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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the relationship between mother’s nativity and behavior problems 

among first graders in the United States.  Data from the fourth wave (spring 2000) of Early 

Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Cohort 1998-1999, a nationally-representative 

study of students, is used in the analyses. Preliminary comparisons between children of 

foreign-born mothers and children of native-born mothers suggest that children of foreign-

born mothers exhibit fewer internalizing and externalizing behavior problems than 

children of native-born mothers.  Using nested ordinary least squares (OLS) regression 

models, I analyze whether this effect persists once I control for differences in socio-

economic status, race/ethnicity, mother employment status, and family structure across 

the two groups. After controlling for these covariates, having a foreign-born mother has no 

effect on behavior for three of the four behavior outcomes modeled. Having a foreign-born 

mother shows a statistically significant, but very small, effect on one of the externalizing 

behavior measures. The results suggest that the initial behavioral differences that children 

of foreign-born mothers display compared to children of native-born mothers are primarily 

due to differences in the household structure and other characteristics between the two 

groups. The higher prevalence of two parent homes among children of foreign-born 

mothers is theorized to be the mediating mechanism.  
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I . INTRODUCTION 

A defining social trend over the last two decades has been the explosive 

growth in the number of children with foreign-born parents in this country. From 

1990 to 2009, the number of children with foreign-born parents doubled; so that by 

2009, nearly one in four children in the U.S. had a foreign-born parent. This 

proportion is even greater in places like New York City and California, where close 

to half of all minors are children of immigrants. (Fortuny and Chaudry, 2011) As a 

nation of immigrants, we are proud of our ancestors for their courage and hard-

work creating their own success in this foreign land. Yet, each subsequent wave of 

immigration has precipitated a national discourse on the social, political and 

economic challenges of accommodating these new arrivals.  

 The beginning of full-time schooling constitutes a critical transition period 

for young children. It is the school setting where children first must learn to function 

in an environment ruled by different conventions than those at home. (Entwisle and 

Alexander, 1993) While this is a difficult adjustment for most kids, this experience 

may be even more stressful for children of immigrants, who often find themselves 

navigating a new language and culture for the first time. In reaction to these 

tensions, young children of foreign-born parents may act out in aggression and 

anger, or become withdrawn, anxious and lonely. On the other hand, many children 

react to this transition with enthusiasm and excitement, and children of immigrants 

are no exception. Foreign-born parents’ optimism about their children’s future may 

play out well in the classroom, with their children exhibiting positive expectations 

about school and learning. (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001) 
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If there are disparities in young children’s behavior in the classroom, it is 

important to identify and address these differences early in their scholastic career. 

Expression of both internalizing (e.g. depression, anxiety) and externalizing (e.g. 

aggression, hyperactivity) behaviors are strongly correlated with poor academic 

outcomes (Entwisle et al., 2005; Graziano et al., 2007; Masten et al., 2005; Alexander 

et al., 1993) and higher high school dropout rates (Alexander, 1997); although it is 

unclear whether behaving badly results in low academic success, or whether 

children act out or become depressed as a result of doing poorly in school. In 

addition, aggressive behavior in early childhood is associated with higher rates of 

criminality as adults. (Heckman, 2000) 

Many studies have explored the intergenerational effect of immigration on 

the mental well-being of adolescents (Harker, 2001; Harris, 1999; Garcia-Coll and 

Magnuson, 1997; Rumbaut, 1994) but few have studied the psychological and 

psychosocial impact of immigration on young children (Rashmita et al., 2007; 

García-Coll and Magnuson, 1997). A notable exception is Crosnoe (2006) who looks 

at differences in a variety of health outcomes, including mental health and behavior, 

of young children as they enter school. He categorizes the children in the study by 

their race/ethnicity and immigration generation status and finds that children from 

Asian immigrant and Latino immigrant families are the two populations in his 

sample with the lowest incidence of internalizing and externalizing behavior.   

The study aims to build on the previous research by analyzing the effect that 

having an foreign-born mother has on internalizing and externalizing behavior 

among first graders in the U.S. Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
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Study – Kindergarten Cohort 1998-1999 (ECLS-K), a nationally representative 

dataset of over 22,000 students, I attempt separate the effect of mother’s nativity 

from that of socio-economic status, race/ethnicity, and other household influences, 

on the expression of behavior problems in a child.  

The success of children of immigrants will play a critical role in the future 

competitiveness of the United States. Given the profound effect that early behavior 

outcomes have on future academic and professional success, it is critical that policy 

makers and educators understand the relative strengths and weaknesses of this 

demographic group at the initiation of their school careers. (Rashmita et al., 2007; 

Crosnoe, 2006; Heckman, 2000) 

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. The following section gives a 

brief background of recent immigration trends and highlights the importance of 

researching behavior outcomes in young children of immigrants. Section III outlines 

several theories about the effect of immigration on mental health and behavior, and 

reviews the previous literature on this subject. This is followed, in Section IV, by a 

discussion of the conceptual framework used in this study and identifies the 

hypotheses to be tested. Section V contains a description of the dataset used and 

presents the methodology that is used to test these hypothesis and Section VI 

presents the results of the econometric analysis. Section VII concludes with a 

discussion of the policy implications of these results and areas for future research.  

II. MOTIVATION 

Each migrant’s experience is unique; therefore, the imprint this experience 

leaves on the next generation tends to vary widely as well. Some migrants leave 
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their country of origin due to war or violence, others for economic or educational 

opportunities. Many come by plane in a matter of hours; yet, others ride trains, stow 

away on boats, or walk through the desert, enduring weeks of hardship to arrive. 

Immigrants vary in the reception they receive in host communities and in the 

resources they have available to them to confront these new challenges.  

The rise in immigration over the past three decades represents the largest 

flow of international migrants to the United States since the great European 

migration at the turn of the 20th century. (Glick and Hohmann-Marriott, 2007) The 

Hart-Cellar Act of 1965 abolished the old quota system, which gave preference to 

northern and western European immigrants, and established an immigration policy 

based on reuniting immigrant families and attracting skilled labor to the United 

States. This radical shift in policy, coupled with an increasingly global economy, has 

led to a wave of immigration that is diverse in nationality, race and skill.  

Unlike previous waves of immigrants, who were predominately European in 

origin, this cohort of immigrants hails primarily from Latin America, the Caribbean, 

and Asia. (Jiménez, 2011) As a result, most children of immigrants today are also 

racial/ethnic minorities, with only 18% of children of immigrants identifying as 

‘white’. (Fortuny and Chaudry, 2011) Thus, many of these children may face 

discrimination from some sectors of society due to both their race and their 

immigrant generation status.  

The foreign-born population in the U.S. comes from all socio-economic strata.  

Immigrants are overrepresented both among people with doctorates, but also 

among those with less than a high school education. (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-
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Orozco, 2001) The childhood poverty rate is higher for children of immigrants, with 

49% living in low-income families compared with 35% of children of native-born 

parents. (Fortuny and Chaudry, 2010) The rise in illegal immigration has added an 

additional layer of social stratification within the foreign-born, between those who 

have ‘papers’ and those who do not. According to estimates by the Pew Hispanic 

Center, nearly 28 percent of the foreign-born population in the U.S. today is 

undocumented. (Passel and Cohn, 2011) 

This variation in immigrants’ socio-economic status, education level, race, 

ethnicity, legal status and other characteristics shape decidedly different homes in 

which the 16.8 million children of immigrants in this country (Fortuny and Chaudry, 

2011) are growing up. Yet, in spite of the differences, these children all share the 

common characteristic of a foreign-born parent and consequently, some 

overlapping experiences as a result. For example, most children of immigrants 

understand the tension that comes from navigating two cultures; cultures whose 

values don’t always align. Thus, in spite of the diversity of immigrant experiences, 

common trends among children of immigrants are likely to emerge as well. 

It is important to look at behavior outcomes in young children of immigrants 

because early childhood behavior can have profound effects on a child’s success 

over the long term. Studies have linked behavior problems in kindergarten and first 

grade to poor academic achievement in later grades, increased likelihood to drop 

out of high school, lower future wages and even criminality. (Graziano et al., 2007; 

Crosnoe, 2006; Entwisle et al., 2005; Heckman, 2000) 
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III. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Immigrant integration is not a smooth process and often involves 

uncomfortable adjustments among immigrants, their descendants and the host 

society. (Jiménez, 2011; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001) As has been noted, 

integration does not occur symmetrically across all groups or individuals, but rather 

is a function of the skills and financial resources with which an immigrant arrives in 

this country, the economic opportunities that are available to that immigrant within 

the host community and the desire of the immigrant family to adopt the culture or 

language of their new country. Since the school system is often the place where 

children of immigrants are initially immersed in American culture, it is likely to be 

in this context that we first observe the effects of this tension in the behavior of 

children of immigrants.  

Theories of Assimilation 

Sociologists, analyzing the adaptation patterns of European immigrants in 

the early 20th century, posited the classic ‘straight-line’ assimilation theory, whereby 

the first generation has substantial economic, social and cultural challenges to 

overcome and therefore, fares the worst, but each subsequent generation does 

progressively better. (Alba and Nee, 1997; Gordon, 1964) However, the diversity of 

‘new’ immigrants’ race, ethnicity and socio-economic status has caused many to 

question whether the old theoretical frameworks still hold, or whether one theory 

can be applied to all immigrants.  

Thus, a new theory of ‘segmented’ assimilation has been put forth, which 

suggests that the adaptation of children of immigrants is likely affected by their 



 

 

 

7 

context of reception, and that of their parents. This perspective argues that the 

assimilation of minority children is largely shaped by their perceived position in the 

ethnic and socio-economic hierarchy of the United States and as a consequence, 

some groups may experience upward assimilation while others experience 

downward assimilation. (Glick and Hohmann, 2007; Rumbaut, 1994; Portes and 

Zhou, 1993)  

 Recently the health literature has proposed yet a third theory of assimilation, 

one of negative assimilation, based on recent research on health outcomes across 

immigrant generations. (Hook and Balistreri, 2007) This theory suggests that 

certain physical health outcomes, such as infant mortality and obesity, and mental 

health outcomes, such as suicide rates, appear to worsen across generations as 

immigrant families assimilate to the American lifestyle. (Mendoza, 2009; Hook and 

Balistreri, 2007; Harris, 1999; Hernandez and Charney, 1998)  

Psychosocial Outcomes in Adolescent Children of Immigrants 

Recent research on the psychosocial adaptation of adolescent children of 

immigrants has produced decidedly mixed results. Rubén G. Rumbaut, using data 

collected from a groundbreaking study of over 5000 children of immigrants in 

Southern California and Florida, found great variation in the 8th and 9th graders’ 

levels of self-esteem and depression by national origin/ethnicity. Though there was 

a statistically significant inverse relationship between self-esteem and depression, 

these two mental health measures are not simply “two sides of the same coin”. This 

is evidenced by the fact that Jamaicans and Haitians exhibit both the highest 

measures of self-esteem and the highest incidence of depression. In later 
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multivariate analyses, he finds that increased conflict in the parent-child 

relationship is the strongest predictor of low self-esteem and increased depression 

among children of immigrants.  

Consistent with the negative assimilation model, he finds lower self-esteem 

among native-born children of immigrants, compared with foreign-born children of 

immigrants. However, comparing these two groups again, he is unable to establish a 

statistically significant relationship between being U.S.-born and depression. This 

suggests that there is little difference between the “1.5 generation” (foreign-born 

with a foreign-born parent(s)) and the second generation (native-born with a 

foreign-born parent(s)) in terms of the incidence of depression. Also, as evidence of 

the stressful nature of the migration and immediate post-migration experience, he 

observes a weak, but statistically significant, relationship between being a “recent 

arrival” (i.e. less than ten years in the U.S.) and having higher rates of depression. 

(Rumbaut, 1994)  

Results from analyses of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health (Add Health) data are equally ambivalent. The Add Health survey is a 

nationally representative study of over 20,000 adolescents in grades 7 through 12 in 

the United States in 1995. It includes data on both children of foreign-born parents 

and children of native-born parents, allowing for comparisons across three 

immigrant generations (first, second, and third or beyond).  

Using this data, Harris (1998) finds that native-born adolescents of native-

born parents (the 3rd plus generation) have worse physical health and are more 

likely to engage in risky health behaviors, such as substance use, earlier intercourse 



 

 

 

9 

and engaging in violence than first or second generation immigrants. However, she 

finds no statistically significant variation in emotional health (measured by 

psychological distress or self-reported positive sense of well-being) by immigrant 

generation or ethnic group. 

Yet Harker (2001), using the same data but more sophisticated modeling, 

finds evidence to suggest that first generation immigrant status is positively 

associated with higher sense of positive well-being and lower depression, once 

family background characteristics like socio-economic status, mothers’ education 

level, family structure and neighborhood type (urban vs. suburban) are controlled 

for. Nevertheless, she finds that this generational effect is largely reduced after 

controlling for several mediating factors such as familial and social support and 

church attendance.  

Therefore, she argues, there are contradictory forces influencing immigrants’ 

and their children’s emotional health outcomes. On one hand, first and second 

generation immigrants face higher risks to their well-being in terms of 

discrimination, loss of social ties, higher rates of poverty, and urbanity. Yet they are 

also supported by a number of protective influences, such as strong family ties and 

close-knit ethnic and religious communities, which may insulate them from the 

negative forces. Viewing these results through a segmented assimilation 

perspective, it is plausible to see how if the protective influences are eroded across 

the generations, but there is no improvement in the risk factors, then we might 

observe worse mental health outcomes for the third and beyond generations. 
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In addition, children may find acculturation more stressful if they face 

discrimination due to their race, ethnicity or culture. The Longitudinal Immigrant 

Student Adaptation (LISA) study surveyed more than 400 recently arrived 

immigrant children, aged 9 – 14, in the San Francisco and Boston metropolitan 

areas. Through in-depth qualitative interviews with study participants, researchers 

found that immigrant children are highly aware of their reception and that many 

believe that Americans dislike people from their country. (Suárez-Orozco and 

Suárez-Orozco, 2001)  

Some children become resigned to these negative perceptions and it can lead 

to internalizing behavior, such as feelings of hopelessness, self-deprecation, low 

aspirations and self-defeating actions. Others resist these negative stereotypes, with 

a sense of hope in a better tomorrow; and thus, are able to overcome them. 

Unfortunately, others react with no sense of hope, and this can lead to the 

expression of externalizing behaviors, as children act out in anger and frustration. 

(Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001)  

Psychosocial Outcomes in Young Children of Immigrants 

Unfortunately, there is much less research on the effect of immigration on 

younger children than there is on adolescents. Cynthia García-Coll and Katherine 

Magnuson (1997) lament that our lack of “comprehensive models and theories 

about the psychological and psychosocial impact of immigration on children has 

severely hampered our ability to work on this issue.” (p. 91) More than a decade 

later, the theory is still based on broad assumptions and child behavior theories 

developed through empirical analysis of primarily middle-class white children. 
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Almost thirty years ago, when reviewing the literature available at the time,  

Aronowitz (1984) found that immigrant children “may adjust socially and 

emotionally better, no differently, or less well than the native populations into 

which they migrate.” (p. 243) He does note, however, that when problems do arise, 

they tend to manifest in behavior issues. This insight, while valuable, is specific to 

research on foreign-born children and does not provide us with any guidance about 

the effect of immigration on the native-born children of immigrants.  

Just as with older children, much of the theory about the psychosocial effect 

of immigration on young children rests on the assumption that “migration and 

acculturation require the child to deal with stress” (p. 95, García-Coll and Magnuson, 

1997) and therefore, is likely to have a negative effect on the child. Immigration can 

cause profound upheaval in a family as roles change and familiar cultural contexts 

are lost. Reactions akin to mourning have been observed in adult immigrants 

(Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Sluzki, 1979) and past studies have found 

behavior problems in children are highly correlated with maternal stress and stress 

in the family environment. (de Leon Siantz, 1997)  

Yet, as we have seen with adolescents, there may be countervailing positive 

forces at work as well. There is evidence to suggest that for young children, having a 

foreign-born parent is more of a benefit than a liability in terms of behavior 

outcomes. A recent study analyzing kindergarten children by race (black, white, 

Asian or Latino) and by the nativity of their parents found that children from Asian 

and Latino immigrant families were less likely to exhibit internalizing and 

externalizing behavior in school. (Crosnoe, 2006) Black children of immigrants were 
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the only second generation group associated with higher internalizing and 

externalizing behavior, but this result may be capturing the race effect rather than 

the effect of having a foreign-born parent.  

On the other hand, a different study using the same sample found no effect of 

immigrant generation on the child’s behavior outcomes, after controlling for pre-K 

childcare arrangements. (Turney and Kao, 2009) They also found that children with 

a foreign-born mom were disadvantaged in their approaches to learning and in their 

social interaction scores. A weakness of the Turney and Kao (2009) study, though, is 

that it does not control for any child or household characteristics. Therefore, that 

foreign-born children exhibit internalizing and externalizing behavior symptom at 

the same rate as their native-born in spite of the acculturation stress, higher rates of 

poverty and other challenges they face, indicates that there are likely 

counterbalancing forces at play as well.  

Additionally, children in immigrant families may not fit into classic 

theoretical frameworks of childhood behavior, since these models were developed 

primarily based on research of native-born, white children. As evidence of this, 

Mistry et al. (2008) finds that lower socio-economic status does not predict higher 

level of parental stress in families with foreign-born mothers, but it does in families 

with native-born mothers. This is important because higher parental stress was 

then associated with greater incidence of aggressive behavior in low-income 

preschoolers. Thus, when we make assumptions about children in immigrant 

families based on these theories, the assumptions may be wrong.  
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IV. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESIS 

 The conceptual framework for this study draws from assimilation theory, as 

well as the early childhood development literature. Until young children enter 

school, their home environment is their world. As a result, behavior outcomes in 

young children are highly influenced by characteristics of their household, and 

especially, of their mother. 

In this study I wish to test the hypothesis of negative assimilation posited in 

the mental health literature. Specifically, I want to compare internalizing and 

externalizing behavior outcomes of children with foreign-born mothers with those 

of children of native-born mothers. If having a foreign-born mother predicts better 

behavior outcomes in the first grade, then we find evidence to support the negative 

assimilation theory. However, if children of foreign-born mothers have worse 

behavior outcomes, this suggests that early childhood behavior might follow a 

straight-line assimilation pattern with better outcomes based on length of time in 

the U.S. Lastly, if the effect of having a foreign-born mother varies greatly by the 

race/ethnicity of the child, then we find evidence to support the segmented 

assimilation theory.  

Why would having a foreign-born mother have any effect on the behavior of 

a child? One side of the story argues that having a foreign-born mother is a risk 

factor for a child because these mothers are likely to be less familiar with the school 

system and some may not be proficient in English; thus, limiting their engagement 

with teachers and administrators. Children, knowing this, may act out with impunity 

in class. In addition, the stress of the migratory experience may have caused tension 
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and disorganization in the family, which then plays out in the child’s negative 

behavior outcomes.  

 Furthermore, initial school experiences are where acculturation stress can 

manifest itself as behavior problems, as young children come in contact with the 

dominant culture for the first time. If a child feels uncomfortable with the dominant 

culture, feels socially isolated from his peers, or has difficulty communicating in 

English, he may become lonely or depressed. Similarly, a young child with language 

difficulty may act out in anger or aggression due to frustration over her inability to 

communicate.  

On the other hand, we might presume that children with a foreign-born 

mother have fewer behavior problems than children with native-born mothers.  

Immigrants self-select in their decision to migrate; therefore, as a group they may be 

more motivated or driven than the general population.  These traits may be 

reflected in their children. Moreover, many immigrants come from more traditional 

cultures, where good behavior in school is expected and enforced. (Suárez-Orozco 

and Suárez-Orozco, 2001; de Leon Siantz, 1997) In a less positive scenario, if 

children of immigrants feel out of place in school, or if they are worried about their 

parents’ immigration status, they may not feel comfortable enough to misbehave. 

This gives us a theoretical framework to start thinking about the paths or 

mechanisms through which mothers’ nativity might affect a child’s behavioral 

outcomes. In all likelihood, children of immigrants are not affected by only one of 

these forces, but rather is affected by several conflicting forces (see figure 1). The 

strength of these different factors ultimately affects the child’s behavior outcomes.   
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In creating my conceptual model, I attempt to capture some of the broader 

demographic differences between children of foreign-born and native-born 

mothers, which might create disparities in behavior outcomes.  

An obvious one, as I discussed above, is English language ability of the child. 

Most immigrants do not come from English-speaking countries. For many children 

of immigrants, entry into school can be their first exposure to English. Frustration 

over their inability to communicate could cause a child to act out aggressively, or 

difficulty understanding the teacher’s instructions may make them seem impulsive. 

Conversely, a child may feel intimidated or shy by the new culture and language, and 

consequently become withdrawn, anxious or sad.  It is also possible that the effect of 

•Environmental stress: social isolation, discrimination, stress of the 
migratory experience, parental depression 

•Socio-economic status: chronic poverty, legal status 
•Absent parents or prolonged separation from parents 

RISK FACTORS 

•Parent characteristics: optimism, family-focused 
•Parenting style: engaged, close-knit, strict 
•Social/community ties: family networks, strong religious or ethnic 

community 
•Stable family structure 

PROTECTIVE 
FACTORS 

•Maladapt vs adapt 
•Academic success vs failure 
•Behavior problems / mental health problems vs well-adjusted 
•Isolation vs bicultural 

CHILD OUTCOMES 

Figure 1: Risk and Protective Factors Affecting Outcomes in Children of 
Immigrants 

Source: Adapted from De Leon Siantz, 1997 
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a foreign-born mother on behavior varies by whether the child is proficient in 

English or has difficulty. 

In addition, it is important to separate the issues of immigrant status from 

those of poverty or race and ethnicity, for these are distinct social categories with 

demonstrated consequences for children’s development. (Mistry et al., 2008) Few 

things shape the home environment like the socio-economic status of a family. 

Recent research suggests that children of immigrants are 40 percent more likely to 

be living in families that are poor or low-income. (Fortuny and Chaudry, 2010) A 

study of preschoolers in low-income families found that lower socio-economic 

status is associated with lower maternal supportiveness and less language and 

literacy stimulation at home. These effects, in turn, were associated with more 

behavior problems at school. (Mistry et al., 2008) Mother’s education level is an 

important component of the socio-economic status of a family. In the same study by 

Mistry et al. (2008), they found maternal education to be the strongest indicator of 

SES, regardless of maternal nativity status.  

The racial and ethnic composition of children of immigrants is highly diverse, 

and quite distinct from the racial and ethnic composition of children of natives. 

While children of natives are still majority white, analysis of recent Census data by 

the Urban Institute shows that 82 percent of children of immigrants are Hispanic, 

Asian or black. (Fortuny and Chaudry, 2011) While it is unclear how these 

differences will affect behavior outcomes, it is necessary to incorporate these 

differences into our model to net out any potential effect.  
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Lastly, it is critical that we integrate family structure and parental care into 

the model. Children of immigrants are more likely to live in two parent families. 

(Chaudry and Fortuny, 2010) In addition, studies have shown that children of 

immigrants are more likely to be cared for by a parent before kindergarten that 

receive formal childcare (Turney and Kao, 2009) suggesting that children of 

immigrants are more likely to have a stay-at-home mom. Studies with adolescents 

have also indicated that children of immigrants receive more parental supervision. 

(Kao and Tienda, 1995) These factors are all likely to have a positive influence on a 

child’s behavior. 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to account for all the characteristics of the 

mother that might influence the child’s behavior. Therefore, a potential weakness of 

this study is that there is some unmeasured characteristic of the mother or child 

that varies by mother’s nativity, and this omitted variable drives the effect we 

observe in our model rather than immigrant generation.  

V. DATA AND METHODS 

This study uses multivariate ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to 

estimate behavior outcomes in first graders by the mother’s nativity, controlling for 

other key characteristics of the child and her family. Multivariate analysis helps to 

tease apart the effect of having a foreign-born mother from other factors, such as 

race, socio-economic level or English language proficiency of the child, which might 

be affecting the child’s behavior outcomes.  
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Data Source 

I use data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Cohort 

1998-1999 (ECLS-K) study, sponsored by the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES), to conduct my research.  The ECLS-K follows a nationally 

representative cohort of children from kindergarten through eighth grade. The 

ECLS-K focuses on the children’s broader school experiences, as well as their 

academic outcomes. Data is collected in interviews with parents and teachers, and 

through direct child assessments. 

The base year data were collected in the fall and spring of 1998-99 when the 

sampled children were in kindergarten. The cohort was created through a 

multistage sampling frame in which 22,782 students were nested within about 

1,000 schools in about 100 counties. The sample was refreshed in the spring of the 

1999-2000 school year, in order to include in the study children who were not in 

kindergarten in the United States during the 1998-99 school year. These are 

children who did not attend kindergarten plus children who were not living in the 

U.S. during the 1998-99 school year, such as immigrants and Americans living 

abroad. 

Analytical Sample 

A sub-sample of the ECLS-K serves as my analytical sample. For the purposes 

of my research, I use a cross-sectional analysis of the fourth wave of data collection 

(in spring 2000), when most of the students were in the first grade. I drop from the 

sample any observation that has missing data for the variables in the regression 

model. The final sample size is 12,554 observations. 
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I have reason to suspect that immigrant families were overrepresented in the 

observations that were dropped due to missing data. In the original sample, foreign-

born mothers accounted for 17.9% of 15,128 observations with mother’s place of 

birth data. In the final sample, they only account for 16.6% of the 12,554 

observations. Also, 4.7% of children in the original sample had not yet passed the 

OLDS exam by spring 2000 (out of a sample of 17,324). In my final sample, only 

3.8% of the children hadn’t passed the exam. A two-sample difference of means test 

(t-test) revealed these differences to be statistically significant at the 99% 

confidence level.  

Measures 

 Descriptive statistics for all study variables are presented in Table 1 in the 

Appendix.  

Dependent Variables 

 Four dependent variables are used for measuring behavior outcomes of first 

graders in the sample. 

Teacher’s Assessment – Externalizing and Internalizing Behavior. Two 

of the dependent variables come from the teacher’s social rating scale assessment, 

in which teachers rated individual students as part of a self-administered 

questionnaire.1 The Externalizing Problem Behaviors Scale was based on 5 items 

and measures the frequency with which a (1) child argues, (2) fights, (3) gets angry, 

                                                        
1 It should be noted that ideally a child’s mental health should be evaluated by a health care 
professional rather than by the child’s teachers, but this is often not possible for large, national 
studies. (Crosnoe, 2005) For a more detailed analysis of the validity issues associated with this 
measure, see the ‘Discussion’ chapter. 
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(4) acts impulsively and (5) disturbs ongoing activities. The Internalizing Problem 

Behaviors Scale was based on four behaviors and rates the frequency with which a 

child exhibits (1) anxiety, (2) loneliness, (3) low self-esteem, and (4) sadness.  

Children could score from 1 to 4 on each of the behavior components; with a 

“1” indicating that the child never exhibits that behavior, a “2” indicating the child 

sometimes exhibits this behavior, a “3” indicating that the child regularly, but not 

always, exhibits this behavior, and a “4” indicating that the child exhibits this 

behavior most of the time. The component scores were then averaged to produce 

the overall internalizing and externalizing behavior scores. I then standardize the 

raw scores to a zero mean and standard deviation of one for easier analysis. 

Parent Assessment – Externalizing and Internalizing Behavior. The 

other two variables come from the parent assessment of their child’s behavior. The 

parent interviews are important because parents observe their child in a distinctly 

different environment that the child’s teacher does. Parents, using the same 1 to 4 

scale as the teachers, rated the frequency with which their children seemed 

impulsive/overactive (externalizing behavior) and sad/lonely (internalizing 

behavior). Again I standardized the raw scores to a zero mean and standard 

deviation of one for easier analysis. 

The parent social rating scales come from a series of questions asked of a 

child’s parent or guardian through telephone or in-person interviews. The parent 

interviews in spring of 2000 tried to interview the same respondent from the 

previous rounds, if previous surveys had been conducted. After that preference was 

given as follows: (1) the child’s mother, (2) another parent or guardian, or (3) some 
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other household member. Provisions were made to interview parents who spoke 

other languages. For Spanish-speaking guardians, bilingual interviewers conducted 

verbal interviews in Spanish. The interview was also translated into Hmong and 

Mandarin and conducted via pencil and paper interviews.  

Independent Variable of Interest 

Foreign-born mother. In this study, the independent variable of interest is a 

binary variable equal to one a child’s mother was foreign-born.  

By looking at the mother’s nativity status, but not the child’s, we combine 

first and second generation immigrant children. This is appropriate given the age of 

our sample. Young children of the first and second generation do not differ much in 

their length of time in the U.S. or in their exposure to the mainstream culture. 

(Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001) Cultural distinctions between the first 

and second generation are much more pronounced among older children and 

adolescents. Children with a native-born mother belong to the third generation and 

beyond. Combining these generations into one category is also satisfactory, as it is 

assumed that the effect of immigrant identity has largely disappeared by the third 

generation. (Jiménez, 2011)  

The decision to base the child’s generation on the mother’s nativity, rather 

than both parents, is due to the large amount of missing data for the father’s country 

of birth. However, we don’t know the relative importance of the mother’s nativity 

versus the father’s nativity on behavior outcomes. This is a serious limitation of this 

data set. As a consequence of this limitation, the effect we observe for foreign-born 

mother may also be capturing the effect of having a foreign-born father.  
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Additional covariates 

 Child has limited English. This is a binary variable equal to one if the child 

has not passed the Oral Language Development Scale (OLDS) exam by spring of the 

first grade (spring 2000). The OLDS is a brief language screening test that was 

administered to children with a non-English language background. The exam was 

used to determine if children understood English well enough to receive the direct 

child assessment in English. For the purposes of this study, I use it to indicate which 

children still had limited English proficiency in the spring of first grade. 

 Interaction between Foreign-born mother and child has limited English. 

An interaction between the mother’s nativity and the child’s language proficiency is 

included to determine whether the effect of limited English skills on behavior is 

different for children with foreign-born versus native-born mothers.  

Socio-economic level. The measure of the family’s socio-economic level 

included in the model is a continuous, standardized measure of their composite 

socio-economic score. A higher score indicates higher socio-economic status. The 

socio-economic composite score, included in the ECLS-K data set, is derived from 

the family’s income, parents’ education level and parents’ occupational prestige 

level.   

Mother’s education. The mother is categorized by her highest level of 

formal education:  (1) less than a high school education, (2) high school graduate, 

(3) some college or vocational school and (4) undergraduate degree or higher. 

Categories 1, 3, and 4 are included in the model. The reference category is high 
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school graduates. 

 Child’s race/ethnicity and national origins. The child’s race/ethnicity is 

included as a series of binary variables as follows: child is Hispanic, child is 

American Indian / Pacific Islander, child is Asian, child is black. The reference 

category is white children.  

 Working mother. A mother’s employment status is simply an indicator 

variable equal to one if the mother works part-time or full-time outside of the home 

during the week.  

Family structure. The child is categorized as living in one of the following 

family structures: (1) child lives with both biological parents, (2) child lives with 

biological mother and a step-father, (3) child lives with single biological mother, or 

(4) child lives in another type of family structure. Binary variables are included in 

the model for family structure 2, 3 and 4. Child lives with both biological parents is 

the reference category.  

Additional controls. Additionally, I control for gender and age of the child, 

as well as age of the mother. I control for the gender of the child by including a 

binary variable equal to one if the child is a male. Child’s age is measured as a 

continuous variable equal to the child’s age in months at the time of the assessment. 

Mother’s age is measured as a continuous variable equal to the mother’s age in years 

at the time of the parental interview.2  

 

                                                        
2 I did not find a statistically significant difference in the average age of foreign-born mothers 
compared with native-born mothers (t=0.349, p=0.728).  
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Method 

Significant variation in the incidence of internalizing and externalizing 

behavior by mother’s nativity is the impetus for this study. Using multivariate 

ordinary least squares regression, I control for some of demographic differences 

between the two groups, in order to produce a more true estimation of the effect of 

having a foreign-born mother on behavior. I hypothesize that much of the observed 

difference in predicted incidence of externalizing and internalizing behavior 

between children of foreign-born mothers and children of native-born mothers is 

due to demographic differences between the two groups. 

To test this hypothesis, I perform a series of nested ordinary least squares 

regressions on each of the four dependent variables: (1) standardized externalizing 

behavior score - teacher assessment, (2) standardized externalizing behavior score - 

parent assessment, (3) standardized internalizing behavior score -  teacher 

assessment, and (4) standardized internalizing behavior score - parent assessment.  

In Model 1, I run a simple regression of the standardized behavior score on 

the foreign-born mother indicator, the child has limited English proficiency 

indicator and an interaction term of mother’s nativity and child’s English 

proficiency. The child’s English proficiency is closely related to mother’s nativity. Of 

the 474 children in our sample that have not passed the Oral Language Development 

Scale (OLDS) exam by spring of 2000, 93 percent had a foreign-born mother. Thus, 

this model establishes a baseline effect of having a foreign-born mother, controlling 

only for the child’s English proficiency.  
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In Model 2, I add several additional controls to Model 1. I control for child’s 

gender because studies have shown that young boys tend to exhibit more 

externalizing behavior than young girls (McLeod and Owens, 2004); while others 

have suggested that girls may exhibit internalizing behavior more frequently3. 

(McLeod and Owens, 2004; Harker, 2001) I also control for the child’s age in 

months. The behavior of young children changes rapidly at each new developmental 

milestone; therefore, I expect that older children will present fewer behavior 

problems than younger children. I also control for the mother’s age (in years) 

because older moms may be more experienced or have greater economic resources 

at their disposal and as such, are more equipped to address behavior problems in 

their child. Lastly I include a series of dummies that correspond to the region in the 

United States – Northeast, Midwest, South, West – where the child attended school.  

This controls for variation in behavior across geographic regions.  

 Model 3 builds on Model 2 by including two measures of the family’s socio-

economic status as well. The first measure is a continuous, standardized measure of 

the family’s composite socio-economic score. The second dimension is mother’s 

education level. Model 4 includes all the components of Model 3, but additionally 

controls for the child’s race/ethnicity.  

 Model 5, the final model, adds on Model 4 by incorporating two parental 

characteristics of the household. The first is variable indicating whether the mother 

works outside of the home. The second element is a series of variables showing the 

                                                        
3 Though research suggesting this trend has typically focused on adolescent girls rather than young 
girls. 
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effect of the child living in various different family structures (mother and step-

father, single mother, other type) compared to living with both biological parents.  

 Stata software was used to perform all analyses. All statistics and models 

were weighted to the national level using weights provided for the ECLS-K by the 

National Center for Education Statistics. Stata was used to adjust the estimated 

standard errors for the complex sampling design of the study.  

VI. RESULTS 

Bivariate associations  

Table 2. Bivariate associations among independent and dependent variables 

Internalizing and externalizing behavior by mother's nativity, ECLS-K (spring 2000)
a
 

   

  

Children of Foreign-born 

Mothers Children of Native-born Mothers 

  (N=2,089) (N=10,465) 

Externalizing Behavior   

Teacher Assessment   

Mean score 1.57 1.68 

% regularly or often exhibit
b
 3.3 5.6 

   

Parent Assessment   

Mean score 1.83 1.89 

% regularly or often exhibit 8.8 10.6 

   

Internalizing Behavior   

Teacher Assessment   

Mean score 1.57 1.62 

% regularly or often exhibit 1.9 2.4 

Parent Assessment   

Mean score 1.55 1.54 

% regularly or often exhibit 0.7 0.6 

   

Note: Statistics are weighted to population level using weights provided with the ECLS-K, 1998-1999; 

sample size is unweighted 
a
Mean score differences across groups were statistically significant for all variables (p<0.10) 

b
If child scored a 3 or above on their overall behavior score 
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Table 2 presents weighted statistics on internalizing and externalizing 

behavior outcomes by mother’s nativity, along with the unweighted number of cases 

in each of the two groups. Mean score differences across the two groups were 

statistically significant at p <0.01 level for both the teacher and the parent 

externalizing behavior assessment. Both the parent and the teacher assessments 

indicate that children with native-born mothers exhibit impulsive, aggressive or 

angry behavior with slightly more frequency than children of foreign-born mothers.  

The teacher assessment of internalizing behavior also suggests that children 

of native-born mothers exhibit more anxiety, loneliness, low-self esteem and 

sadness in the classroom than children of foreign-born mothers (p<0.01). However, 

the parent assessments of internalizing behavior tell a different story. According to 

the parent assessments, children of foreign-born mothers presented symptoms of 

internalizing behavior with slightly more frequency than children of native-born 

mothers (p<0.10). Whether this difference is due to a difference in the comportment 

of the children in the classroom versus at home, or whether it is due to some bias in 

the assessment by the parents, is unclear. 

Table 3 presents weighted statistics on the bivariate associations between 

the dependent variable of interest, mother’s nativity, and several of the other 

explanatory variables. Specifically, it presents differences in socio-economic level, 

mother's employment status, and race / ethnicity across the two groups. The 

number of cases for each group is unweighted. All differences shown are statistically 

significant at p<0.01.  
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Table 3. Bivariate associations among variable of interest and other independent variables 

Socio-economic level, mother's employment status, family structure and race / ethnicity by mother's 

nativity, ECLS-K (spring 2000)
a
 

   

  

Children of Foreign-born 

Mother Children of Native-born Mother 

  (N=2,089) (N=10,465) 

   

Socio-economic Level
b
 -0.35 -0.01 

     % Below Poverty Level 30.3 14.4 

   

% Minority 85.1 28.9 

     % Hispanic 50.2 8.9 

     % Asian 26.3 1.9 

     % black 6.2 15.5 

   

% Part-time or Full-time Working 

Mother 61.1 72.4 

   

% Both biological parents live with 

child 80.3 68.2 

   

Note: Statistics are weighted to population level using weights provided with the ECLS-K, 1998-1999; 

sample size is unweighted 
a
Mean score differences across groups were statistically significant for all variables (p<0.10) 

b
Socio-economic level ranges from -2.96 to  2.88 with higher numbers indicating higher status 

 

The two groups vary widely in terms of socio-economic level and racial / 

ethnic composition. On average, children of native-born mothers are far less likely 

to be poor than children of foreign-born. The poverty rate for children of 

immigrants is twice the poverty rate of children of native-born mothers in this 

sample. In addition, the race / ethnic composition of the two groups is quite 

different. Children of native-born mothers are more likely to be white or black, 

while their peers with foreign-born mothers are more likely to be Hispanic or Asian.   

There are also large differences in the mother’s employment status and the 

prevalent family structure between the two groups. Children of immigrants are 

more likely to have a stay-at-home mother. However, even among children with 
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foreign-born mothers, a majority of the mothers work outside of the home. Children 

of foreign-born mothers are also almost 20 percent more likely than children of 

native-born mothers to live in a home with both biological parents.  

Multivariate analysis 

 Results from a series of nested OLS models demonstrate that socio-economic 

status, race / ethnicity of the child, and parental structure / availability account for a 

large part of the difference in observed behavior outcomes by mother’s nativity. 

Limited English proficiency of a child shows no effect on their behavior outcomes in 

any of the model specifications. In addition, there is no difference in the effect of 

limited English proficiency on behavior for children of foreign-born mothers 

compared with children of native-born mothers.  

In the most basic model, Model 1, children with foreign-born mothers score 

significantly lower than children with native-born mothers across three of the four 

dependent variables, holding English language proficiency constant. Since a higher 

score on the behavior scale indicates more frequent incidence of internalizing or 

externalizing behavior, this lower score suggests that on average children of 

foreign-born mothers exhibit fewer internalizing and externalizing behaviors than 

children of native-born moms. The effect of foreign-born mother is strongest in the 

teacher’s assessment of externalizing (ß = -0.146, p<0.01) and internalizing 

behavior (ß = -0.121, p<0.05). The effect is slightly weaker in the parent’s 

assessment of externalizing behavior (ß = -0.093, p<0.05) and not significant in the 

parent’s assessment of internalizing behavior.  
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In Model 2, controlling for child’s age, child’s gender, and mother’s age, 

results in a slightly stronger effect of mother’s nativity on behavior for teacher 

assessment of externalizing behavior, the teacher assessment of internalizing 

behavior, and the parent assessment of externalizing behavior. As in Model 1, 

mother’s nativity continues to have no effect on the child’s internalizing behavior 

score in the parent assessment.  

Model 3 includes controls for the socio-economic status of the family. The 

data shows that children of foreign-born mothers in our sample are socio-

economically disadvantaged compared to children of native-born mothers, and 

lower socio-economic status has been linked to worse behavior outcomes in young 

children (Mistry et al., 2008). Since children of foreign-born mothers exhibit fewer 

behavior problems in spite of this disadvantage, the inclusion of these controls 

should strengthen the behavioral advantage observed thus far for children of 

foreign-born mothers.  

Results from Model 3 substantiate this assumption. For both measures of 

externalizing behavior, the teacher’s assessment (ß = -0.198, p<0.01) and the 

parent’s assessment (ß = -0.158, p<0.01), as well as for the teacher’s assessment of 

internalizing behavior (ß = -0.162, p<0.01), the effect of having a foreign-born 

mother increases in both magnitude and significance, holding socio-economic status 

and our other controls constant. Mother’s nativity continues to have no effect on the 

parent’s assessment of internalizing behavior outcomes.  

In Model 4, I introduce controls for the race/ethnicity of the child into the 

model. Analysis of Pearson’s r correlations suggests that there are weak but 
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statistically significant correlations that occur between behavior and these broad 

pan-ethnic categories. For example, the correlation between race/ethnicity and the 

teacher’s assessment of the child’s externalizing behavior suggests that Asian 

children (r = -0.066, p<0.01), Hispanic children (r = -0.022, p<0.05) and white 

children (r = -0.077, p<0.01) are associated with slightly lower scores , while black 

children (r = 0.135, p<0.01) and American Indian / Pacific Islanders (r = 0.040, 

p<0.01) are associated with slightly higher behavior scores. Whether this is due to 

actual differences in the expression of internalizing and externalizing behavior 

amongst these children, or whether it is due to biases in the assessments is unclear.  

Given the weakness of the correlations and the racial / ethnic diversity of 

both children of foreign-born and children of native-born mothers, the inclusion of 

these controls is not expected to alter the effect on our variable of interest by much. 

The results in Model 4 show that including controls for the child’s race / ethnicity 

slightly dampens the magnitude of the effect of foreign-born mother on 

externalizing behavior; dropping the effect on the teacher’s externalizing behavior 

score (ß = -0.136, p<0.01) by 31 percent and the effect on the parent’s externalizing 

behavior score (ß = -0.117, p<0.05) by 26 percent. The effect of foreign-born mother 

on the teacher’s assessment of internalizing behavior (ß = -0.132, p<0.05) also 

weakens by around 20 percent. The model showed no effect of foreign-born mother 

on the parent’s assessment of internalizing behavior outcomes.  

However, once I account for family structure and mother’s employment 

status in Model 5, I find no effect of having a foreign-born mother for three of the 

four behavior scores. Both parent assessments, as well as the teacher’s assessment 
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of internalizing behavior, lose significance. Only the teacher’s assessment of 

externalizing behavior (ß = -0.084, p<0.05) still suggest that there might be a small 

advantage for children of foreign-born mothers compared with native-born 

mothers, holding all else constant.  

This advantage, while significant, is not substantial. For a child scoring at the 

mean in the teacher’s externalizing behavior assessment (1.64 points), holding all 

else constant, having a foreign-born mother is associated with a predicted 0.05 

point decrease in their overall score. This is a 3 percent reduction in externalizing 

behavior, as observed by the teacher. By comparison, coming from a family 

structure that does not have both biological parents living in the household is 

associated with a 16 percent increase in externalizing behavior for a child at the 

mean.  

Analysis of covariates 

The dramatic decrease in the effect of having a foreign-mom on behavior in 

these nested OLS regression models shows that it is primarily the socio-economic, 

racial / ethnic and parenting differences between children of foreign-born and 

children of native-born mother that are producing the gap in behavior scores that 

we first observed. Once we control for these mediating factors, the effect of having a 

foreign-born mother on behavior disappears for the most part.  I discuss below the 

effect of these covariates on behavior outcomes in Model 5 and whether their effect 

differs across the four behavior scores. 

Consistent with the literature, analysis in this study finds that internalizing 

and externalizing behavior decreases as socio-economic status of the families rises. 
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Socio-economic status is operationalized through two variables. The socio-economic 

level is a composite score based on the parents’ education level, the household 

income and the parents’ occupational prestige scores. The composite score is then 

standardized. The inverse relationship between socio-economic level and the 

behavior is not large; for example, a one standard deviation increase in the 

composite socio-economic level score is associated with only a 0.1 to 0.2 standard 

deviation decrease in the incidence of sad, lonely, angry, or aggressive behavior. Yet 

in all cases this effect is statistically significant (p <0.01).  

Mother’s education, on the other hand, does not show much explanatory 

power. An Adjusted Wald test reveals that even jointly, the maternal education 

variables do not have a statistically significant effect on the teacher’s assessment of 

externalizing behavior (F = 0.56, p = 0.64) or internalizing behavior (F = 0.57, p = 

0.64). They are, however, jointly significant in explaining behavior outcomes in the 

parent assessments (externalizing: F = 2.33, p <0.10; internalizing: F = 2.18, p 

<0.10). Perhaps the lack of explanatory power is partially attributed to the fact that 

mother’s education is already incorporated into the composite socio-economic level 

variable also included in the model.  

In only two cases mother’s education has a statistically significant effect on 

behavior. In the parent’s assessment of externalizing behavior, even in Model 5, a 

child whose mother has less than a high school education on average expresses 

more anger and aggression (ß = -0.094, p<0.10) compared to a child whose mother 

is a high school graduate, holding all else constant. Another exception is a child 

whose mother has an undergraduate degree or higher on average shows more 
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internalizing behavior, holding all else constant, than a child whose mother has a 

high school degree, according to the parent assessments of internalizing behavior. It 

is possible that both of these effects are influenced by some third variable, such as 

maternal stress levels, which we are not able to control for with the data available. 

This would explain the seemingly contradictory effect of maternal education on 

behavior. 

The race/ethnicity of the child has the least consistent effect on behavior 

across the four dependent variables of any of the variables in the model.  In Model 5, 

with the teacher’s assessment of externalizing behavior as the dependent variable, 

all four of the race categories show a statistically significant effect on the incidence 

of aggressive, angry and impulsive behavior in the classroom. Ceteris paribus, 

Hispanic and Asian children on average exhibit externalizing behavior in the 

classroom less often compared to children of other races (ß = -0.057, p<0.10; ß = -

0.126, p<0.05, respectively). On the other hand, American Indian/Pacific Islanders 

(ß = 0.269, p<0.01) and black children (ß = 0.224, p<0.01), on average, express 

externalizing behavior with slightly more frequency than children of other races, 

holding all else equal.  

Interestingly, the race/ethnicity of the child has no effect on the parents’ 

assessment of their child’s externalizing behavior. It is possible that the teachers are 

biased in their evaluations of children of different races. It is also possible there 

really are differences in the expression of aggressive or impulsive behavior by 

race/ethnicity, but that these differences don’t show up in the parent evaluations 

because each group has a different tolerance for what is normal behavior.  
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In addition, the results indicate that the child’s race/ethnicity has almost no 

effect on the expression of internalizing behavior. The one exception was in the 

regression of parent’s assessment of sad and lonely behavior in their child, Hispanic 

children show a predicted 0.13 standard deviation lower score (p < 0.01) than 

children of other races, all else equal. Again, the magnitude of this effect is fairly 

small. A 0.13 standard deviation change implies that for a child at the mean (score = 

1.54 points), being Hispanic is associated with a 3 percent decrease in their 

internalizing behavior score.  

Children growing up under any of the three alternative types of family 

structure are predicted to exhibit both internalizing and externalizing behavior with 

greater frequency than children growing up with both biological parents in the 

house. Family structure mediated much of initial difference in outcomes that we 

observe between children of foreign-born and children of native-born mothers. 

Children who live with a single mother have worse predicted outcomes in terms of 

aggressive, angry or impulsive behavior as well as expressions of sad, anxious or 

lonely behavior compared with children who lived with both biological parents (ß = 

0.267, p<0.01, teacher externalizing; ß = 0.132, p<0.01, parent externalizing; ß = 

0.338, p<0.01, teacher internalizing; ß = 0.201, p<0.01, parent internalizing).  

However, children who lived with their biological mother and a step-father in 

general demonstrate even worse predicted behavior outcomes. Holding everything 

else in the model constant, living in a home with a step-father is associated with 

increases in externalizing and internalizing behavior compared to children who live 

with both biological parents. The only assessment that shows a larger predicted 
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increase in behavior problems for children with single moms is in the parent’s 

assessment of internalizing behavior (ß = 0.201, p<0.01 for single mothers 

compared with ß = 0.119, p<0.01 for mother and step-father). This suggests that a 

family arrangement with a biological mother with a step-father might be worse for 

young children’s behavior outcomes than just living with an unmarried single 

mother, though having both biological parents in the house is obviously preferable 

to either.   

The effect of having a mother who worked full or part-time outside of the 

house is only significant in the teacher’s assessment of externalizing behavior. 

Model 5 shows that a child with a working mom scores a predicted 0.12 standard 

deviations higher on their externalizing behavior assessment than a child with a 

stay at home mother, all else equal. As I show in the bivariate analysis, children of 

foreign-born mothers are more likely to live in a home with both biological parents 

and are more likely to have a stay at home mother. Thus, when I control for 

mother’s employment status and the family structure in Model 5, I observe a nearly 

40% decline in the magnitude of the coefficient on foreign-born mother from the 

effect shown in Model 4.  

There are no major surprises among the three control variables. Males 

exhibit greater incidence of externalizing behavior compared to females, as 

expected. For a child at the mean of 1.64 points on the teacher’s externalizing 

behavior assessment, being male is associated with a 16 percent increase in their 

overall score, ceteris paribus. However, males also have higher predicted scores on 

the teacher’s assessment of internalizing behavior. This shows that rather than 
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being antithetical, internalizing and externalizing behaviors are actually closely 

connected. A Pearson’s r analysis shows them to be positively correlated for both 

the teacher and the parent assessments (r = 0.32, p<0.01; r = 0.31, p<0.01, 

respectively). 

The effect of child’s age and mother’s age on behavior do not change much 

across the four outcome variables. Getting older had a slightly positive effect on 

reducing the incidence of externalizing behavior amongst first graders; however, it 

has no effect on the expression of internalizing behavior. In addition, children with 

older mothers also show less externalizing behavior on average according to the 

parent assessments. Since this effect was not observed in the teacher assessments, it 

is possible that older mothers are more able to moderate their child’s behavior at 

home than younger mothers. Mother’s age shows no effect on the incidence of 

internalizing behavior.  
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Table 4.1. Externalizing Behavior - Teacher Assessment Score 

Estimated coefficients from a series of nested OLS models of externalizing behavior by mother's nativity and child's English language 

proficiency, United States, Spring 2000 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Explanatory Variables Basic model 

Basic model 
& controls 

Basic 

model, 
socio-

economic 

factors & 
controls 

Basic model, 
socio-economic 

factors, child's 

race/ethnicity & 
controls 

Basic model, 

socio-economic 
factors, child's 

race/ethnicity, 

parental factors 
& controls 

Variables of Interest          

Foreign-born Mother -0.146*** -0.161*** -0.198*** -0.136*** -0.084** 

 (0.040) (0.038) (0.038) (0.042) (0.043) 

Child has limited English 0.059 0.010 -0.109 0.010 0.085 

 (0.155) (0.208) (0.228) (0.222) (0.192) 

Interaction between Foreign-born Mother and 
Child has limited English -0.054 -0.009 0.024 -0.033 -0.052 

 (0.182) (0.227) (0.243) (0.236) (0.207) 

Socio-economic factors      

     Socio-economic level   -0.214*** -0.158*** -0.104*** 

   (0.026) (0.028) (0.028) 

     Mother's education level      

          Less than high school   -0.016 -0.005 0.008 

   (0.050) (0.051) (0.053) 

          Some college or vocational school   0.065** 0.034 0.012 

   (0.032) (0.033) (0.033) 

          Undergraduate or Postgraduate degree   0.122*** 0.086* 0.055 

   (0.046) (0.048) (0.046) 

Child's race/ethnicity      

     Hispanic/Latino    -0.039 -0.057* 

    (0.034) (0.033) 

     American Indian /Pacific Islander    0.318*** 0.269*** 

     (0.104) (0.098) 

     Asian    -0.119* -0.126** 

    (0.062) (0.062) 

     Black    0.319*** 0.224*** 

    (0.046) (0.046) 

Parental Factors      

     Mother is employed (part-time or full-time)     0.119*** 

     (0.030) 

     Family Structure      

          Biological mother and step-father     0.298*** 

     (0.053) 

          Single mother (biological)     0.267*** 

     (0.046) 

          Other family structure     0.424*** 

     (0.060) 

Other control variables      

     Child is male  0.416*** 0.417*** 0.417*** 0.420*** 

  (0.024) (0.025) (0.024) (0.024) 

     Child's age (in months)  -0.006 -0.007* -0.006* -0.007** 

  (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) 

     Mother's age (in years)  -0.008*** -0.002 -0.003 -0.003 

  (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

     Regional dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

      

Constant -0.059 0.544 0.414 0.279 0.215 

 (0.040) (0.332) (0.330) (0.325) (0.312) 

      

Observations 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 

R-squared 0.005 0.050 0.065 0.081 0.102 

Note: Weighted to national levels using sampling weights provided with the ECLS-K, 1998-99. Unweighted N = 12,554. 

Standard errors in parentheses      

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1      
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Table 4.2. Externalizing Behavior - Parent Assessment Score 

Estimated coefficients from a series of nested OLS models of externalizing behavior by mother's nativity and child's English language 

proficiency, United States, Spring 2000 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Explanatory Variables 

Basic 

model 

Basic model 

& controls 

Basic model, 

socio-

economic 
factors & 

controls 

Basic model, 

socio-economic 

factors, child's 
race/ethnicity & 

controls 

Basic model, 
socio-economic 

factors, child's 

race/ethnicity, 
parental factors & 

controls 

Variables of Interest          

Foreign-born Mother -0.093** -0.101** -0.158*** -0.117** -0.077 
 (0.042) (0.040) (0.041) (0.047) (0.049) 

Child has limited English 0.041 -0.012 -0.198 -0.109 -0.071 

 (0.120) (0.152) (0.183) (0.186) (0.179) 
Interaction between Foreign-born Mother and 

Child has limited English 0.025 0.059 0.114 0.071 0.058 

 (0.141) (0.171) (0.199) (0.200) (0.192) 

Socio-economic factors      

     Socio-economic level   -0.226*** -0.202*** -0.168*** 

   (0.028) (0.029) (0.028) 
     Mother's education level      

          Less than high school   0.085* 0.097* 0.094* 

   (0.051) (0.051) (0.052) 
Some college or vocational school   0.023 0.009 -0.001 

   (0.034) (0.034) (0.034) 
Undergraduate or Postgraduate degree   0.109* 0.091 0.083 

   (0.059) (0.060) (0.058) 

Child's race/ethnicity      
     Hispanic/Latino    -0.070 -0.086 

    (0.056) (0.056) 

American Indian /Pacific Islander    0.094 0.057 
     (0.061) (0.066) 

     Asian    -0.010 -0.020 

    (0.069) (0.068) 
     Black    0.159*** 0.099 

    (0.060) (0.064) 

Parental Factors      
Mother is employed (part-time or full-time)     0.025 

     (0.033) 

     Family Structure     0.166*** 
Biological mother and step-father     (0.049) 

     0.132*** 

Single mother (biological)     (0.040) 
     0.457*** 

Other family structure     (0.091) 

      
Other control variables      

     Child is male  0.246*** 0.244*** 0.244*** 0.246*** 

  (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) 
     Child's age (in months)  -0.007** -0.008*** -0.008** -0.009*** 

  (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

     Mother's age (in years)  -0.010*** -0.004 -0.004* -0.007*** 
  (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) 

     Regional dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

      

Constant -0.073** 0.752** 0.640** 0.584* 0.705** 

 (0.033) (0.306) (0.300) (0.306) (0.312) 

      
Observations 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 

R-squared 0.007 0.026 0.049 0.053 0.063 

Note: Weighted to national levels using sampling weights provided with the ECLS-K, 1998-99. Unweighted N = 12,554. 
Standard errors in parentheses      

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1      
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Table 4.3. Internalizing Behavior - Teacher Assessment Score 

Estimated coefficients from a series of nested OLS models of internalizing behavior by mother's nativity and child's English language 
proficiency, United States, Spring 2000 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Explanatory Variables Basic model 

Basic 
model & 

controls 

Basic 
model, 

socio-

economic 
factors & 

controls 

Basic model, 

socio-economic 

factors, child's 
race/ethnicity 

& controls 

Basic model, 
socio-economic 

factors, child's 

race/ethnicity, 
parental factors 

& controls 

Variables of Interest          

Foreign-born Mother -0.121** -0.122** -0.162*** -0.132** -0.095 

 (0.052) (0.053) (0.052) (0.059) (0.060) 

Child has limited English 0.057 0.034 -0.100 -0.062 -0.006 

 (0.210) (0.222) (0.236) (0.237) (0.207) 

Interaction between Foreign-born Mother and 

Child has limited English 0.040 0.052 0.081 0.060 0.055 

 (0.219) (0.231) (0.242) (0.242) (0.215) 

Socio-economic factors      

     Socio-economic level   -0.171*** -0.153*** -0.091*** 

   (0.029) (0.031) (0.032) 

     Mother's education level      

          Less than high school   0.027 0.031 0.030 

   (0.060) (0.060) (0.063) 

          Some college or vocational school   0.007 -0.003 -0.021 

   (0.036) (0.035) (0.036) 

          Undergraduate or Postgraduate degree   -0.019 -0.030 -0.063 

   (0.050) (0.051) (0.052) 

Child's race/ethnicity      

     Hispanic/Latino    -0.018 -0.030 

    (0.051) (0.052) 

     American Indian /Pacific Islander    0.241* 0.195 

     (0.127) (0.123) 

     Asian    -0.091 -0.081 

    (0.088) (0.092) 

     Black    0.077 -0.015 

    (0.053) (0.059) 

Parental Factors      

     Mother is employed (part-time or full-time)     -0.018 

     (0.029) 

     Family Structure      

          Biological mother and step-father     0.348*** 

     (0.063) 

          Single mother (biological)     0.338*** 

     (0.049) 

          Other family structure     0.236** 

     (0.103) 

Other control variables      

     Child is male  0.068** 0.068** 0.068** 0.072** 

  (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 

     Child's age (in months)  -0.002 -0.003 -0.003 -0.004 

  (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

     Mother's age (in years)  -0.005** 0.002 0.002 0.004 

  (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) 

     Regional dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

      

Constant 0.081** 0.400 0.301 0.267 0.222 

 (0.041) (0.311) (0.302) (0.306) (0.294) 

      

Observations 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 

R-squared 0.002 0.004 0.020 0.023 0.041 

Note: Weighted to national levels using sampling weights provided with the ECLS-K, 1998-99. Unweighted N = 12,554. 

Standard errors in parentheses      

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1      
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Table 4.4. Internalizing Behavior - Parent Assessment Score 

Estimated coefficients from a series of nested OLS models of internalizing behavior by mother's nativity and child's English language 
proficiency, United States, Spring 2000 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Explanatory Variables Basic model 

Basic 

model & 
controls 

Basic 

model, 

socio-
economic 

factors & 
controls 

Basic model, 

socio-

economic 
factors, child's 

race/ethnicity 
& controls 

Basic model, 

socio-economic 

factors, child's 
race/ethnicity, 

parental factors 
& controls 

Variables of Interest          

Foreign-born Mother -0.019 -0.015 -0.044 -0.003 0.027 

 (0.043) (0.043) (0.044) (0.047) (0.047) 

Child has limited English 0.034 0.024 -0.067 0.019 0.047 

 (0.176) (0.178) (0.198) (0.199) (0.191) 

Interaction between Foreign-born Mother and 
Child has limited English 0.029 0.029 0.060 0.017 0.017 

 (0.192) (0.194) (0.211) (0.209) (0.203) 

Socio-economic factors      

     Socio-economic level   -0.138*** -0.136*** -0.096*** 

   (0.026) (0.027) (0.029) 

     Mother's education level      

          Less than high school   0.026 0.041 0.039 

   (0.046) (0.046) (0.047) 

          Some college or vocational school   0.038 0.035 0.023 

   (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) 

          Undergraduate or Postgraduate degree   0.125*** 0.119*** 0.096** 

   (0.043) (0.043) (0.045) 

Child's race/ethnicity      

     Hispanic/Latino    -0.117*** -0.130*** 

    (0.041) (0.041) 

     American Indian /Pacific Islander    0.047 0.016 

     (0.105) (0.105) 

     Asian    0.035 0.031 

    (0.060) (0.059) 

     Black    0.040 -0.027 

    (0.041) (0.041) 

Parental Factors      

     Mother is employed (part-time or full-time)     0.002 

     (0.034) 

     Family Structure      

          Biological mother and step-father     0.119** 

     (0.049) 

          Single mother (biological)     0.201*** 

     (0.037) 

          Other family structure     0.272*** 

     (0.096) 

Other control variables      

     Child is male  -0.009 -0.010 -0.010 -0.007 

  (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) 

     Child's age (in months)  0.003 0.002 0.002 0.001 

  (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

     Mother's age (in years)  -0.004 -0.001 -0.001 -0.002 

  (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

     Regional dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

      

Constant -0.029 -0.135 -0.207 -0.201 -0.147 

 (0.028) (0.293) (0.292) (0.292) (0.265) 

      

Observations 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 12,293 

R-squared 0.002 0.003 0.008 0.010 0.017 

Note: Weighted to national levels using sampling weights provided with the ECLS-K, 1998-99. Unweighted N = 12,554. 

Standard errors in parentheses      

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1      
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VII. DISCUSSION 

The results of the multivariate analysis largely supports my original 

hypothesis, that much of the difference in behavior outcomes across immigrant 

generations is explained by demographic and family structure differences between 

the generations. Accounting for the socio-economic status of the family, race and 

ethnicity of the child, mother’s employment status and family structure completely 

eliminates the discrepancy in behavior problems by mother’s nativity that we 

originally observe.  

The data in this study suggests that a child who does not live with both 

biological parents is at greater risk for behavior problems, both at home and at 

school. Because more children of foreign-born mothers live in a household with 

both biological parents (80% versus 68% for children of native-born mothers), 

more children of native-born mothers are at risk for the increased behavior 

problems associated with that familial disruption. Although this data is now a little 

over ten years old, recent research by the Urban Institute suggests that this trend 

still holds. Analyzing 2008 American Community Survey (ACS) data, they estimate 

that 76 percent of children of immigrants live in a two parent family versus only 62 

percent of children of natives.  

There are some validity issues with the four dependent variables used in this 

study that should be addressed. All four measures are subjective. Ideally, a child’s 

behavior and mental health would be evaluated by an independent health care 

professional, rather than by a child’s parents and teachers, who are both likely to 

carry their own biases into the assessment. (Crosnoe, 2005) However, this is not 
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feasible in a large, national study like the ECLS-K. Including evaluations by both the 

teachers and the parents attempt to correct for this weakness. The hope is that their 

biases are different and that analyzing both will bring us closer to the true incidence 

of behavior problems. Viewing the child through these two lenses also gives us a 

sense of the child’s behavior at home and at school. A child may behave quite 

differently in these two distinct environments.  

The assessments of externalizing behavior appear to be slightly more reliable 

than the internalizing behavior assessments. This is likely because externalizing 

behavior, by definition, is outward focused; and thus, more tangible. Parents and 

teachers can more easily quantify how often a child fights, argues, disrupts class, 

acts impulsively or gets angry. Internalizing behavior, by contrast, is inward 

focused. It can be much more difficult for an outside observer to know if a child has 

low self-esteem or is feeling anxious, lonely or sad. It may be even harder for a 

teacher to identify the different manner in which these symptoms are expressed 

across children of diverse cultures.  

In addition, teachers may have specific opinions about children of 

immigrants that might bias their assessment of this subgroup. Research has shown 

that some teachers have especially positive views of children of immigrants, which 

may bias their assessments favorably. (Crosnoe, 2005; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-

Orozco, 2001) However, other teachers view children of immigrants as lazy, 

unintelligent and more prone to get in trouble. (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 

2001)  
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Teachers’ opinions about children of immigrants, whether positive or 

negative, only affect the validity of our findings if teachers let those opinions affect 

their evaluation of a child’s behavior. If teachers harbor negative prejudice towards 

children of immigrants and accordingly, score them slightly higher on the 

assessments (indicating more frequent problem behavior), then this bias would go 

against my result.  This means that the effect of having an immigrant mother on 

behavior might actually be more beneficial and statistically significant than the 

findings suggest. However, if teachers score most children of immigrants slightly 

better on the assessments because they stereotype them as disciplined and hard-

working, then bias would go in the same direction as my initial findings and could 

explain part of the behavioral differences that is initially observed. 

Policy Implications 

 These results add more evidence to a large body of literature on the 

importance of both socio-economic status and family structure on child 

developmental outcomes. Policy makers should do everything in their power to 

support economic mobility and strong families.  

 Access to contraception and family planning services are critical to support 

couples who wish to wait to have children until they are economically or 

emotionally prepared; as well as, couples who wish limit the number of children 

they have in order to provide them with better resources. Policies such as these 

provide people with the capacity to build a strong family, both economically and 

emotionally, for their child.  
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 It is unclear from this study that a mother working outside of the home has 

negative effects for the child. The results only show increased behavior problems 

associated with the mother working outside of the home in one of the four behavior 

outcome scores. While a mother working outside of the home may mean that she 

isn’t able to spend as much time with her young child, it also helps to bring in more 

income for a family, which is associated with better behavior outcomes. It is difficult 

to know which influence is greater on the child’s behavior. However, policies that 

support flexible scheduling could help women to earn a living and spend time with 

their family.  

 Data from the sample also show that families in the lowest two quintiles of 

the socio-economic scale were about 55 percent less likely to have both biological 

parents living in the home than families in the highest two quintiles of the scale (see 

Table 5 in the Appendix). Policy makers do not have the power to force couples to 

stay together. However, policy must be developed in such a way that it does not 

incentivize single parent homes. For example, in the case of means-tested social 

services, two parent families should be given a slightly higher income threshold to 

accommodate the greater number of adults living in the household.  

 Lastly, welfare reform in 1996 curtailed access to many social safety net 

programs for legal immigrant families. (Fix, 2009) This leaves low-income 

immigrant families with fewer resources available to them in times of crisis than 

other poor families, which can carry huge risks for the health and well-being of the 

children in these families. Restoration of benefits to legal immigrants, who pay taxes 
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and are legal members of society, would be an important step towards supporting 

the economic well-being and potential mobility of these families.  

Future Research 

 There are many directions for further research building on trends indentified 

in this study. Analysis on the effect of having a foreign-born mother on some of the 

other school readiness measures included in the ECLS-K would help us to develop a 

more comprehensive understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of children of 

immigrants at the initiation of their schooling careers.  

It would also be interesting to look at variation in the effect of mother’s 

nativity on behavior problems by national origin. As has been discussed in the 

paper, immigrants vary greatly in the circumstances of their migration and in their 

resources. It is important to understand how these trends may vary across 

immigrant groups. Preliminary analysis with this data suggests that among people 

of Mexican-origin in the U.S., the positive benefit of an immigrant mother on 

behavior persists even after controlling for all factors in this model. This is different 

from the aggregate trend and deserves further consideration. 

Lastly, other researchers have identified the need to investigate further the 

combined effect of growing up poor in an immigrant household. (Mistry et al., 2008) 

Given the higher proportion of children in immigrant households living in poverty, it 

is important to understand if these children do better or worse than their low-

income native counterparts, in terms of their health and development. 

 

 



 

 

 

47 

APPENDIX 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

Variables (N = 12,554
a
) Mean 

Standard 

Deviation Minimum Maximum 

          

Dependent Variables     

Externalizing Behavior     

Teacher Assessment 1.658 0.011 1 4 

Parent Assessment 1.881 0.012 1 4 

Internalizing Behavior     

Teacher Assessment 1.608 0.01 1 4 

Parent Assessment 1.545 0.006 1 4 

Independent Variables     

Variables of Interest     

Foreign-born Mother 0.168 0.01 0 1 

Child has limited English 0.046 0.006 0 1 

Socio-economic factors     

Socio-economic level -0.066 0.021 -2.96 2.88 

Mother's education level     

          Less than high school 0.147 0.008 0 1 

High school graduate 0.304 0.007 0 1 

          Some college or vocational school 0.329 0.007 0 1 

          Undergraduate or Postgraduate degree 0.221 0.009 0 1 

Child's race/ethnicity     

     Hispanic/Latino 0.19 0.014 0 1 

     American Indian /Pacific Islander 0.03 0.008 0 1 

     Asian 0.033 0.003 0 1 

     Black 0.178 0.01 0 1 

     White 0.687 0.014 0 1 

Parental Factors     

     Mother is employed (part-time or full-time) 0.688 0.009 0 1 

     Family Structure     

Two biological parents 0.654 0.008 0 1 

          Biological mother and step-father 0.099 0.005 0 1 

          Single mother (biological) 0.2 0.008 0 1 

          Other family structure 0.047 0.004 0 1 

Other control variables     

     Child is male 0.512 0.006 0 1 

     Child's age (in months) 87.001 0.089 72 96 

     Mother's age (in years) 34.148 0.121 20 81 

Note: Mean and standard deviation are weighted to population level using weights provided with the ECLS-K, 

1998-99.  
a
Weighted N = 12,293 
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Table 5. Two Parent Families by Socio-economic status 

 Socio-economic Status 

Family Structure Low-income
a 

High-income
b 

Both biological parents 53% 82% 

Other family structure 47% 18% 

 100% 100% 

Note: Calculated using data from the analytical sample 
a
Lowest two quintiles of the socio-economic distribution 

b
Highest two quintiles of the socio-economic distribution 
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