the number of immigrants 
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from 350,000 to 165,000 and instituted a formal ban on immigrants from Japan (Pew Research 

Center 2015). While the ban on Asian countries has since been lifted, there remain limits on the 

number of individuals who can enter the country on an annual basis. This limit fluctuates from 

year to year, depending on the number of visas issued in the previous year. The overall limit of 

family-based visas is 480,000; 140,000 for permanent employment-based visas; 85,000 for 

refugee visas; no limit on asylees; and 55,000 for the diversity visa lottery (American 

Immigration Council 2016). Overarching these numerical limits are additional limits for the 

number of individuals from any single country. This policy states for each fiscal year, the 

number of permanent immigrants admitted from one country cannot be larger than 7% of the 

total number of individuals immigrating to the U.S. (American Immigration Council 2016). 

According to current U.S. immigration policy, there are four admission categories that an 

individual who is seeking entry into the States can be placed: legal permanent migrant (LPM), 

non-immigrant, humanitarian, and diversity. For the purpose of this study, an emphasis will be 

placed on LPMs, as this is the primary category for those who intend on remaining in the country 

indefinitely. Those who fall under the humanitarian and diversity lottery categories may also 

intend on remaining in the United States, but this percentage is small compared to the other two 

categories; specifically, diversity visa recipients make up between 4-5% of all visas issued each 

year, while refugee and asylees comprise around 10%.  

Table 1: Breakdown of Admission Categories, 2012 (Brookings) 

Admission Categories Number of People 

Legal permanent migrant 885,783 

Non-immigrant 611,912 

Humanitarian 105,528 

Diversity 40,320 
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The LPM category can further be divided into two subcategories: family-based migrants 

and employment-based migrants. Family-based migration is focused on reuniting families in the 

U.S., while employment-based is focused on recruiting skilled workers. These admission 

categories have generally been skewed towards the reunification of families, and as a result, 

many foreign-born individuals residing in the United States lack a thorough grasp of the English 

language. As of 2015, 20 million foreign-born residents could not speak English at the “Very 

Well” level, which is about half of all immigrants (Kennedy 2015). English-speaking ability here 

is rated among the commonly-used scale “None,” “Not Well,” “Well,” and “Very Well.” In the 

employment-based category, there is an implied English-speaking emphasis, as individuals 

looking to emigrate to the U.S. under this visa will already have a job offer, which, in turn, 

would usually require some prior level of English skill.  

Over the past twenty years, Congress has struggled to pass comprehensive immigration 

reform that addresses issues such as border security, the millions of undocumented immigrants in 

the United States, and the demand for high versus low skilled labor. The last major piece of 

legislation passed was in 1986, and comprehensive reform was brought back to the forefront of 

the political agenda with the election of President George W. Bush in 2008 (Foster 2016). In 

2013, the “gang of eight,” a group of four Republican and four Democratic senators dedicated to 

putting together a proposal for bipartisan immigration reform, drafted a bill that ultimately died, 

but was instrumental in bringing immigration reform back to the legislative branch. 

In February 2017, Republicans in the Senate introduced the RAISE Act, seeking to 

substantially reform current U.S. immigrant policy. As it stands, family-based immigrants 

consist of two-thirds of new LPMs, and citizens can sponsor spouses, minor children, parents, 

siblings, adult children, etc. The RAISE Act would severely limit the categories for family-based 
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immigration, and would introduce a points system for employment-based immigration similar to 

that of other countries (Gelatt 2017). In Canada and Australia, for instance, potential migrants 

can earn points based off of desirable characteristics, such as English-language ability, capacity 

for financial support, age, and previous experience. This system allows each country to set a 

minimum threshold of points that potential migrants must meet in order to qualify for 

immigration. In each of the systems, English language ability is considered a high value, and 

contributes a significant portion of points to an individual’s overall total (Donald 2016). 

Similarly, the RAISE Act would attribute points to an individual based on their level of 

education, English-speaking ability, job offers, past accomplishments, and entrepreneurial 

initiative. By doing so, it aims to restrict the number of low-skilled workers entering the U.S. 

Furthermore, the Act places a higher priority on immediate family members, including children 

under the age of 18, but no longer preferences adult children (President Donald J. Trump Backs 

RAISE Act 2017). 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This study brings together three bodies of research: the wage gap between foreign and 

local workers, assimilation of immigrants into a host country, and the difference between 

immigrant generations. 

 

Foreign and Local Worker Wage Gap 

The concept of a wage gap between foreign migrants and local workers is not new; it has 

been studied in many countries around the world. In Germany, it was found that male and female 

foreign workers are paid 6.7% and 15.6% lower wages than their native-born peers, respectively 

(Aldashev et al., 2012). Another study in Russia found that on average, foreign migrants were 

paid 40% less than local workers (Vakulenko and Leukhin, 2017). Yet another study conducted 

by Lessem and Sanders on the immigrant-native wage gap in the United States reports that the 

lifetime earnings of immigrants were approximately 57% less than those of comparable natives. 

These findings are consistent with the idea that foreign-born workers are discriminated against in 

their host country, or that educational degrees and workforce experience received in a home 

country do not necessarily transfer to a host country’s labor market qualifications.  

That being said, a review of research conducted in the United States shows that although 

immigrants begin at substantially lower earnings levels compared to domestic workers of the 

same demographic characteristics, they see a faster earnings growth with additional years of 

education and experience (Duleep and Dowhan, 2008). Specifically, immigrant wages can 

increase by as much as 32% over a lifetime, holding returns to experience constant between an 

individual’s home country and the U.S. (Lessem and Sanders, 2012). This could be as a result of 

labor market experience in the host country being more applicable and valuable compared to 
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experience gained in other countries. Additionally, the longer an immigrant stays in the U.S., the 

more knowledge and job-specific training he/she gains. The individual would also likely 

systematically switch jobs in order to achieve maximum productivity. As a result, immigrant 

earnings can equal that of native workers after enough time, and sometimes surpass them 

(Chiswick 1978).  

 

Cultural Assimilation 

 This concept of increased knowledge of a host country as immigrants stay for an 

extended period of time is referred to as “cultural assimilation,” and has been a focus of studies 

by many researchers, particularly in studying its effects. One of the first articulations of cultural 

assimilation with regards to immigrants came from Robert Park (1914), who defined the concept 

as “to take up and incorporate.” Park argues that assimilation is essential for reaching a state of 

homogeneity within a diverse group of people. The term was originally coined in the context of 

assimilation between African Americans and Caucasians during and shortly after the Civil War, 

but the same concept has been applied since then to the ever-increasing immigrant population in 

the U.S. Initially, groups of people were identifiable by external features such as their skin tone 

or hair color. However, as globalization and the rate of immigration have increased over time, 

countries have become more and more ethnically heterogeneous. As a result, other characteristics 

have taken the place of physical appearance as indicators of the extent of an individual’s 

assimilation. 

 Park believes that assimilation occurs when two races have had “close and intimate 

contact” over a period of time. With consistent relationships, people of two different cultures can 

form an understanding of one another, creating a sense of solidarity that is usually prevalent 
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within mono-cultural groups. A large portion of modern cultural assimilation occurs through 

learning the language of the host country, in this case: English. Given the prevalence of spoken 

language in everyday life, it stands to reason that English-speaking ability would contribute to 

assimilation, and many, including former President George W. Bush, have argued the existence 

of a link between the two (Spalding 2006). Research conducted on U.S. Census data shows that 

an increased grasp of the English language boosts earnings, with an average increase of $7,000 

between those who speak English “well” and “very well” (Day 2005). This study also found a 

positive relationship between English-speaking ability and full-time employment rates. In fact, 

unilingual English (presumably U.S.-born workers) earned only an average of $966 more than 

those who spoke English at the highest ability (“very well”). Even a prior grasp of the English 

language is beneficial; as foreign-born adult white men from English-speaking countries increase 

their wages by 6.6% for each additional year of education, compared to those from non-English-

speaking countries who only increase their wages by 5.2% for each additional year of schooling 

(Chiswick 1978). This connection is instrumental to our measurement of assimilation, as the 

extent to which an individual is assimilated into a host country (in our case, the United States), is 

immeasurable. 

The sizable earnings gap between immigrants and U.S.-born workers discussed earlier 

has increased over the past twenty years, one study finding that between 1980 and 2000 it almost 

doubled from 6% to 13% (Schmitt 2006). Furthermore, over the same time period, the makeup of 

the workforce in the United States has changed, with the share of foreign migrants increasing 

from 8% of the working-age population in 1980 to 14% in 2000 (Schmidt 2006). According to a 

study done by the Pew Research Center, 93% of the growth of the nation’s working age 

population up through the year 2050 will consist of immigrants and their U.S.-born children 



 
 

10 
 

(Pew Research Center 2013). As a growing proportion of the U.S.-working population will be 

comprised of immigrants, their ability (or non-ability) to hold full-time employment is vital to 

the future of the U.S. economy. 

 

Immigrant Generations 

When reflecting on acculturation and its effects, it is important to consider the generation 

of immigrant. The term “immigrant” generally refers to a first generation immigrant, that is, one 

who was born outside of the United States to parents who are not U.S. citizens (Pew Research 

Center 2013). Conversely, a second generation immigrant is one who was born in the United 

States, to at least one first generation immigrant parent. Subsequent generations are referred to 

by ascending numbers: third, fourth, and so on. The extent to which immigrants and their 

children successfully assimilate into their host societies has been the topic of a number of studies 

(Abramitzky, Boustan, Eriksson 2017; Hermansen 2017; Myers and Pitkin 2010). Most of these 

studies have looked at the assimilation of adult workers into the workforce, or the assimilation of 

children into their schools, and overall show that immigrants become more integrated the longer 

they stay in the U.S., regardless of country of origin.
1
 

As child immigrants have grown up and had children of their own, there has been an 

increased amount of research into comparing first versus second generation immigrants, as well 

as studying the outcomes of immigrant children in comparison to their peers. One such study 

took place over ten years and postulated that children of immigrants do as well, if not better, than 

their parents. In fact, some cultural values, such as valuing academic success, gave immigrant 

children of certain origins particular advantages. This, combined with the children’s 

                                                           
1
 Integration here is measured by factors including homeownership, education attainment, community involvement, 

and citizenship status. 
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understanding of the U.S. education system, sometimes assisted immigrant families in learning 

how to work the system more effectively (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway 2008). 

For instance, one student in the study who came from a Chinese immigrant family shared:  

“Every time there is a student who maxes out on the SAT, their picture is prominently 

placed on the front page in the Chinese newspapers. They give you a pretty good idea of 

what to expect, so even for people whose parents don’t speak English, they are able to 

navigate the system.”(Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway 2008)  

This increased advantage is apparent when looking at long-term outcomes of second generation 

Americans, as they tend to have higher incomes, have graduated from college, and do not live in 

poverty (Pew Research Center 2013). 

 It’s important to note here that, while much of the existing research has been completed 

on first versus second generation immigrants, a new term has recently entered the vernacular: 1.5 

generation. The term was introduced in various contexts, originally as the “half-second 

generation,” and later converted to its decimal form. This has led to an introduction of similar 

terms such as the 1.25 generation and the 1.75 generation, though these are not as common. 1.5 

generation children are those who were not born in the United States but emigrated there early 

enough in their life that they have had the opportunity to integrate more fully with native English 

speakers and adopt cultural norms. Age-wise, these 1.5 generation children tend to be those who 

emigrated between the ages of six and twelve. The 1.5 generation is often caught in between 

their integer counterparts; while they legally fall under the definition of first generation, 

culturally they tend to find more commonalities with the second generation. 

 Existing research on the effect of age of immigrants is sparse. One study by O’Neil 

shows that late-age immigrants suffer greater income losses than their peers who immigrated at 
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younger ages. Another study done in Norway on children born between 1963 and 1982 and 

residing there in 2012 showed that on average, individuals who arrive between the ages of 0 and 

6 make about $3,000 more than those who arrive between the ages of 7 and 12, who, in turn, 

earn around $4,000 more than those who arrive as adolescents (between 13 and 18). 

Furthermore, those who arrive between the ages of 0 and 6 are these immigrants are 6% less 

likely to hold stable employment and 2% more likely to be on social welfare (Hermansen 2017). 

Both studies support the idea that an earlier age upon arrival to a host country gives an individual 

the opportunity to achieve higher levels of income. 

 

Synthesis 

This study will illustrate the connection between an individual's age of immigration and 

his/her income level. A key component of an individual’s assimilation into a host country is the 

acquisition of the country’s main language, which is generally improved through residence in an 

area where the language is in constant use. Given that a person's English-speaking ability 

increases the longer he/she lives in the United States, presumably the individual will be further 

assimilated into a host country the earlier he/she enters the United States. Although cultural 

assimilation cannot be directly measured, English-speaking ability is a suitable proxy variable. 

Early entrance to the United States and it’s relationship with a higher English-speaking 

ability also builds off of the concept of the “critical period of language acquisition,” which is 

used to refer to the period of time during which language is easier to learn, usually between the 

age of 5 and puberty. Once a child begins to experience puberty, his/her ability to learn 

additional languages is diminished by the maturation process (Lenneberg 1967). As such, it 
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stands to reason that pre-pubescent immigrants should obtain a more advanced level of English 

than those who immigrated at a later age.  

These higher English-speaking abilities are correlated with a higher ability to obtain a 

job, as outlined in aforementioned studies. This is likely, in part, due to the fact that in order to 

broaden employment opportunities, foreign-born workers must look at jobs outside of ethnic 

enclaves. Ethnic enclaves here are defined as an area with a high ethnic concentration. Jobs 

outside of immigrant enclaves necessitate contact with native-born English speakers, which in 

turn widens opportunities available to English speakers, inevitably including higher-paying 

occupations.  

Following the studies laid out thus far, we predict that a higher age of entry into the 

United States leads to a lower income. As individuals who immigrate later to the United States, 

on average, have lower English-speaking abilities, this will likely affect their ability to obtain a 

job that requires skilled labor, which would result in a better pay. 

 

DATA DESCRIPTION 

 In order to test the key hypothesis, we rely on observational data from the 2015 American 

Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample (ACS PUMS). As such, this approach method 

requires well specified models, outlined in the Methodology section. The data is collected by the 

U.S. Census Bureau annually, and is used by the public sector, private sector, and non-profits to 

gain deeper insight into communities across the nation. The dataset is one of the largest that the 

Census Bureau administers; every year it samples 3.5 million addresses, with a response rate of 

2.4 million (ACS Information Guide). As such, the dataset is a robust sample of a sizeable 
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population. The sample size of just the 2015 data prior to cleaning is 3,147,005 observations, 

where each unit of interest is a person. 

The main variables of interest in this study include: English-speaking ability, an 

individual’s total income, year of entry into the U.S., and age at the time of data collection. 

English-speaking ability was self-reported on a scale from 1 to 4, with 1 being the highest level 

of achievement (“very well”) and 4 being the lowest (“not at all”). The survey reported missing 

data for those who only spoke English, and so we have grouped these individuals with those 

whose English proficiency is at the highest level.  

The ACS data measured income on a per person basis and was signed, meaning that 

negative values in this field indicated a loss of money over the 2015 calendar year. For this 

study, all units with missing income were dropped, as these signified individuals under the age of 

fifteen. This shrunk the population of interest to 2,611,840. Year of entry into the U.S. was coded 

with the year of the person’s entry into the United States. Missing data here indicated that the 

individual was born in the U.S. This variable was key in determining which individuals were 

U.S.-born or foreign-born.  
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Figure 2: 2015 Income by English-Speaking Ability
2
 

For the purposes of this study, age of entry was calculated by first determining the 

number of years the individual was in the United States: 2015 – yoep (year of entry). This 

number was then subtracted from the age variable: 

𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑣𝑎𝑙 = 𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑝 − (2015 − 𝑦𝑜𝑒𝑝)   (1) 

This resulted in a small number of individuals with negative ages of arrival, which is not 

possible. We assume that these negative values are due to measurement and survey error, and so 

they are dropped, shrinking the sample size even further to 2,599,169 observations. 

The generated ageatarrival variable was also key to determining, in conjunction with 

age, which individuals were first, 1.5, and second generation. As aforementioned, second 

generation immigrants are defined as those who were born in the United States to at least one 

foreign-born parent. 1.5 generation immigrants are those who were not born in the United States 

                                                           
2
 Individuals in this sample include those aged 15 years and older. 
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but immigrated to the States between the ages of 6 and 12, and any individual who arrived in the 

U.S. after the age of 12 was classified as a first generation immigrant. Finally, there are a small 

number of individuals who were born abroad, but to native parents. These individuals are 

classified by the Census Bureau as foreign-born (see Background), but will be dropped for the 

purposes of this study, bringing the sample down to a final number of 2,598,858 observations. 

 

Table 2: Distribution of Immigrants by Generation and English-Speaking Ability 

 Generation 1 Generation 1.5 Generation 2 Non-Immigrant 

Not at All 28,633 1,012 26 1,761 

Not Well 59,474 2,482 246 7,715 

Well 69,191 6,548 997 20,111 

Very Well 132,491 47,011 17,676 2,203,484 

Average 3.054353 3.745009 3.917287 3.981718 

 

Due to the sizeable spread of the ageatarrival and pincp variables, the log of both were taken and 

will be used for subsequent regressions, leading to the dropping of those who made negative 

income over the year. We can see that on the whole, there is a fairly high English-speaking 

ability, which is likely due to the high volume of native speakers as outlined in Table 2.  
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METHODOLOGY 

The general model to study the effects of an immigrant’s entry age into the United States 

on his/her income will be a multivariate ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, with the main 

independent variables of interest as age of entry and English-speaking ability. The model will 

include an interaction term between the age of entry and English-speaking ability, to indicate 

whether there exist differing effects of English ability on income for different ages of arrival: 

ln(𝑖𝑛𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑣𝑎𝑙 + 𝛽2𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 

     𝛽3𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑣𝑎𝑙 ∗ 𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 𝛽4𝑥𝑖 + 𝜀  (1) 

where xi is a vector of control variables for the individual’s race/ethnicity, gender, and 

educational attainment. Research has shown various levels of outcomes for immigrants of 

various races, with immigrants from Asian countries generally achieving higher levels of income 

as opposed to other races (Patten 2016, Ramakrishnan and Ahmad 2014). Furthermore, a general 

trend that is observed holding race constant is that earnings of males tend to be higher than 

earnings of females, so this model will account for that as well (Women’s Earnings and the 

Wage Gap). 

Prior to setting up the general model as outlined above, first we regress income on a 

dummy variable indicating ability to speak English: 

ln(𝑖𝑛𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒) = 𝛼0 + 𝛼1𝑐𝑎𝑛_𝑠𝑝𝑒𝑎𝑘_𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ + 𝜀   (2) 

This dummy variable holds a value of 1 only if the individual’s English-speaking ability was 

“Very well” or if the individual could only speak English. This first regression establishes the 

positive relationship between income and English-speaking ability as defined in this way. 
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Once a positive relationship between income and English-speaking ability is established, 

we can then set up a model where English ability, ranked on a scale from 1-4 with 4 as the 

highest level, is regressed on an individual’s age at arrival: 

   𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 = 𝜋0 + 𝜋1𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑣𝑎𝑙 + 𝜀   (3) 

This regression establishes a correlation between english ability and an individual’s age at 

arrival. 

Now, we regress the log of income on age at arrival along with the aforementioned 

controls:  

 ln(𝑖𝑛𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑣𝑎𝑙 + 𝛽2𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 𝛽3𝑥𝑖 + 𝜀   (4) 

Finally, as we have already established a strong relationship between an individual’s age 

and English speaking ability, for our final regression we incorporate an interaction term of age 

and English ability:  

ln(𝑖𝑛𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑣𝑎𝑙 + 𝛽2𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 

     𝛽3𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑎𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑣𝑎𝑙 ∗ 𝑒𝑛𝑔𝑙𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑎𝑏𝑖𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 𝛽4𝑥𝑖 + 𝜀  (5) 

This will show the different effects of English ability on income for different ages of arrival for 

an individual. 
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RESULTS 

Prior to the main regression of interest, there were two preliminary regressions that 

needed to be run, the results of which are outlined in Table 3. 

Table 3: Preliminary Regressions
3
 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Income English-Speaking 

Ability 

   

Can speak English 0.320***  

 

 

(0.00336)  

Age of arrival to the U.S.  -0.0309*** 

 

 

 (8.38e-05) 

Constant 9.770*** 3.628*** 

 (0.00318) (0.00274) 

   

Observations 2,257,812 2,598,858 

R-squared 0.005 0.445 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

In Model 2 (column 1) we solidly establish a positive correlation between an individual’s 

ability to speak English (1 if yes, 0 if no) and his/her income, significant at the 0.01 level. 

Results from Model 3 can also be seen in Table 3 (column 2), and we can see from the 

coefficient on ageatarrival that for every additional year in age, a person’s English speaking 

ability decreases by 0.0309, which is significant at the 0.01 level, all else held constant. Although 

the units on englishability here are meaningless, the overall negative correlation between the 

variables of interest is understandable. As an individual gets older, he/she is further assimilated 

into the U.S., and through his/her increased gain in education and work experience, sees gains in 

English ability.  

                                                           
3
 Controls have been removed from the table for the purposes of brevity; the full table is listed in Appendix A 
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Table 4: Results
4
 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Income Income 

   

English-speaking ability: Not well 0.104*** 0.00642 

 

 

(0.00940) (0.0203) 

English-speaking ability: Well 0.128*** -0.171*** 

 

 

(0.00934) (0.0190) 

English-speaking ability: Very well 0.113*** -0.285*** 

 

 

(0.00904) (0.0170) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00224*** -0.00951*** 

 

 

(0.000128) (0.000444) 

Age on arrival to the U.S.  0.00107* 

    * English-speaking ability: Not well 

 

 (0.000582) 

Age on arrival to the U.S.  0.00770*** 

    * English-speaking ability: Well 

 

 (0.000561) 

Age on arrival to the U.S.  0.0149*** 

    * English-speaking ability: Very well 

 

 (0.000466) 

Constant 9.705*** 10.08*** 

 (0.00992) (0.0172) 

   

Observations 2,257,812 2,257,812 

R-squared 0.179 0.180 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

Table 4 shows the results from Models 4 and 5, and we can see that there is a significant 

effect in Model 4, where having an English-speaking ability of “not well,” “well,” or “very 

well,” correlate to a 10.4%, 12.8%, and 11.3% increase in income on average from an individual 

with an English-speaking ability of “not at all,” all else held constant. Once the interaction terms 

between an individual’s age at arrival and English-speaking ability is added into the regression, 

                                                           
4
 Controls have been removed from the table for the purposes of brevity; the full table is listed in Appendices B and 

C 
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we can see that estimated effect of English-speaking ability had been overstated, and the 

explanatory effect should actually be attributed to the combination of an individual’s age at 

arrival and his/her English-speaking ability. The added interaction terms are statistically 

significant at the 0.01 level, which signifies that there is a different effect of an individual’s 

ability to speak English dependent on his/her age on arrival to the United States. 

If we break down the data by immigrant generations (Table 5), there remains a generally 

negative correlation between age and income. However, the different effects of English ability 

on income for various ages of arrival for an individual more than double between the first and 

1.5 generation. For a first generation immigrant, an additional increase in level of English ability 

is correlated with, on average, a 10.7% increase in income, all else held constant and ignoring the 

interaction term, and an additional year in age that the individual arrives in the United States is 

correlated with, on average, a 1.51% decrease in income, all else held constant and ignoring the 

interaction term. However, these effects change depending on the individual’s age and English 

level. Specifically, for every additional year in an immigrant’s age, the effect on income is 

mitigated by the interaction with English-speaking ability. 
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Table 5: Results by Immigrant Generation
5
 

 

 (1) 

First generation 

(2) 

1.5 generation 

 

VARIABLES Income Income 

   

English-speaking ability: Not well 0.185*** -0.0206 

 

 

(0.0227) (0.108) 

English-speaking ability: Well 0.233*** -0.0407 

 

 

(0.0231) (0.0979) 

English-speaking ability: Very well 0.330*** -0.0503 

 

 

(0.0221) (0.0881) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. -0.0114*** -0.000810 

 

 

(0.000466) (0.0105) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. -0.00126** 0.00250 

    * English-speaking ability: Not well 

 

(0.000628) (0.0129) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00261*** 0.00510 

    * English-speaking ability: Well 

 

(0.000675) (0.0117) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00629*** 0.0129 

    * English-speaking ability: Very well 

 

(0.000622) (0.0107) 

Constant 10.43*** 9.966*** 

 (0.0196) (0.0888) 

   

Observations 240,988 45,843 

R-squared 0.213 0.176 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

  

                                                           
5
 Controls have been removed from the table for the purposes of brevity; the full table is listed in Appendix D 
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CONCLUSION 

The current immigration policy in the United States is heavily skewed towards family-

based immigration, with the goal of reuniting families. However, this would include parents of 

U.S. citizens who may have passed retirement age, who would not be entering the U.S. to find a 

job. While this achieves the current goal of the policy, if the goal of the promotion of 

immigration is to build a highly-skilled labor force, this policy should be reconsidered. 

The results of this research show that there is, in fact, a positive correlation between an 

individual’s age on arrival to the United States and his/her income. Specifically, an individual’s 

English-speaking ability is a key driving force behind his/her income, indicated by the significant 

result behind the interaction term between age on arrival and English-speaking ability. As such, 

the implications of this research cover a wide area of possibilities. The results show that a 

younger age of immigration does lead to higher income, which can be applied to the current 

immigration debate.  

 A main policy implication of these results is the need to develop and implement a more 

coherent framework for English Learning Language programs in schools. Currently, the majority 

of immigrant children learn English through English Learning Language (ELL) programs offered 

through their schools. There are at least 10 different variations of ELL programs, some of which 

include:  

 Dual Language Program 

 English as a Second Language (ESL) 

 Structured English Immersion Program 

 Transitional Bilingual Education Program 

 Bilingual Education, Submersion 
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All of these programs offer varying levels of instruction in English, in a secondary language, or a 

combination of the two. However, the training of teachers in these programs is not federally 

mandated, and many states do not require teachers in these areas to acquire some sort of 

certificate or endorsement to that effect. 80% of states do not require ELL teachers to have 

certification, including Florida and Colorado, each of which have over 10% of the total ELL 

student population. By implementing higher standards for ELL teachers, students would be better 

equipped to assimilate and improve job prospects upon graduation. However, given that another 

issue is the lack of ELL teachers, it may also be beneficial to provide incentives to individuals 

interested in becoming an ELL teacher, such as the subsidizing the cost of tuition/certification. 

If the goal of the immigration policy in the U.S. is to boost the national economy, as well 

as to allow a foreign-born individual to achieve the “American Dream,” policies should 

encourage the immigration of younger individuals and families who have children. This could be 

achieved by providing incentives for those individuals, or by amending the current family-based 

immigration system. 

Although my dataset is fairly robust, with a large sample size as well as a plethora of 

variables, there remain some minor limitations within the data. First of all, the dataset used in 

this research contains cross-sectional data, rather than longitudinal. Given that the research 

question deals with long-term outcomes of immigrants, future research might expand the time 

span and use longitudinal data to explore this research question. 

Other methods by which I could have measured long-term outcomes would be to 

incorporate welfare status, poverty level, and other outcome indicators. Welfare status 

measurements could incorporate whether or not the individual receives Medicaid benefits, food 

stamps, etc. Although income is an important indicator of an individual’s outcomes, the 
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aforementioned characteristics would also be factors in the individual’s quality of life. That 

being said, as welfare status and poverty level are contingent upon an individual’s income’s 

relative to the federal poverty line, this has been implicitly taken into account in the study. 

Another limitation is the method by which English-speaking ability is measured, as 

outlined in the data portion of this paper. Currently, an individual’s level of English is self-

reported, which leads to an immeasurable bias. This could be resolved by incorporating some 

sort of assessment, both written and oral, which would need to be administered by a third party. 

Currently, only English-speaking ability has been measured and taken into account in this study, 

but an individual can possess differing levels of written and speaking abilities, each of which 

could lend different marketable skills to him/her. 

This study shows that English-speaking ability, along with an individual’s age on arrival 

to the United States, is a key driving force behind his/her income. Regardless of the goal of the 

immigration policy of the United States’, that is irrefutable. That being said, as lawmakers and 

policy advocates continue to debate the terms of comprehensive immigration reform, we must 

consider and agree upon the ultimate objective of attracting immigrants to the country. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Full Preliminary Results 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES Income English-speaking 

ability 

   

Age on arrival to the U.S.  -0.0309*** 

  (8.38e-05) 

Sex  -0.0147*** 

  (0.000688) 

Race: White  0.149*** 

  (0.00234) 

Race: Black  0.245*** 

  (0.00243) 

Race: Native American  0.137*** 

  (0.00412) 

Race: Asian  0.231*** 

  (0.00355) 

Obtained high school degree  0.221*** 

  (0.00139) 

Obtained college degree  0.278*** 

  (0.00143) 

Obtained graduate degree  0.335*** 

  (0.00159) 

Can speak English 0.320***  

 (0.00336)  

Constant 9.770*** 3.628*** 

 (0.00318) (0.00274) 

   

Observations 2,257,812 2,598,858 

R-squared 0.005 0.445 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Appendix B: Full Results 

 (1) 

VARIABLES Income 

  

English-speaking ability: Not well 0.104*** 

 (0.00940) 

English-speaking ability: Well 0.128*** 

 (0.00934) 

English-speaking ability: Very well 0.113*** 

 (0.00904) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00224*** 

 (0.000128) 

Sex -0.442*** 

 (0.00192) 

Race: White 0.141*** 

 (0.00440) 

Race: Black -0.0494*** 

 (0.00520) 

Race: Native american -0.0853*** 

 (0.0121) 

Race: Asian 0.0199*** 

 (0.00631) 

Obtained high school degree 0.599*** 

 (0.00362) 

Obtained college degree 1.196*** 

 (0.00387) 

Obtained graduate degree 1.694*** 

 (0.00432) 

Constant 9.705*** 

 (0.00992) 

  

Observations 2,257,812 

R-squared 0.179 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Appendix C: Full Results 

 (1) 

VARIABLES Income 

  

English-speaking ability: Not well 0.00642 

 (0.0203) 

English-speaking ability: Well -0.171*** 

 (0.0190) 

English-speaking ability: Very well -0.285*** 

 (0.0170) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. -0.00951*** 

 (0.000444) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0 

    * English-speaking ability: Not at all (0) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00107* 

    * English-speaking ability: Not well (0.000582) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00770*** 

    * English-speaking ability: Well (0.000561) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.0149*** 

    * English-speaking ability: Very well (0.000466) 

Sex -0.440*** 

 (0.00192) 

Race: White 0.156*** 

 (0.00441) 

Race: Black -0.0365*** 

 (0.00521) 

Race: Native american -0.0749*** 

 (0.0121) 

Race: Asian 0.0230*** 

 (0.00630) 

Obtained high school degree 0.604*** 

 (0.00362) 

Obtained college degree 1.199*** 

 (0.00386) 

Obtained graduate degree 1.693*** 

 (0.00432) 

Constant 10.08*** 

 (0.0172) 

  

Observations 2,257,812 

R-squared 0.180 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Appendix D: Full Results by Immigrant Generation 

 (1) 

First generation 

(2) 

1.5 generation 

VARIABLES Income Income 

   

English-speaking ability: Not well 0.185*** -0.0206 

 (0.0227) (0.108) 

English-speaking ability: Well 0.233*** -0.0407 

 (0.0231) (0.0979) 

English-speaking ability: Very well 0.330*** -0.0503 

 (0.0221) (0.0881) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. -0.0114*** -0.000810 

 (0.000466) (0.0105) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0 0 

    * English-speaking ability: Not at all (0) (0) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. -0.00126** 0.00250 

    * English-speaking ability: Not well (0.000628) (0.0129) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00261*** 0.00510 

    * English-speaking ability: Well (0.000675) (0.0117) 

Age on arrival to the U.S. 0.00629*** 0.0129 

    * English-speaking ability: Very well (0.000622) (0.0107) 

Sex -0.481*** -0.400*** 

 (0.00517) (0.0130) 

Race: White 0.0411*** 0.0635*** 

 (0.00676) (0.0172) 

Race: Black -0.0791*** -0.124*** 

 (0.0113) (0.0303) 

Race: Native american -0.0695* -0.0588 

 (0.0373) (0.0756) 

Race: Asian 0.0592*** 0.0324 

 (0.00812) (0.0223) 

Obtained high school degree 0.124*** 0.372*** 

 (0.00638) (0.0221) 

Obtained college degree 0.539*** 1.067*** 

 (0.00824) (0.0243) 

Obtained graduate degree 1.004*** 1.656*** 

 (0.00995) (0.0288) 

Constant 10.43*** 9.966*** 

 (0.0196) (0.0888) 

   

Observations 240,988 45,843 

R-squared 0.213 0.176 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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