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ABSTRACT 
 

This study examined the predictors of educational attainment in the children of 

immigrants.  These second-generation children represent an astounding degree of variation in 

adaptation outcomes, including educational attainment, with significant and reliable differences 

among national origin groups.  One explanation for this phenomenon is differences in social 

capital; ethnic communities that are more firmly established and cohesive may be better 

positioned to provide social and cognitive support to youth.  This study investigated what factors 

influence educational attainment in second-generation students, paying particular attention to 

differences in community level variables that contribute to national origin groups’ social capital.  

The study employed a probit specification to explore an important outcome: graduation from 

college.  Controlling for individual characteristics and family context—study habits, educational 

expectations, parental socioeconomic status, parents’ nativity—reduced the effect of national 

origin group on graduation rates.  However, community variables like community solidarity, 

social closure, government assistance and perceived discrimination did not significantly predict 

outcomes.  Given the increasing importance of this population, research in this field is timely and 

relevant for policy makers and educators concerned with equity and excellence in education. 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

Immigrants and their American-born children are the fastest growing component of the 

population.  According to recent estimates, the foreign stock population (first plus second 

generation) currently makes up roughly 24 percent of the country, and accounted for 70 percent 

of the United States’ total population growth between 1990 and 2000 (Immigration Policy 

Center, 2009; Rumbaut, 2004).  Indeed, in 2008 more than one in five U.S. children had at least 

one foreign-born parent (Immigration Policy Center, 2009).  The diversity found among these 

newcomer families, however, is astounding.  Immigrants and their children at once represent the 

highest and lowest rates of education, poverty, home ownership, and welfare dependency among 

all sectors of the U.S. population (Rumbaut, 1997; McCarthy, 1998).  But what explains these 

differences in outcomes?  

Historically, such differences have been explained in terms of different degrees of 

assimilation into the U.S.; that is, immigrant groups that have more thoroughly assimilated into 

the new society will experience more positive adaptation outcomes.  More recently, the Theory 

of Segmented Assimilation posits that rather than complete and accelerated integration, the 

preservation of certain socio-cultural structures and practices facilitates positive adaptation 

outcomes (Portes & Zhou, 1993).  Ethnic communities therefore represent a distinct source of 

social capital for newcomer families.  If this theory holds true, then studying ethnic communities 

is a necessary step for understanding a growing segment of the population.   

This study examines what factors explain differences in educational attainment among 

children of immigrants using a sample from the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study 
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(CILS).  CILS is a decade-long panel survey that followed a large sample (N1=5,262) of second-

generation youth in the San Diego and Miami/Fort Lauderdale metropolitan areas from early 

adolescence to early adulthood.  In this survey, second generation was operationally defined as 

native born-children of foreign-born parent(s) or foreign-born children brought to the United 

States by age 12 (Portes & Rumbaut, 2005).  This study uses a probit specification to investigate 

the effect of key demographic variables, family context, and individual characteristics (e.g. early 

achievement, effort) on the college graduation rates during the last wave of data collection in 

2001-2003.  The study adds to the current literature by including neighborhood/community 

context to capture social capital furnished by enclave communities, and by using a new 

methodological approach.  These innovations have been introduced in order to 1.) explore the 

effect of social capital on academic attainment for these students and 2.) investigate whether 

differences in social capital account for some of the variability in outcomes among ethnic 

groups.  

There is little doubt that the United States is experiencing dramatic demographic changes 

driven by immigrants and their U.S. born children.  These demographic changes are profoundly 

important for all Americans, because as the predominantly white baby-boom generation retires, it 

will rely increasingly on the economic support and civic participation of an ethnically diverse 

population of young adults (Hernandez, Denton & Macartney, 2007).  Understanding what 

contributes to the adjustment and academic attainment of second generation is of interest to 

policymakers concerned with issues of academic equity, and holds promise for developing 

comprehensive approaches to educating an increasingly important sector of the population.    
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Chapter 2.  Review of Literature 

Demographic indicators of academic attainment 
Research on educational attainment in native-born American as well as immigrant youth 

has a revealed a number of key factors that reliably predict levels of education in adulthood.  In 

addition to innate ability, gender has been shown to play a significant role in academic 

performance and attainment.  In the last hundred years, the role of gender in education has 

undergone an astounding reversal; recent scholarship has consistently found strong gender 

differences favoring females, and this difference is even more pronounced in immigrant and 

minority groups (Lopez, 2003; Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005; Rong & Brown, 2001).  Although 

the role of gender has been under-theorized in studies of immigrant children in particular 

(Suarez-Orozco & Qin, 2006), researchers continue to investigate what drives this gender effect 

in native as well as immigrant populations.   

More than gender, perhaps one of the most powerful predictors of educational attainment 

is family socioeconomic status (SES).  Across ethnicities, in immigrant as well as native-born 

populations, research has illustrated the adverse effects of poverty on a number of adolescent and 

childhood outcomes through indirect as well as direct contributions (Guo, 1998; Eamon, 2004; 

Eccles et. al. 1993; Haller & Portes, 1973).  For instance, financial hardship creates economic 

stress, which disrupts involved parenting and constrains parents’ ability to provide cognitively 

stimulating home environments (Eamon, 2004).  Moreover, economically advantaged families 

have greater resources that they can mobilize to put their sons and daughters into higher quality 

schools.  A significant amount of research in the sociology of education has focused on the 
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extent to which school contexts mediate, enhance or neutralize the effects of SES on education, 

and many such studies have concluded that SES is resilient across different school settings 

(Portes & MacLeod, 2005).          

Family and community networks 
Research has also suggested the importance of family and community networks in the 

educational outcomes of students.  Cohesive communities facilitate children’s and adolescents’ 

adaptation, since other adults are available to 1.) reinforce parents’ values, and 2.) discipline 

youth when necessary (Coleman, 1988).  Although certainly not unique to immigrant or minority 

groups, these kinds of extended support networks have been studied extensively in these 

populations.  In communities such as the Vietnamese in New Orleans, youth are subject to close 

scrutiny that can deter acting out (Zhou & Bankston, 1994).  In the words of one respondent, 

“parents and children are constantly observed and judged by others as under a ‘Vietnamese 

microscope’”, which discourages behaviors like dropping out of school or teenage pregnancy 

(Zhou & Bankston, 1994: 831).   Thus, the unity or “closure” of communities represents an 

important source of social capital for two critical reasons that can independently contribute to 

higher educational outcomes (Portes & MacLeod, 2005).   

National origin and educational outcomes 
The preceding discussion addresses some of the predictors of academic success in the 

general population, but what predicts educational attainment in among immigrant groups?  As 

mentioned previously, ethnicity and national origin play an important role in predicting 
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educational performance, although they are perhaps not as reliable or consistent as SES.  

Research has demonstrated significant and systematic differences in academic achievement 

(typically measured by grade point averages) and standardized test scores among national origin 

groups, even after controlling for gender, SES, individual study habits, and school context 

(Portes & MacLeod, 2005; Portes, 1999).  In particular, studies have found that Mexican and 

Haitian origin seems to situate students at risk for educational and social disadvantage, while 

membership in Chinese, Vietnamese, and some Cuban communities appears to confer particular 

advantages or protective factors independent of socioeconomic status (Eamon, 2004; Portes & 

MacLeod, 2005; Portes, 1999).   

Census level data shows that the trend continues in academic attainment as well.  The 

most highly educated groups are Chinese-, Indian- and Korean-Americans, with 60 percent of 

the foreign born and 70 percent of the native U.S. born generation receiving 4-year college 

degrees.  In contrast, the majority of foreign-born Mexican, Salvadoran and Guatemalan students 

did not complete high school, though the gap between groups narrows considerably in the second 

generation (Rumbaut, 2005)   

Despite the seeming resilience of ethnic group effects, other research challenges this 

finding.  In several studies, the effect of ethnic group is attenuated after controlling for additional 

variables.  One study investigating the effect of incarceration, early childbearing and other 

factors on educational attainment found the effect of national origin group almost disappears 

after controlling for students’ expectations efforts and early achievement.  Across the board, 

coefficients for all ethnic groups decreased in magnitude and significance in the fully specified 
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models (Rumbaut, 2005).  

Resilience of national origin: A socio-cultural puzzle 
In light of the current research, some questions remain.  First, are there in fact significant 

differences in educational outcomes among different cultural groups, net of SES and other 

pertinent variables?  Despite the trend found in the previous study, many more analyses have 

repeatedly shown reliable differences in school performance among nationality groups after 

controlling for individual, family and school attributes (Hirschmann, 2001; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001; Portes & Hao, 2004).  Based on current census data and previous research, the answer to 

this first question appears to be yes.  This, however, only introduces another question: what 

causes these differences?    

According to the theory of segmented assimilation, educational trajectories reflect 

differences in modes of incorporation, or differences in the strength of ethnic communities and 

the ways they are received by society at large (Portes & Zhou, 1993).  As alluded to previously, 

community networks play an important role in developmental outcomes.  Mode of incorporation 

refers to these community effects as well as a group’s reception by the U.S. government and the 

rest of society.  However, alternative explanations are possible for the resilient influence of 

national origin in second-generation students’ educational outcomes.  For instance, intergroup 

differences could be caused by culturally-derived parenting practices that are not properly 

captured in the current models.  Thus, intergroup differences in educational outcomes still 

represent a puzzle for researchers.         
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Cultural and structural considerations 
Building on these last points, does variation in academic outcomes reflect cultural 

differences among ethnic groups, or are outcomes mediated entirely by structural differences in 

different ethnic communities?  To date, theorists are divided on the issue.  On the one hand, 

some researchers interpret these reliable patterns of differential outcomes in light of cultural 

differences.  According to this view, individual and structural factors are intertwined with 

immigrant culture to determine the social course of immigrants and their American-born children 

(Zhou, 1997: p. 993).  In particular, academic success among Asian immigrant groups has been 

attributed to cultural values that are conducive to school performance (e.g a high value on 

education and respect for teachers), though researchers have emphasized that it is only through 

community characteristics that cultural attributes become social capital and thus contribute to 

academic success (Zhou & Bankston, 1994).    

In contrast, other researchers explicitly reject the idea that the content of immigrant 

cultures is an independent source of interethnic differences in educational achievement (Portes & 

MacLeod, 2005; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).  Instead, this account posits that group differences 

are entirely mediated by the kinds of communities and the social capital immigrant groups are 

able to muster in the new country, and that broader social context rather than cultural values is 

the determining factor in the kinds of communities that are formed (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).  

Thus, the social context that receives immigrants plays a critical role in their incorporation, 

irrespective of the human capital or cultural values groups possess prior to migration (Portes & 

MacLeod, 2005).  Groups that receive resettlement assistance, are granted legal status and do not 
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experience widespread discrimination from the broader society are predicted to experience a 

smoother process of social and psychological integration and accelerated economic progress. 

National origin thus represents a complex and multifaceted construct in the current 

research.  As it has been used to date, national origin may be capturing differences in cultural 

values, community structures and human capital, or differences in the public’s reception of 

nationality groups.  Disregarding the nuances presented by national origin could potentially 

reinforce damaging stereotypes, as group differences could be falsely attributed to one group’s 

superiority to another without taking into account broader issues, such as discrimination against 

some communities.  This research represents an attempt to detangle some of those factors by 

investigating the relationship between educational outcomes and community variables 

representing social capital.     
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Chapter 3.  Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses 

The theoretical framework for this study is informed by the Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

ecological systems model, which recognizes that developmental outcomes are determined as 

much by the characteristics of the developing person as they are by the quality and consistency 

of interactions between multiple systems. In this model, the developing child interacts with the 

environment through a series of structures nested inside each other like Russian dolls.  The 

innermost level (microsystem) is comprised of regular face-to-face interactions between the child 

and the immediate social or physical surroundings (e.g. immediate family, child care settings, 

schools, etc.)  What follows are a series on increasingly distal influences situated in broader 

levels: the mesosystem, which reflects linkages between microsystem structures (e.g. 

relationships between parents and teachers); the exosystem, which is comprised of structures 

external to the child that nevertheless exert an influence on development (e.g. mass media); and 

finally the macrosystem, the outmermost level of the environment comprised of values and 

beliefs which are reflected in the society’s history and laws. 

     Child characteristics in this study reflect demographics (ethnicity, age, gender) as well 

as individual agency variables (educational expectations and effort in school, early achievement).  

Family context variables (parental socioeconomic status, family structure, and number of 

siblings) reflect characteristics of structures found in the microsystem.  The exosystem is 

comprised of family friends and neighborhood networks reflected in community level variables 

like solidarity and social closure.  Finally, the degree of assistance from the U.S. government 

during the first year post-migration and perceived discrimination reflect broader cultural 
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considerations present in the macrosystem, which are mediated by more proximal structures (i.e. 

social capital accumulated in enclave communities).  Based on previous research, a number of 

hypotheses were forwarded:     

1. Consistent with previous research (e.g. Rumbaut, 2005), parental SES, and living in two 

parent households would be positively associated with higher college graduation rates, as 

would early achievement test scores, academic GPA, English proficiency, educational 

expectations and a higher proportion on time spent on homework. 

2. Community level variables would be significant, with community solidarity, social 

closure and the receipt of government relocation assistance in the first year positively 

associated with educational attainment.  

3.  The effect of national origin group will be attenuated by the addition of social capital 

variables.   
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Chapter 4.  Data and Methods 

Data Source  
The Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study (CILS) is a three-wave decade-long 

panel survey that followed a large sample of second generation youth in the San Diego and 

Miami/Fort Lauderdale metropolitan areas from early adolescence (mean age=14) to early 

adulthood (mean age=24).  The study used a school-based sampling frame to accurately 

represent the population of children of immigrants in cities that are vital entry points for 

significantly different immigrant groups (Portes & Rumbaut, 2005).  A broad array of data were 

collected, including national origin, parents’ education, length of U.S. residence, and a number 

of psychosocial dimensions related to the adaptation process.  To date, CILS is the only major 

source of information bearing on the second generation, and the only database featuring variables 

that are appropriate to the research question.   

The first survey, conducted in 1992, drew 5,262 eighth and ninth graders representing 

seventy-seven different countries of origin.  A follow up study drawing 81.5 percent of original 

respondents was launched three years later (1995-1996) when most respondents were about to 

graduate from high school.  By and large, the follow-up sample retrieved almost identical 

proportions of national origin groups, boys and girls, U.S. citizens and non-citizens as the first 

wave of data collection.  During this time, parental surveys were also collected in order to gather 

more information about the social context provided by immigrant parents.  Because of the 

challenges of locating and interviewing so many non-English speaking parents, random selection 

was used to draw a parental sample representing 50 percent of the follow up group, but with 
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differential probabilities by national group in order to ensure adequate representation of smaller 

nationalities.  A final follow up was conducted in 2001-2003 when respondents were in their 

mid-twenties.  CILS-III levels of sample attrition are similar or lower than other recent national 

longitudinal or cross-sectional surveys (Portes & Rumbaut, 2005).  

Analysis and Methods 
This study uses three waves of data (including some responses from parent interviews) 

from San Diego from four national origin groups (Mexico, Philippines, Vietnam, and 

Cambodia/Laos)1.  These groups represent diverse social and educational outcomes, and have 

large sample sizes in the dataset (Rumbaut, 2005).  Only cases for which there was complete or 

nearly complete longitudinal data were used (N=1,337).  

The dependent variable of interest is a dichotomous indicator variable assigned a value of 

1 if a respondent had graduated college by the last wave of data collection in 2001-2003, and a 

value of zero otherwise.  This indicator was created from an ordinal variable ranging from 1 

(some high school, no diploma) to 9 (professional/doctoral degree).  Only respondents indicating 

a 6 or higher were counted as having finished college.  The final wave of data collection 

occurred when respondents on average were 24 years old, and so captures a snapshot of 

respondents just as they are embarking on adulthood.  Determining educational attainment by the 

mid-twenties is important for policy makers because this period corresponds to the age at which 

respondents begin to marry and establish families, both events that potentially hinder further 

educational attainment.  Already at this age, close to 15 percent of the entire sample is married or 

engaged.  Furthermore, assessing college graduation in particular is salient for this sample, since 

                                                 

1 As with previous studies, this group included Cambodian, Laotian and Hmong respondents originally 
from Laos (Rumbaut, 2005) 
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college graduation is an important goal for many of these young adults as well as their parents.        

Independent variables are classified in a number of different levels.  Respondent 

characteristics include gender, age at the last interview, and ethnicity/national origin.  In 

addition, respondent characteristics tap into individual agency on a number of measures collected 

during the first follow-up:  

• Educational expectations: dichotomous variable of “less than college” or “at least 

college”, constructed from an ordinal variable in the original dataset asking students 

to rate the education levels they reasonably expected to attain 

• Percentile scores on the Stanford Achievement Test, 8th edition taken from school 

records 

•  Number of hours spent on homework per day (self-reported) 

• Number of hours spent on TV per day (self-reported) 

•  Academic grade point average (GPA) 

• English proficiency index: a sum of scores on four ordinal variables measuring ability 

to speak, understand, read and write English well.   

Family context variables include: 

• SES index: a composite measure of parents’ education, occupation, and 

homeownership, standardized to a mean of zero and standard deviation of one 

• Number of siblings at home 

• Parents cohabitating: a dichotomous variable coded as one if the student reported 

living with both parents and zero otherwise 
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• U.S. born parent: a dichotomous variable coded as one if either the father or mother 

was born in the U.S. and zero otherwise 

Consistent with previous research, these measures were collected during the first wave of 

data collection (Rumbaut, 2005).  

Community variables, the third level of predictor variables in this study, reflect 

differences in social capital and are the primary interest of this research.  Community level 

variables include:  

• Community solidarity: an ordinal measure capturing parents’ answer to the question 

“How much do people from your country help each other in the U.S?” 

• Social closure: a dichotomous variable where observations are assigned a value of 

one if parents report mainly socializing with compatriots and zero otherwise.   

In addition, two indicators were used to tap into the community’s reception in the United 

States: whether or not respondents in that community received government assistance during 

their first year or residence, and whether or not respondents reported feeling discriminated 

against when they were interviewed at wave 3.  As has been postulated by researchers and 

scholars studying segmented assimilation, receiving government resettlement assistance upon 

arriving in the United States provides newly arrived immigrant groups the financial capital to re-

establish their communities and re-build their human capital on American soil.  Favorable public 

reception (i.e. an absence of discrimination) further facilitates the development of human and 

social resources.  Community solidarity and social closure therefore capture the tendency of 

adults in a community to seek and utilize the unique supports furnished by their enclave 
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communities.   

It is important to note that many variables (e.g. community solidarity ratings, social 

closure and government assistance indicators) for this final level of analysis were taken from 

parent interviews conducted during the second wave of data collection.  Recall that these parent 

interviews that were only administered to a parents of a smaller, randomly selected portion of the 

population.  As a result, regression imputation was used to impute missing data for these 

indicators in the final model.  Although there is little reason to think that observations for which 

there were parent interviews differed systematically from observations without interviews, 

findings must still be interpreted with caution.             

To address they key question of what predicts college graduation rates in the second 

generation and what accounts for differences among national origin groups, probit regression 

analysis was used to examine how the factors outlined above influence rates of college 

graduation by the last wave of data collection.  The model in question can be characterized as  

, where P(CollegeGradi=1) is 

the probability of an individual i graduating college by wave 3, Φ(*) is the evaluation of the 

cumulative density function, and O, D, E, A, F and C are vectors containing information about 

respondents’ national origins (O), demographic characteristics (D), educational expectations (E), 

academic achievement(A), family situation (F) and community characteristics (C).  Because the 

outcome in question is binary, probit analysis represents a useful method of investigation and 

represents a methodological innovation in for studying this data. 
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Chapter 5.  Results 

Descriptive Statistics  
By the last wave of data collection, only 23.19 percent of the sample had graduated from 

college or pursued further schooling.  This relatively low percentage is noteworthy because it 

reveals how short of their own expectations many are falling.  While the overwhelming majority 

(80.47) of these young people fully expect to graduate from college when they were interviewed 

as high school seniors, less than a quarter actually do so by the time they are 24 years old.  

Furthermore, national origin groups vary dramatically in their rates of college graduation as well 

as their educational expectations.  Vietnamese-origin youth have the highest rates of college 

graduation (42.03), nearly four times as high as that of Mexican-Americans (10.89).  

Incidentally, the Vietnamese second generation has the greatest mean years of education (mean 

years of schooling=14.90, SD=1.65) and highest educational expectations (90.66 expect to 

graduate from college) (See Table 1).    

Gender and age also contribute to educational attainment.  Females were more likely than 

males to finish college (28.99 percent were college graduates, vs. 17.04 percent of males), and 

college graduates tended to be slightly younger (mean age=24.07, SD=.83) than non-graduates 

(mean age=24.19, SD=.85) although this difference is negligible.  Perhaps not surprisingly, 

college graduates tended to have greater academic achievement scores (average 

percentile=65.46, SD=23.71), grade point averages (3.53, SD=.72) and greater proficiency in 

English (mean scores on proficiency index=15.19, SD=1.69) than non-graduates (See Table 2). 

Features of the family and community context were also associated with the propensity to 
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graduate from college in this sample.  Consistent with earlier research, higher parent 

socioeconomic status (SES) and fewer siblings was associated with greater educational 

attainment.  Similarly, young people growing up in two parent households and children of two 

foreign-born parents were more likely to graduate from college (25.07 percent and 24.55 percent, 

respectively) than their peers raised by single parents or their peers in the 2.5 generation (16.67 

percent and 14.20 percent).2  As a whole, college graduates came from communities that were 

more highly ranked in solidarity and social closure (See Table 2).       

Multivariate Analysis 
Analyses were conducted in a series of six incremental models culminating in the full 

model, which included key community level explanatory variables.  Results are summarized in 

Table 4 with regression coefficients and significance levels for all variables of interest presented 

in three columns.  In addition, the elasticity of each variable was also calculated to facilitate the 

interpretation of these indicators (See Table 4).   

Imputed Data 

Information from 1,337 observations fitting the restriction criteria was used or imputed to 

run these models.  This final model included an indicator variable for the imputed data, which 

proved to not be significant.  The non-significance of this indicator affirms that observations for 

which there were parent interviews did not differ systematically from observations for which 

data were complete, and that the imputed data do not represent a significant bias.  This indicator 

was consequently considered irrelevant for analysis and not included in the remaining models.  

                                                 

2 Children with one foreign born and one U.S. born parent are known as the 2.5 generation.  
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For a comparison of regression results for the full model using the original and imputed data, 

please refer to Table 5.     

National Origin and Demographic Indicators 

Recall that educational attainment has been shown to vary greatly by national origin 

group.  In Models I and II, where only national origin and demographic characteristics were 

entered, we evaluated whether the same pattern held for our sample, and indeed found significant 

differences among ethnic groups relative to the baseline (Mexican-origin students).  The 

marginal effect of .20 for Filipino origin indicates that, relative to their Mexican-American peers, 

young Filipino-American adults have a .20 percent higher graduation rate.  Similarly, 

Vietnamese-Americans have a .37 percent higher graduation rate relative to Mexican-American 

youth.  Only young adults of Laotian/Cambodian origin did not differ significantly from 

Mexican-Americans.  The second cluster of columns presents the effect of gender and age on 

college graduation rates.  Although age did not significantly influence graduation, females 

experienced a .12 percent higher graduation rate than males. 

Early Achievement and Educational Expectations 

Adding individual agency variables (Models III and IV) isolates the effect of early 

achievement and educational expectations, thereby capturing some of the cultural variability 

previously reflected in the national origin variables.  Note that the magnitude of the marginal 

effect of country of origin variables decreases in Model III and becomes insignificant in Model 

IV.  As predicted, number of hours spent on homework, higher educational expectations, 
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achievement score and GPA were positively associated with higher graduation rates.  Also as 

predicted, more hours spent watching television had a deleterious effect on graduation outcomes.  

Contrary to expectations, English proficiency had no significant effect on the dependent variable.    

Family Context and Community    

To further control for differences in social capital among cultural groups, family context 

and community level variables were controlled for in Models V and VI.  As expected, parental 

SES was positively associated with graduation rates; indeed, a one percent increase in 

socioeconomic status rating was associated with a .05 higher graduation rate.  Neither number of 

siblings nor living with two parents was statistically significant, but it is important to note that 

young adults with only one foreign-born parent experienced a .08 lower graduation rate than 

their peers with two foreign-born parents.  Community level variables (solidarity, social closure, 

government assistance and discrimination) had no statistically significant effect on educational 

attainment outcomes in this sample.  However, it is important to note that national origin 

variables were no longer statistically significant in the full model, indicating that controlling for 

the characteristics in question captures much of the variability in outcomes present among 

Mexican, Filipino, Vietnamese and Laotian youth in the restricted models.     
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Chapter 6.  Discussion 

The results of this study capture the unequal educational attainment among the immigrant 

second generation, and highlight the existing gap between the expectation and actualization of 

higher education, an important part of the American dream for this population.  By age 24, less 

than a quarter of the sample had completed college, despite the majority reporting their plans to 

graduate college or pursue further studies when they were interviewed during late adolescence.  

Furthermore, national origin groups vary widely in their rates of college graduation; Vietnamese-

Americans, the most educated group in the sample, had college graduation rates nearly four 

times as high as Mexican-Americans.   

  The evidence from this study indicates that although national origin groups differ in 

college graduation rates, much of this variability can be explained by controlling for individual 

agency variables (i.e. study habits, educational expectations, GPA) and family context (i.e. 

parental socioeconomic status, parents’ nativity).  This supports one of the original hypotheses; 

isolating the independent effects of these other variables attenuates the net impact of national 

origin group.  While differences in family context and individual characteristics had a significant 

effect on the probability of graduating college by one’s mid-twenties, community level indicators 

of social capital had non-significant, negligible impact on educational attainment.  

An important caveat to note is the relatively young age of respondents at the last wave of 

data collection.  Since only an average of six years had passed between the second and third 

waves of data collection, it is possible that respondents had not yet completed their planned 

studies.  The binary nature of the dependent variable did not allow us to determine how many 
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students were currently enrolled, or planned on returning to school.  It is possible that 

interviewing respondents again at a later age would reveal a smaller gap between educational 

expectations and attainment, and perhaps less severe differences in educational outcomes among 

national origin group.  Nevertheless, the mid-twenties represent a critical period in which to 

assess the educational attainment of immigrant youth in particular.  Relative to their native born 

peers, many immigrant and second-generation youth are more likely to marry and start families 

sooner (McCarthy, 1998).  This suggests that it is important to note the educational attainment of 

individuals before this time, as the opportunity costs associated with marriage and childbearing 

present barriers to further education.       

A second limitation of this study was the need to impute a substantial amount of data for 

the key explanatory variables of social capital.  As mentioned previously, community solidarity 

and social closure ratings were determined from parent interviews, which were only conducted 

with a little over half of the sample.  However, missing data was random in nature and the 

indicator variable for imputed values was non-significant, suggesting that imputed data was 

justified and did not bias probit estimates.   Nevertheless, perceived discrimination, community 

solidarity and social closure ratings as well as receipt of government resettlement assistance did 

not significantly influence college graduation rates in this analysis.  Future research is necessary 

to assess whether this pattern of non-significance would still be present in a large sample with 

non-imputed data, and whether this same pattern would be apparent if data were collected from 

respondents themselves.  Parent data was used in this study because it was believed that access to 

community level resources and social capital operated through parents’ participation in the ethnic 
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enclaves, particularly during earlier stages of adolescents’ development.  That is, parents who 

were more firmly embedded in their ethnic communities would harness the communities’ social 

resources more effectively.  It is possible, however, that respondent ratings more accurately 

capture youths’ access to and use of the enclave community’s social and cognitive supports.  

Future studies could use student responses to related questions in place of parent interviews.  

This might avoid the trouble of missing data, and could perhaps more accurately reflect the way 

in which youth use community-level social resources.        

The current study adds to the understanding of why some immigrant groups struggle and 

some thrive in the United States, and how these advantages and disadvantages are conferred on 

the native-born second generation.  After controlling for individual, family and community 

characteristics in the full model, the net effect of national origin group all but disappeared.  

Grade point average, educational expectations and parental nativity had the greatest impact on 

college graduation rates, both in terms of greatest marginal effects and highest levels of 

statistical significance (see Model VI in Table 5).  This suggests that much of the variability in 

outcomes present in national origin groups is perhaps attributable to differences on these three 

dimensions. 

What explains these differences, however, is still uncertain.  Although educational 

expectations seem to have a profound influence on college graduation, the relationship may be 

more nuanced than it appears at first glance.  Additional factors may be driving this relationship, 

and it is unlikely that simply encouraging youth to think about higher education will lead to a 

greater likelihood of graduating from college.  Differences in pre-migration human capital, 
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difficult to measure cultural values, immigrant parents’ favorable attitudes towards upward 

mobility (see Kao & Tienda, 1995; Boyd & Grieco, 1998) or (as yet) unspecified differences in 

social capital may still be driving these differences among cultural groups.  Future research 

would do well to further disentangle these issues. 

In the meantime, educators should become more aware of the discrepancy that still exists 

between aspirations and realizations, and use the emerging research to continue bridging that 

divide.  A number of programs are already in place that would benefit from the insights offered 

by research.  For instance many programs, such as the migrant college mentoring programs in 

California, pair sixth through twelfth graders with college mentors, many of whom are far 

removed from the enclave communities.  More research should be done on how this approach 

supplements or offsets the resources provided by ethnic enclaves.  Continued research and 

diligence will help tailor interventions that close the gap between group outcomes, and perhaps 

reduce the gap between dreams and reality.         
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Chapter 7.  Tables 

Table 1. Percentages and Means (Standard Deviations) of Dependent and Explanatory Variables, by National Origin 
(CILS, 1992-2001) 
    Mexico  Philippines Vietnam  Laos  Total 
   N= 395  574  188  180  1,337 
Dependent variable 
Education attained   

Percent with less  89.11  71.78  57.97  85.56  76.81 
than college degree     
Percent with college 10.89  28.22  42.03  14.44  23.19 
degrees     

Education attained   13.38  14.55  14.90  13.31  14.09 
 (mean years)  (1.74)  (1.56)  (1.65)  (1.74)  (1.77) 
Independent variable 
Demographics 
 Age in 2001  24.15  24.08  24.16  24.46  24.16 
    (.85)  (.78)  (.93)  (.88)  (.85) 
 Percent female  55.68  52.53  51.65  56.25  53.82 
Expectations, time 
management 
 Daily homework hours 2.49  3.24  3.46  2.98  3.02 
    (1.26)  (1.40)  (1.52)  (1.34)  (1.42) 
 Daily TV hours  2.90  2.91  2.50  2.68  2.82 
    (1.60)  (1.50)  (1.46)  (1.46)  (1.52) 
 Percent expect to finish 67.57  89.13  90.66  69.89  80.47 
 college  
Early achievement 
 Achievement score  31.43  57.32  53.95  30.42  45.80 
    (23.30)  (25.22)  (27.53)  (22.30)   (27.66) 
 GPA   2.39  2.96  3.26  2.82  2.81 
    (.86)  (.81)  (.84)  (.82)  (.89) 
 English proficiency  14.64  15.54  14.05  13.53  14.79 
    (1.96)  (1.14)  (2.25)  (2.24)  (1.90) 
Family context 
 Parental SES  -.62  .34  -.27  -.92  -.20 
    (.57)  (.47)  (.77)  (.79)  (.78) 
 N siblings home  2.30  1.78  2.79  2.83  2.22 
    (1.68)  (1.09)  (1.94)  (1.81)  (1.58) 
 Percent living with two 69.11  84.64  80.32  73.74  77.98 
 parents 
 Percent with at least  19.49  16.38  2.66  0  13.16 
 one U.S. born parent 
Neighborhood/community 
 Community solidarity 2.48  2.90  2.89  2.96  2.80 
    (.93)  (.91)  (.65)  (.82)  (.88) 
 Percent reported   68.47  71.72  94.70  96.43  79.95 
 social closure 

 Percent received  6.31  5.08  82.78  95.18  37.41 
 government assistance 

 Percent reported  67.39  70.65  73.18  72.00  70.25 
 discrimination 
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Table 3a. Percentages and Means (Standard Deviations) of Explanatory Variables, by Key Explanatory 
Variables, (CILS 1992‐2001) 
      Social             Government          Discrimination   
      Closure                              Assistance         
  ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
        No  Yes    No  Yes    No  Yes 
      N=  (168)  (670)    (552)  (312)    (379)  (895) 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Country of origin           
  Mexico      31.53  68.47    93.69  6.31    32.61  67.39   
  Philippines    28.28  71.72    94.92  5.08    29.35  70.65 
  Vietnam     5.30  94.70    17.22  82.78    26.82  73.18 
  Laos      3.57  96.43    4.82  95.18    28.00  72.00 
Demographics 
  Age in 2001    23.99  24.18    24.05  24.31    24.20  24.13 
        (.77)  (.86)    (.80)  (.90)    (.88)  (.82) 
  Female      20.31  79.69    61.71  38.29    31.79  68.21 
  Male      19.90  80.10    63.61  36.39    27.35  72.65     
Expectations, time 
management 
  Daily homework     3.04  3.14    3.05  3.19    2.91  3.06 
  hours      (1.32)  (1.46)    (1.42)  (1.45)    (1.35)  (1.44) 
  Daily TV hours    3.05  2.75    2.94  2.61    2.73  2.85 
        (1.63)  (1.51)    (1.57)  (1.46)    (1.41)  (1.57) 
  Expect to graduate   19.85  80.15    63.88  36.12    28.84  71.16 
  college 
  Do not expect     21.29  78.71    57.05  42.95    33.73  66.27 
  graduate college  
Early achievement 
  Achievement score  50.08  44.55    48.20  40.80    40.67  48.72 
        (26.32)  (27.95)    (27.79)  (26.94)    (27.43)  (27.36) 
  GPA      2.76  2.88    2.76  3.01    2.77  2.87 
        (.86)  (.90)    (.90)  (.85)    (.87)  (.88) 
  English proficiency   14.99  14.55    15.12  13.83    14.67  14.85 
        (1.85)  (2.02)    (1.66)  (2.23)    (2.09)  (1.81) 
Family context 

Parental SES    ‐.10  ‐.33    ‐.05  ‐.68    ‐.19  ‐.19 
      (.71)  (.83)    (.73)  (.80)    (.77)  (.79) 
N siblings home    1.87  2.40    1.93  2.89    2.15  2.22 
      (1.34)  (1.66)    (1.30)  (1.89)    (1.53)  (1.58) 
Living with both    19.17  80.83      63.28  36.72    29.55  70.45 
parents 
Not living with both   23.31  76.69    59.88  40.12    30.34  69.66 
parents 
At least one U.S     40.26  59.74    94.67  5.33    33.95  66.05 
born parent 
Foreign born parents  18.00  82.00    59.42  40.58    29.14  70.86 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Table 3b. Percentages and Means (Standard Deviations) of Explanatory Variables, by Key Explanatory 
Variables, CILS 1992‐2001   
            Community                   
                   Solidarity 
  ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
      Not at all    A little      Somewhat    A lot   
  N=    (65)      (229)      (352)      (189) 
   
Country of origin           
  Mexico    15.38      36.65      33.03      14.93 
  Philippines  6.40      28.28      34.68      30.64 
  Vietnam   2.65      19.21      64.90      13.25 
  Laos    4.82      21.08      46.99      27.11 
Demographics 
  Age in 2001  24.15      24.10      24.16      24.17   
      (.73)      (.84)      (.84)      (.94) 
  Female    7.17      29.82      40.81      22.20   
  Male    8.14      25.20      43.31      23.36   
Expectations, time 
management 
  Daily homework  2.98      2.93      3.25      3.11 
  hours    (1.34)      (1.39)      (1.45)      (1.46) 
  Daily TV hours  3.24      2.94      2.65      2.81 
      (1.64)      (1.49)      (1.53)      (1.55) 
  Expect to    6.98      27.49      42.64      22.88   
  graduate college  
  Do not expect to  10.39      28.57      38.96      22.08 
  graduate  
Early achievement 
  Achievement   34.66      43.26      48.58      47.42 
  score    (26.61)      (27.78)      (26.88)      (28.54) 
  GPA    2.56      2.83      2.92      2.88 
      (.95)      (.87)      (.91)      (.83) 
  English     14.40      14.75      14.54      14.79 
  proficiency  (2.11)      (2.01)      (1.98)      (1.95) 
Family context 
  Parental SES  ‐.51      ‐.31      ‐.28      ‐.20 
      (.80)      (.79)      (.84)      (.79) 
  N siblings home  2.23      2.26      2.30      2.32 
      (1.47)      (1.65)      (1.60)      (1.65) 
  Living with both  7.43      26.60      43.24      22.73   
  parents 
  Not living with  9.32      31.06      37.89      21.74 
  both parents 
  At least one U.S.  6.58      22.37      35.53      35.53   
  born parent 
  Foreign born   7.91      27.93      42.82      21.34 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Table 5. Probit Estimates of College Graduation among Young Adult Children of Immigrants, Original and 
Imputed Models 
(CILS, 1992‐2001) 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  
          Original         Imputed 
      ______________________________________________  ______________________________________________    
          Coefficient  Sig.      Coefficient  Sig. 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Country of origin       
  Philippines      ‐.34    ✝      ‐.26    ✝ 
  Vietnam       .19    ‐‐      .02    ‐‐ 
  Laos, Cambodia      ‐.11    ‐‐      .30    ‐‐ 
Demographics 
  Age in 2001      -.002  --   .01  -- 
 Female    .06  --   .07  -- 
Expectations, time management 
  Daily homework hours    .12    **      .11    ** 
  Daily TV hours      ‐.10    *      ‐.06    ✝ 
  Expect to graduate college  .68  *   .52  ** 
Early achievement   
  Achievement score    .01    **      .01    ***
  GPA        .68    ***      .62    ***
  English proficiency    .02    ‐‐      .01    ‐‐ 
Family context   
  Parental SES      .25    *      .22    **
  N siblings home      ‐.04    ‐‐      ‐.04    ‐‐
  Living with both  parents    .15    ‐‐      .07    ‐‐
  At least one U.S. born parent  ‐.23    ‐‐      ‐.39    ** 
Neighborhood/community  
  Parent interview               .03    ‐‐
  Community solidarity    ‐.01          ‐.02    ‐‐
  Reported social closure     .13    ‐‐      .11    ‐‐
  Received government assistance  ‐.06          .10    ‐‐
  Reported discrimination    .10    ‐‐      ‐.08    ‐‐ 
N=          819          1337 
Log likelihood        ‐317.48         ‐513.85 
Chi‐square        286.70***        420.32*** 
Pseudo R2        .31          .29 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05, ✝p<.10 
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