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ABSTRACT
This dissertation examines upward or downward assimilation by ethno-generation, a
classification that considers a respondent’s race or ethnicity as well as their generational status. In
particular, I consider ethno-generational differences in college enrollment and completion in
addition to the disruptive “turning point” events of high school dropout, early childbirth, arrest,
and incarceration. This study focuses on distinctions between first and second-generation
Mexicans and non-Hispanic whites and blacks. In addition, these analyses contrast first and
second-generation Mexicans to third-generation Mexicans. This investigation also includes
generational measures for Hispanics of “other” origin.
This study analyzes these outcomes while applying tests for a number of theories of
assimilation. I consider straight-line assimilation theory, neo-assimilation theory, segmented
assimilation theory, and second-generation immigrant optimism theory as potential theoretical
frameworks that explain postsecondary success and disruptive life course events. This analysis
employs the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997, a nationally representative panel study
that follows children aged 12-17 in 1997 throughout life documenting life course events and their
experiences in school and the labor market. In addition to ethno-generational designations, I
include measures for individual and family characteristics as well as time-varying life course
measures.
Chapter 3 examines two- and four-year college entrance to assess how Mexican
enrollment rates compare to those of non-Hispanic white and black students. Although secondgeneration Mexicans have an edge in enrolling in two-year colleges, both first and secondgeneration Mexicans lag behind non-Hispanic whites in four-year college enrollment. This
provides support for segmented assimilation, as Mexicans display a disadvantage in enrollment
even after controlling for personal and family characteristics. Chapter 4 explores ethno-
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generational differences in the likelihood and timing of graduation from both two-and four-year
colleges. This study finds that initial ethno-generational variation is explained by individual and
family-level attributes, which supports neo-assimilation theory. Finally, chapter 5 investigates
ethno-generational differences in experiencing disruptive events such as high school dropout,
adolescent childbirth, arrest, and incarceration. This analysis suggests that gaps in high school
dropout and early childbirth are explained primarily by varying levels of family capital and
individual characteristics, supporting neo-assimilation theory. However, first-generation
Mexicans are substantially less likely than non-Hispanic whites, blacks, and third-generation
Mexicans to be arrested, while second-generation Mexicans show few significant differences in
arrest rate. This presents evidence of downward assimilation for Mexicans and supports
segmented assimilation theory. In sum, these analyses indicate that there is considerable variation
by ethno-generation in the transition from high school to college enrollment and graduation.
Furthermore, this dissertation finds that both segmented and neo-assimilation theories explain
important ethno-generational inequality in the steps of this transition.
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Chapter 1

Introduction
The composition of contemporary immigration to America since landmark immigration
legislation in 1965 has salient implications for the demographic future of the country (Hirschman
and Massey 2008). Shifts in immigrant origin regions from Europe to Latin America and Asia as
well as an increased emphasis on family reunification has created a diverse foreign-born
population with distinct fertility regimes. As a result of higher levels of migration and divergent
fertility regimes, demographic projections predict that in fifty years more than 1 in 3 people in the
United States will be an immigrant or the child of an immigrant (Pew Research Center 2015).
At the same time, the American economy has become more bifurcated, splitting between
high-skill occupations and low-skill service jobs that are often filled by minorities or immigrants
(Tienda 1989). In this divided economy, high-skill positions require high human capital in the
form of post-secondary degrees. These positions bring with them added job security, whereas
low-skill positions have few pre-requisites and higher turnover (Massey et al. 1999). While
immigrants and their children have improved their overall station compared to pre-1965
conditions, they still often lag behind children of American-born parents in socioeconomic
outcomes (Oropesa and Landale 1997; Perlmann and Waldinger 1997).
Theories of immigrant assimilation grapple with the root causes of these ethnogenerational differences. Certain theories posit that gaps in education and labor force outcomes
by immigrant generation and ethno-racial group can be attributed to government and societal
reception of a particular group, whereas other theories assert that these differences are a function
of personal motivation, family resources, and the ability to capitalize on social networks (Alba
and Nee 1997; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993). Regardless of the source of
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disparities, persistent gaps across generation led some researchers to predict that certain
immigrant groups will become part of a permanent underclass (Telles and Ortiz 2008).
This dissertation examines the process of how immigrant groups are assimilating into the
mainstream in terms of their postsecondary education by not only looking at the achievement of
educational milestones but also considering the time it takes to complete them. In particular, I
look at the differences in timing to enroll in and graduate from two-year and four-year colleges.
Following the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, two-year colleges in
this study are associate degree programs or community colleges that award an associate degree or
a certificate (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 2004). Accordingly, fouryear colleges are Baccalaureate colleges that award Bachelor of Arts or Sciences diplomas.1 Since
the development of the Carnegie Classification in the 1970’s, two-year and four-year degreegranting schools have represented roughly more than 80% of all institutions (Borden and Victor
2016; Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 2004; Dougherty 1988). Although
the overall number of enrolled students has increased since 2000, the proportion of undergraduate
students enrolled at two-year or four-year schools has remained relatively stable at roughly 42%
and 50% respectively (Ma and Baum 2016). Therefore, this investigation looks at the factors
associated with enrollment and graduation for both types of schools.
Conversely, this dissertation also explores the prevalence and timing of “turning point”
events such as high school dropout, early childbirth, and arrest. I compare race, ethnicity, and
generation and probe the constituent determinants of ethno-generational disparities among these
outcomes. Following previous classification strategies, in this analysis the first generation are
foreign-born children and the second generation were born in the United States but have at least

1

In this study, a two-year college is a school that only awards Associate’s degree or certificates, whereas
some Baccalaureate schools may reward Associate’s degrees in addition to their Bachelor’s diplomas.
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one biological parent born outside of the United States (Oropesa and Landale 1997).2 The third
generation is comprised of children of U.S.-born parents with at least one foreign-born biological
grandparent, whereas the fourth-plus generation consists of children with native-born parents and
grandparents. This investigation compares outcomes of first and second-generation Mexicans and
Hispanics of non-Mexican origin to those of third and fourth-plus-generation non-Hispanic white
and black respondents. Hence, this dissertation contributes to our knowledge of how these
particular groups are assimilating into the mainstream by comparing their outcomes to those of
established ethno-racial groups in the United States. Assimilation into the mainstream in this
context is defined as the “decline of an ethnic distinction.” (Alba and Nee 2009). This comparison
also allows for tests of competing theories that describe the contemporary assimilation process.
Using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997, I first examine college
enrollment after receiving a high school diploma or a General Educational Development (GED)
credential.3 Specifically, I investigate the choice of enrolling in either a two-year associate degree
program or a four-year bachelor’s degree-granting institute. These analyses focus on substantive
differences by generation, comparing Mexican and other Hispanics of the first and second
generation to non-Hispanic whites and blacks of third or higher generations. Results show that the
second generation in general outperforms non-Hispanic white and black students when enrolling
in two-year colleges, although these degrees are usually considered to be less valuable and
prestigious than four-year degrees. Further analyses of college graduation for those who do end
up enrolling show that second generation Mexicans are less likely to graduate these two-year
programs compared to non-Hispanic whites. Finally, in order to interpret the role that disruptive
and stigmatizing events play in immigrant assimilation, I analyze the prevalence and timing of
2

This analysis does not include decimal generations for the first generation due to lack of data on age at
migration. Moreover, while the first generation are also often children of immigrants, their foreign born status may
present challenges not faced by children of immigrants that were born in the United States.
3
Although this study tests for differences between high school graduates and those who earn a GED, for the
purpose of brevity, I consider a high school diploma and a GED credential equivalent for making the transition from
secondary to postsecondary education.
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high school dropout, adolescent childbearing, and arrest/incarceration. Results from these
analyses suggest that much of the variation in timing and co-occurrence of these events can be
attributed to differences in individual and family capital, and that when accounted for, immigrants
are less likely to experience these events. Thus, a better understanding of the mechanisms that
relate to upward or downward assimilation will aid policy makers as they plan for demographic
shifts.

Background

College Enrollment and Graduation for Immigrants
Postsecondary enrollment is a complicated process that begins well in advance of starting
college. In addition to attending secondary school, preparation for college application and
enrollment often includes rigorous academic and extracurricular work to ready students for
Advanced Placement and entrance examinations (Perna 2005). Beyond simple indicators of
academic achievement, such as grades or the SATs, students arrive at college with a wide variety
of levels of preparation, familial resources, and social support (Massey et al. 2011; Tierney and
Auerbach 2005). Besides disparities in preparation, official statistics also show that minorities are
disproportionately under-enrolled in college. The National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) reports that non-Hispanic black and Hispanic students have much lower rates of
enrollment compared to non-Hispanic whites and Asians (National Center for Education Statistics
2014).
Two-year colleges comprise approximately 42% of all postsecondary schools in the
United States and constitute roughly a quarter to a third of all enrolled students over the past
decade (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 2004; National Center for
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Education Statistics 2014). Any analysis of immigrant enrollment and graduation must account
for the fact that immigrants enroll at high rates in two-year schools (Teranishi, et al., 2011).
Hispanics, who comprise approximately 46% of both the first and second generation in the
United States, tend to enroll in community colleges (Fry 2002; Trevelyan et al. 2016). In fact,
Hispanic students across generations often enroll at disproportionate rates in two year schools
(Fry 2003b). This preference is likely due to lower tuition costs, open enrollment, prevalence in
typical immigrant destination states, and the ability to attend part-time while balancing family
obligations, which is a salient aspect of immigrant enrollment (Fuligni 2007).
Enrolling in college is an important milestone, yet persistence in graduating can prove
difficult, especially if one is attending school part-time. The NCES reports that the percentage of
undergraduate students retained that attend college full-time as compared to part-time is nearly
double (National Center for Education Statistics 2014). Furthermore, recent cohorts at four-year
schools graduated between 45-47% compared to 33-35% for two-year schools.
While institutional characteristics contribute to this gap, research suggests that more
variation is explained by the preparation and actions of students enrolling in these schools
(McCormick and Zhao 2005). Moreover, education researchers point to the importance of
consistent schooling for college graduation, as breaks and transfers can increase the probability of
dropout (Adelman 2006). Previous studies indicate that first and second-generation students are
more likely to feel family obligations and contribute either by working or volunteering their free
time while they attend school (Fuligni and Witkow 2004). In addition, first-generation
immigrants may complete other life course events such as marriage or childbearing as they pursue
postsecondary education (Rumbaut and Komaie 2010). In contrast, second-generation students
are found to benefit from both an increased facility with the schooling system, a native grasp of
the host country language, and immigrant households and communities that stresses education as
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a vehicle for social mobility (Kao and Tienda 1995). Therefore, analyses of college graduation by
ethno-generation must account for aspects of timing, fertility, work, and family obligation.

Downward Assimilation
Contemporary studies of assimilation often focus on the success of the second generation,
particularly in educational attainment, as an indication of whether or not immigrant groups are
progressing or stagnating in American society (Cohen and Chiswick 2001; Hirschman 2001;
Portes and Férnandez-Kelly 2008; Portes et al., 2009). Immigration scholars also focus on
disruptive events that can derail progress in school and therefore limit immigrants and their
children from reaching their educational goals (Rumbaut 2005). Previous studies assert that in
some instances the second generation may face obstacles in their path to social mobility, and
experience high school dropout, living in poverty, arrest, incarceration, adolescent childbearing,
and unemployment net of individual and family resources (Haller et al., 2011). The current study
focuses on high school dropout, early childbearing, arrest, and incarceration as evidence of
downward assimilation across generation.
High school dropout is a disruptive event that that varies significantly by race and
ethnicity. NCES reports of high school completion demonstrate clear ethno-racial gaps, as nonHispanic whites and Asians outperform non-Hispanic blacks and Hispanics (National Center for
Education Statistics 2014). Studies of group differences in high school dropout assert that distinct
processes operate to push or pull out students depending on their racial or ethnic identification
(Bradley and Renzulli 2011; Rumberger and Lim 2008). In addition, Hispanic students often note
that their school duties and family obligations are frequently not in line and can place extra
pressure on students (Fuligni 2007). Perhaps intuitively, research indicates that low levels of
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financial capital for first generation immigrants contribute to high rates of dropout (Perreira
2006).
Similar to findings on high school dropout, research also indicates that non-Hispanic
blacks and Mexicans are more likely to experience early fertility (Glick et al. 2006). In addition,
recent fertility rates between the ages of 15-19 for Mexican-Americans are substantially higher
than rates for non-Hispanic whites and blacks (Landale and Oropesa 2007). Moreover, early
childbirth is associated with higher chances of subsequent births and high school dropout
(Bachrach et al., 1993). Turning to arrest and incarceration, despite public opinion that associates
increased immigration with crime (Smith et al. 2014), scholarly consensus consistently indicates
that the foreign-born are less likely to commit crimes (Martinez and Lee 2006). Studying the
differences between first, second, and higher generations however indicates that the second
generation may be gravitating towards the average instead of maintaining any immigrant
advantage (Bersani 2014a, 2014b). Therefore, this study examines differences by ethnogeneration in high school dropout, adolescent childbirth, arrest, and incarceration to shed more
light on the process and determinants of downward assimilation.

Key Findings
This dissertation uses the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth of 1997 (NLSY97).
This panel study follows children age 12 to 17 in 1997 with annual retrospective surveys that
inquire about a variety of topics over the past year, including their schooling, employment, and
family formation. The systematic format of querying employment, enrollment, and marital status
in monthly intervals provides a rich dataset that grants not only an analysis of life events but also
the role of timing and the inter-relatedness with which these events co-occur.
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Chapter 2 gives a detailed explanation of the data and variables used for this analysis as
well as the methods I use to answer my research questions. In addition to using the publicly
available data from the NLSY97, I also utilize restricted data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics
that provides the state or country in which the survey participant was born, along with birthplace
information for their biological parents and grandparents. This detailed information on birthplace
allows me to include generational measures for the first, second, third, and fourth-plus generation.
The granularity by generation combined with region or country of origin and ethno-racial group
allows for an analysis comparing third and fourth-plus generation non-Hispanic white and black
respondents with youths of Mexican or other Hispanic origin across generations. Given the depth
of timing information, the age at which students are sampled and followed, as well as the
specificity of ethno-generation, this dataset is ideal to study immigrant assimilation as evidenced
by achieving milestones in one’s schooling or experiencing disruptive events.
The next chapter examines the transition from high school to postsecondary education.
Hence, the data for this chapter includes all survey participants that report either graduating from
high school or receiving their GED. Previous research has linked delays in enrolling in college
with lower probabilities of remaining enrolled later, and therefore differences in timing are salient
for understanding how immigrants successfully transition to school. Models that examine the
likelihood of enrolling in a two- or four-year college initially show that second-generation
Mexicans and other Hispanics appear to be more likely than non-Hispanic white and black
students to enroll in both college types after controlling for differences in individual and family
capital. But analyses of the timing to enroll in both types of colleges indicate that secondgeneration Mexicans only enjoy an advantage in the enrollment process for two-year schools. In
fact, both first and second-generation Mexicans lag behind non-Hispanic whites in the time that it
takes them to enroll in a four-year school even after controlling for wealth, grades, and life course
events such as childbearing and employment. This finding suggests that further attention should
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be paid to the application process for Mexican immigrants to understand what drives lags in
enrollment time at more prestigious four-year colleges.
Chapter 4 focuses on success in two- and four-year colleges, exploring the factors that are
associated with quicker or slower times to graduation. The sample for this analysis is comprised
of students who report enrolling in a two- or four-year college program after having graduated
from high school or received their GED. Multinomial analyses of two- and four-year college
graduation initially show that nearly all groups lag behind non-Hispanic whites. Importantly,
second-generation Mexicans, the group that enrolled in two-year schools at quicker rates,
appeared to be less likely to eventually graduate from such schools. Yet, an examination of the
timing to graduate for types of schools shows that second-generation Mexicans do not graduate at
slower rates compared to non-Hispanic whites. Nevertheless, this analysis highlights the need to
further investigate differences in college persistence by type of school for the first and second
generation compared to children of U.S.-born parents.
In chapter 5, I examine the occurrence of disruptive events that impede entry into college
or deter persistence while enrolled, such as high school dropout, early childbearing, and arrest or
incarceration. In this analysis, I track children from the age of twelve to understand which risk
factors hasten or hinder experiencing these events before examining how events co-occur.
Survival analyses show that much of the advantage held by non-Hispanic whites is actually
explained by disparities in individual and family financial and human capital. Moreover, after
accounting for differences in resources, Mexicans are less likely to drop out of high school, no
more likely to have an early childbirth, and first generation Mexicans are much less likely to be
arrested. Furthermore, differences in capital also suggest that first and second-generation
Mexicans and other Hispanics are less likely to experience both disruptive and criminal events.
These findings provide evidence that gaps by immigrant generation and ethnicity in dropout,
early childbirth, or arrest are a function of lack of resources.
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As a whole, this dissertation contributes to our understanding of assimilation by
examining paths to schooling success and obstacles that can impede achieving one’s educational
goals. Furthermore, it provides nuance in understanding the role of time in each of these
processes. Accounting for timing and other life course events recognizes that decisions to enroll
in and graduate from college do not occur in a vacuum, but instead happen while people work and
balance their personal lives. Notably, all analyses revealed initial ethno-generational differences
and also demonstrated that many of these gaps were attributable to resources, both at the personal
level and within households. As this analysis focuses on assimilation, it is important to note that
first-generation Mexican immigrants who attend at least part of their school in the United States
still face significant barriers to college enrollment and subsequently college graduation. Secondgeneration Mexicans experience somewhat of an advantage in enrollment, but that edge is
primarily in enrollment in two-year colleges and it does not convert to better graduation rates at
these institutes. Lastly, disruptive events that tend to hinder or derail education also occur
disproportionately for first and second-generation Mexican immigrants, yet this is likely due to
inequality. As a whole, these findings suggest that future research needs to analyze how
immigrants accrue wealth, gain access to resources, capitalize on social and human capital, and
then transfer those advantages to children and inquire as to whether or not this process is the same
for all immigrant groups.
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Chapter 2

Data and Methods

Introduction
This chapter describes the data, variables, and methods used to answer the research
questions in this dissertation. I first provide background on the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth (1997) to understand the strengths and limitations in the data and how they shape the
analyses. This panel study follows youths throughout secondary school and beyond, and is thus
ideal to track educational milestones and life events. This chapter then outlines the dependent
variables for all three empirical analyses. I describe the creation of variables for first enrollment
in either a two- or four-year college, including measures of both if and when students enroll in
college after making the transition from high school. Accordingly, this chapter also outlines
measures for graduation from both types of schools as well as the turning point events of high
school dropout, adolescent childbearing, arrest, and incarceration. I then detail the construction of
the independent variables along with a description of the different methods employed throughout
this dissertation to investigate each question and discuss pertinent limitations of the dataset.

Data and Measures

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997
My dissertation uses restricted and public data from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth of 1997 (NLSY97). This panel study, collected and administered by the Bureau of Labor
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Statistics (BLS), consists of a nationally representative sample that included at its start nearly
9,000 students who were born between 1980 and 1984. At the start of the study the respondents
ranged in age from 12 to 16. Data have been collected annually from the respondents, who now
range from 28 to 34 years old as of the most recent interview.4 Respondents were contacted
annually, with the most recent wave (round 16, 2013-14) reporting nearly 80% retention from the
original 1997 sample. The BLS reports that the most likely reason for non-interview was
interview refusal rather than a failure to locate original respondents.5 However, in contrast to
other longitudinal surveys, this panel study does not refresh the sample with new respondents.
This dataset is relevant to studying immigrant assimilation over time, as the study follows
children through various life milestones (high school, postsecondary enrollment, first and
subsequent fertility, and employment).6 This allows researchers to incorporate events that may
happen during the course of pursuing a high school diploma or a college degree.
In order to ensure proper coverage of minority populations, the NLSY97 includes an
oversample for Hispanic and non-Hispanic black youths. In addition, as previously mentioned,
attrition is a continual issue and the overall sample size continues to become smaller as the years
pass. To account for some of these issues in sampling and attrition, this analysis employs custom
longitudinal weights designed by the BLS. These weights account for screener non-response,
probability of selection, interview non-response, sampling error and over-sampling, and finally
post-stratification in order to correctly mirror the sampling target of youths in the United States

4

Data for the NLSY97 was collected annually up until 2011 when the project moved to collecting data every two
years, asking retrospective questions for a period of time that spans two years.
5

Given the unique nature of incorporating censored cases in event history analysis (people that did not experience the
event while they were still in the study), this may give the appearance that people that dropped out were more likely to not be retained
in later waves of the survey. However, it is important to note that survival analysis does not treat these cases as “dropouts” and instead
only allows their experience to contribute to the overall hazard function while they are in the study. It is possible that they do graduate
or dropout after leaving the study, but this information is not accounted for in survival analysis.
6
Given that this study explores differences by ethno-generation, it is important to note that because respondents were
selected from middle and high schools in the United States from students between the ages of 12 to 17, the sample does not include
international college students. Were international college students included, these respondents could technically be considered first
generation immigrants, but would have obfuscated the process of immigrant assimilation as official visa regimes and international
student visa choices may require that students return to their country of origin (Mahroum 2005).
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from 1997 to the present date. The custom longitudinal weights consider not only oversampling
and initial probability of selection but also response rate for each wave in which the respondent
participates.

Dependent Variables

First College Enrollment
College enrollment is measured as the first month in which respondents report that they
are currently enrolled in two- or four-year degree-granting postsecondary institute after they have
reported receiving their High School diploma or GED.7 College enrollment is further separated by
whether or not a respondent attended a two-year or four-year degree program. I use these
questions to create a categorical variable for first enrollment that describes if a respondent never
went to college, enrolled first in a two-year school, or enrolled first in a four-year college.
This analysis then utilizes the information on the month of first enrollment to capture the
amount of time it took students from the time that they made the transition from secondary
education until they first enrolled in a college. The timing format employed for the NLSY97 is a
continuous month format, with month 1 starting in January 1980. I construct this exposure
variable, required for event history analysis, by first taking the respondent’s year and month of
his or her final interview and subtracting the continuous month in which a respondent reports that
he or she receives their high school diploma or GED. The dependent variable for the first
empirical analysis is first enrollment in college, which can include a two-year or four-year

7

It should be noted that this analysis specifically looks at first enrollment from a competing risks perspective. In this
format, if a respondent first enrolls in a two-year college and then enrolls later in a four-year college, they are only counted as having
enrolled in a two-year college (and their time at risk ends accordingly for both the two- and four-year models). This analytical
perspective is preferred to a multi-state model where people can transition back and forth as the sample sizes for those that transition
to both states (two to four, and vice versa) are too small for proper estimation.
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program.8 Using this measure, I update the exposure variable to substitute the first month of
college enrollment after receiving one’s high school diploma or GED as the end time (instead of
month/year of the last interview) for those who experience the event of enrolling in college. Thus,
exposure represents the time respondents are “at risk” for enrolling in a college for both enrollees
and those who never enroll in college.
I then repeat this process for two- and four-year enrollment to capture exposure for both
program types. Although the Carnegie Classification System specifies differences between
Doctoral, Masters, Baccalaureate, and associate degree programs that are either private or public
institutes, this analysis uses broad measures to assess when someone enrolls in a school from
which they can either receive an associate or bachelor’s degree (Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching 2004). As this investigation studies enrollment in two- and four-year
colleges from a competing risks perspective, time at risk is stopped for both possible events at the
time of first enrollment (i.e. once a person has enrolled in a two-year college, they are no longer
at risk for first enrollment in a four-year college). For respondents who enroll in two-year
institutes, they are listed as censored observations for four-year enrollment and vice versa for first
enrollment in four-year institutes.

College Graduation

Similar to enrollment, college graduation is measured in the NLSY97 with a variable that
provides the month that the respondent received his or her associate or bachelor’s degree in

8

This dependent variable only includes first enrollment in a two- or four-year program. Three respondents
list enrollment in a graduate school as their first overall enrollment and are thus omitted from the first and second
empirical analyses in this dissertation. Further investigation revealed that they were enrolled in the graduate program
for overall periods of less than three months, indicating that they were not enrolling in extended post-secondary
education.
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continuous month format. In order to create a nominal variable for degree completion, this
analysis includes a measure that indicates that a respondent reports completing a two-year or
four-year degree. Time at risk for degree completion is broken down into separate variables for
two- and four-year programs, calculated by subtracting a selected start-month variable from a
respondent’s end-month. In this instance, the start-month is the month a respondent enrolled in a
two- or four-year program and the end-month is either the month and year of their last interview
(for those who do not graduate) or the month and year that they report graduating from either the
two- or four-year school.

Turning Point Events and Downward Assimilation Index
In order to capture “turning point events” throughout the course of a respondent’s life,
this study creates time-specific variables for high school dropout, early childbearing, arrest, and
incarceration. These covariates are included as dichotomous independent variables in certain
models and also used to create the Downward Assimilation Index.
High school dropout is measured through a cumulative variable in the NLSY97 that asks
the respondent the date that they left primary or secondary school. This is created for all
respondents regardless of if they were interviewed in a particular round. For respondents who
graduated high school, the date they graduated is listed in continuous month format. For those
who did not graduate high school, the date reported signals when they completed their last grade.
If this data is not available, the variable indicates the last month that the study confirmed the
respondent was attending school. Thus, this measure accurately captures the process of high
school dropout for those who do not receive their diploma and indicates when they stopped
pursuing their degree. The time-at-risk variable for this analysis is created by using the date the
respondent reports leaving high school and subtracting the continuous month for the respondent’s
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fifteenth birthday.9 Therefore, the end date for those that never earned their high school diploma
is the last date they were recorded attending school and the end date for those that do not
experience dropout (i.e. high school graduates) is their listed graduation date.
The World Health Organization defines teen pregnancy as technically any pregnancy in a
woman aged 10-19 years (World Health Organization 2014). The timing and status of whether or
not a respondent had an early childbirth in this study is captured through questions in the
NLSY97 regarding the continuous month format date for the birth of the respondent’s first
child.10 Given the continuous month of the first child’s birth, the respondent’s age in months at
first birth can be derived. Thus, survey participants are classified as having an early childbirth if
they are under the age of 18 when they report having their first child. Time at risk for early
childbirth starts at age 12 and ends for all respondents at the continuous month of their 18th
birthday. I specifically choose 18 as opposed to 19 in order to focus on early childbirths that may
co-occur with secondary schooling. For those that experience early childbirth, the end date is
replaced with the reported birth month of their first child.11
Arrest and incarceration are measured in this analysis using retrospective monthly
questions dating back to January 1992.12 The BLS asks survey participants in 1997 about their
arrest history dating back five years allowing respondents to answer if they had been arrested in
that month, a previous month, or had never been arrested. Depending on the age of the respondent
at the time of their interview in 1997, this question captures their arrest history starting from
9

The respondent’s 15th birthday was chosen to comply with most state-mandated required ages of
attendance. Although the required age of attendance is often higher than 15, waivers can be obtained that allow a
student to drop out of school and not be considered truant. Setting the age-at-risk at 15 required that I omit 22 cases
where respondents claimed they drop out beforehand. However, omitting these cases does not impact key findings.
10
The NLSY97 asks respondents each year about the month and year of birth for their first child. In the
event that this value changes (due to interviewer or subject error), this study uses the modal response across years. In
the event that there is a tie, this study uses the later date (to avoid false positives for early childbirth).
11
This study omits three observations where respondents report having children before the age of ten due to
possible subject error in reporting birth month. All other early childbirths occurred after the age of twelve and were
confirmed by annual records of the birth month of the respondent’s first child.
12
The BLS indicates that this monthly variable accounts for delinquent pick-ups/charges as well as arrests,
as police interaction with respondents that are underage may end up resulting in a delinquent offense.

17
when they were between seven to twelve years old.13 However, in order to keep uniform times for
all respondents, I set the start of risk at age 12. I create this exposure variable by first setting the
end-time as the month and year of the last interview and then replacing this value with the
continuous month of first arrest for those who report being arrested. Subtracting the continuous
month date of each respondent’s twelfth birthday from his or her end time then generates a
personal time at risk. The same process is then used to generate a dichotomous and time-specific
variable for incarceration.
Building on previous research of downward assimilation, this analysis includes a
downward assimilation index used to create both a multinomial and count variable (Haller et al.
2011; Portes and Rivas 2011). Here, downward assimilation is the occurrence of high school
dropout, early childbearing, or first arrest and incarceration. However, similar to past studies, this
investigation differentiates between disruptive events and criminal events as they relate to
downward assimilation. In this analysis, I designate high school dropout and early childbearing as
disruptive events and arrest and incarceration as criminal events (Haller et al. 2011). This
multinomial variable includes categories for experiencing no events, only disruptive events, only
criminal events, and both types of events. Furthermore, I incorporate a scale variable ranging
from zero to four that measures the number of downward assimilation events a respondent
reports.14

13

As such, this is not necessarily a respondent’s first arrest, but their first arrest during the course of the
study dating back to January 1992. The NLSY97 asks respondents the first month/year that they have been arrested and
in nearly all cases this date matches the continuous month format date from the monthly arrays. However, in 27 cases
respondents report dates that yield very low ages. Thus, this analysis omits those cases and instead specifies the
dependent variable of first arrest during the course of the study, with time at risk starting when the respondent reaches
the age of 12.
14
This count variable ranges from zero to four with those at zero experiencing no events and those with four
events having experienced all possible events. In this instance, incarceration is a function of arrest, so respondents with
four events have dropped out of high school, experienced early childbearing, been arrested and formally incarcerated.
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Independent Variables

Ethno-Generation
In order to study immigrant assimilation as a function of generation, race/ethnicity, and
country of origin, I construct a combined measure of ethno-generation. With this variable, I
separate respondents into non-Hispanic white and black, Mexican or Hispanics of other origin, as
well as a category of fourth-plus generation Hispanic of unspecified origin.15 Mexicans and
Hispanics of other origin are further classified into the first, second, or third generation. Due to
small sample sizes and limited country variation within Asian, European, African, and Middle
Eastern groups, this analysis focuses solely on contrasts within Hispanic ethnicity.
To classify respondents into ethno-racial groups, this investigation uses two race and
ethnicity variables in the NLSY97. The first includes race and ethnicity for all respondents as
Hispanic, non-Hispanic black, mixed race, or non-Hispanic non-black. The second is a selfidentification measure where respondents listed as non-Hispanic non-black can be specified
further as white, Asian, or some other category. Using these two variables, I isolate non-Hispanic
whites, non-Hispanic blacks, and Hispanic respondents.
To split survey participants into generational categories, this study uses information on
whether or not a respondent is first generation (foreign-born),16 second generation (born in the
United States to one or more immigrant parents)17, third generation (born to American-born

15

Survey participants that are classified as non-Hispanic white or black are comprised of members of the third and fourthplus generation.
16
In the entire sample of the NLSY97 there are 537 first generation respondents. Only 23 (4.7%) report being born out of
the United States while having both parents born in the United States.
17
Data limitations in the NLSY97 are specific to the manner of selecting the responding parent for the parent
questionnaire. The parent questionnaire asks whether or not the responding parent (normally the biological mother) was born in the
United States. They then ask when applicable if the spouse/partner of the responding parent, or the non-responding biological parent
in the event they are not in the household, were born in the United States. In the total sample (8994 observations), of the 1048 second
generation respondents, 31% (321) were cases of mixed parentage, where one of the biological parents was born in the United States
and the other reported being born elsewhere.
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parents, but at least one foreign-born biological grandparent)18, or fourth-plus generation (child of
American-born parents and grandparents). To construct this measure I utilize information about
the respondent’s birthplace and citizenship status in the NLSY97, which ask if the respondent
was born in the United States or elsewhere, as well as where their biological parents and
grandparents were born.
As noted, this analysis separately identifies “Mexican-origin” and “Other Hispanic”
respondents. Mexican-origin respondents indicate that they are Hispanic and either report that
they or their parent or grandparent were born in Mexico, whereas respondents in the “Other”
Hispanic category indicate that they are Hispanic and that they, their parents, or their
grandparents were born in the Caribbean, Central America, or South America. For secondgeneration respondents, the country/region of origin of the biological mother is used to assign the
respondent’s region of origin except in cases where the biological father is the parent that was
born outside of the United States.19 For third-generation respondents, the country/region of origin
is assigned based on the availability of birthplace information for all biological grandparents, with
the region of the reporting foreign-born grandparent assigned to the respondent.20 These analyses
also include a measure of gender to test for gender-specific differences as well as interactions
with ethno-generation in college and downward assimilation outcomes.

18

Alba and colleagues (Alba et al. 2002) highlight that there is often a substantive difference for thirdgeneration youth if their grandparents intermarried and spoke English. However, in this study I cannot provide
language-use information for biological grandparents, nor can I provide race or ethnicity (i.e. an American-born
biological grandparent could identify as Hispanic). Therefore, I designate any youth with a foreign-born biological
grandparent as part of the third generation. Moreover, all of the third-generation Mexican-origin or “other Hispanic”
origin youths identified as Hispanic.
19

For these analyses, given the fact that the mother of the surveyed child was the most-likely responding parent and levels
of missingness for subsequent parental variables (such as paternal education) are lowest for the responding parent as opposed to the
non-responding parent, this study uses the mother’s birthplace to determine Mexican or “Other” Hispanic ethno-generation when both
parents are born outside the United States but from different countries or regions.
20
In this study, the country/region for maternal grandparents are used first (if they are foreign born). However, given that
this study only looks at Mexican and Other Hispanic origin respondents that identify as Hispanic, I do not utilize information on
mixed grandparent heritage.
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Academic Success
In order to be included in the analytical sample for college enrollment and graduation, the
respondents must report that they have received their high school diploma or a GED certification.
Furthermore, this analysis uses information on the month that the student received his or her
secondary education degree. Since research on college enrollment frequently finds differences by
race or ethnicity explained by academic achievement and family background, this study also
includes a measure for grades as self-reported in 8th grade and cumulative grades as self-reported
in high school (Bowen and Bok 2001; Massey et al. 2011). Both of these measures follow the
same eight-point ordinal scale. The scale starts with grades (1) mostly below D’s followed by (2)
mostly D’s and continues linearly closing with (7) a mix of A’s and B’s and (8) mostly A’s. I
hypothesize that better grades are associated with a higher likelihood of college enrollment and
graduation and a lower likelihood of high school dropout, adolescent pregnancy, and arrest.
Furthermore, the NLSY97 includes transcript data for a portion of the overall sample.
Transcript data, used to create a scaled GPA variable, is available for roughly 69% of the total
sample of high school and GED graduates. However, 31% of the sample is omitted for a variety
of reasons, some of which may be endogenous with poor performance in school, and thus this
measure is only used as a robustness test to confirm the full analytical model findings.21 As an
extension of self-reported grades, participation in advanced placement classes is incorporated in a
dichotomous measure that reports whether or not the respondent took AP classes in high school.
Beyond grades, this study accounts for sustained absence from school. In these analyses,
I use the term “stopout” to refer to a consistent period of missed attendance where the student is

21

The NLSY97 reports that students’ transcript data may be omitted due to the school or school district
refusing to give permission to access the data, failure to locate the student in the school system records, failure to gain
permission from the student (either from refusal or because the student dropped out of the study).
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recorded as returning to regular schooling.22 Although fine estimates of numbers of months
missed by year were available, this study only includes a measure for whether or not someone
missed at least one full month of school or more during a school year from 1991 to 2001. This
broadly captures persistent absences and stopouts from high school, while accounting for the fact
that those with stopouts may still graduate or are able to receive their GED. In addition to a
variable I include that captures the age at receipt of one’s high school diploma or GED, this
stopout measure accounts for temporal delay in graduating from secondary education that may
hinder one’s ability to enroll in or graduate from college. In this analysis, high school graduates
are expected to be more likely to enroll in and graduate from college compared to GED
recipients. I also hypothesize that stopouts are associated with lower likelihood of postsecondary
success and are linked with a higher risk of dropout, adolescent pregnancy, and arrest.

Timing and Transfer Variables
Besides gauging the influence that inconsistent high school education in the form of
stopouts has on college persistence, this analysis attempts to account for gaps in college
enrollment and transfers that may relate to longer or shorter times for college graduation.
Following research that suggests that consistent enrollment is integral to completing a
postsecondary degree, the statistical analyses in this paper include a dichotomous variable that
indicates whether or not the student enrolled in either the two- or four-year college within six
months of receiving their high school diploma or GED. I hypothesize that delaying enrollment by
six or more months will have a negative relationship with college graduation. Moreover, in order

22

“Stopout” traditionally refers to a consistent gap in postsecondary education (Horn and Carroll 1998).
However, in this setting I use it to refer to extended gaps in secondary schooling to judge the impact of inconsistent
schooling on postsecondary enrollment and graduation.
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to capture variation in the age of enrollment, the respondent’s age in years at first college
enrollment is used in the analytical models of college graduation.
Given that enrollment in a two-year program does not prohibit a student from later
pursuing a Bachelors’ degree (and vice versa), I include a dichotomous measure in the analysis of
two-year and four-year graduation that marks if a student started their college career out at a
different type of degree program than the one they are currently pursuing. For example, models of
four-year degree completion include a variable that denotes if the respondent first started their
postsecondary career at a two-year college, whereas models for two-year graduation note if a
student first started their college career at a four-year school. Furthermore, models of four-year
graduation also estimate the importance of completing a two-year degree prior to starting at a
four-year college for those who respond that they began their college career at a two-year school.

Household Resources
In order to capture family resources, this study uses the household income-to-needs ratio,
taking an average of values from 1997 to 2001. These years are selected because the household
income amount likely to be reported is that of the respondent’s parents, whereas later years may
include respondents that have moved out, are working, and are living on their own. For analyses
of college enrollment and persistence or disruptive events, this measure captures family-level
financial capital. Income data are not collected every wave from all respondents and thus this
variable cannot be included as time-varying, given the amount of missing data over the years. In
these analyses, values from 0 to 99 indicate that the household resources are below the poverty
level, whereas a value of 100 is on the poverty line. Each subsequent one-unit increase past 100
represents the percentage of household resources beyond the poverty line. Using federal policy
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guidelines, a value of 200 for a respondent in a household with four family members equates to
having an annual household income of roughly $48,600 or 200% of the national poverty line.

Family Background
In order to account for family size and dependents in a household, this study includes
measures of the number of people under 18 living in the respondent’s household in 1997 to
capture overall family size. With a view to capturing the inter-generational transfer of educational
capital, this study includes a measure of the educational attainment of the responding parent in
years. In the overwhelming majority of cases this was the biological mother. However, in cases
where the biological mother’s educational attainment was not available (because the respondent
did not live with his or her mother), this study utilizes information on the biological father or
resident parent.
Besides measuring parental human capital and family size, this study also accounts for
family structure as reported in 1997. For this measure, I construct a categorical variable of family
structure for respondents that report they live with (1) both biological parents, (2) live with two
parents but at least one step-parent, (3) live with their biological mother or (4) their biological
father, or (5) report some other family situation. In addition, these analyses capture whether or not
the respondent reports living in a central city in 1997 as a broad measure of growing up in a
central city environment. This variable, predicted to be negatively related to college outcomes
and positively linked with downward assimilation, is necessary for tests of segmented
assimilation. It is included to gauge the influence of exposure to native minority groups on the
assimilation of first and second-generation youths (Portes and Rumbaut 2001).
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Time-varying Independent Variables
As a means of judging the role that certain socio-demographic changes or events may
play in starting and finishing a college degree, I construct time-varying independent variables that
register the month in which a particular change occurs. In order to account for issues of
simultaneous causation (or reverse causation), I lag almost all variables by one month to properly
account for the relationship of the timing of experiencing these events with the timing of college
enrollment or graduation.23 Both analyses of college enrollment and graduation employ timevarying independent variables for arrest, parenthood, employment, marital status or cohabitation
status, moves in the previous year. Chapter 4, which focuses on college graduation, includes a
measure that indicates when a respondent reports that they are attending college fulltime.

Full-time College Attendance and Transfers
Perhaps the most important time-varying predictor of college graduation, full-time
attendance at either a two- or four-year college is added to this study as a monthly time-varying
measure. When respondents indicate that they are attending college in the NLSY97 questionnaire,
they are asked a follow-up question that probes whether they are attending with part-time or fulltime status. Thus, this dichotomous time-varying covariate has a value of one when the
respondent notes that they are enrolled in college and attending full-time.
Lastly, the analysis of college graduation includes a dichotomous time-varying covariate
measured monthly that highlights when a respondent transfers to a different type of school from
the one they are currently attending. For example, after having enrolled in a four-year program if
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In the analysis of college graduation, full-time college attendance is not lagged as lagging the variable led
to substantively incorrect findings given that a lagged full-time attendance variable ends exactly prior to graduation.
Thus, full-time attendance is left in its unlagged version in the model (and findings fit the theoretical explanation that
fulltime attendance is linked with increased likelihood of graduation).
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a student indicates that they are then currently enrolled in a two-year program they are measured
as having transferred in that month. Alternatively, for respondents that start at a two-year program
but do not graduate, transferring to a four-year college also corresponds with a value of one on
the dichotomous time-varying measure. These transfer variables are also lagged to avoid issues of
reverse causation and simultaneity as both the independent and dependent covariates are captured
in discrete months instead of in continuous time.

Arrest
Arrest is used as a time-varying independent variable in chapters 3 and 4 and as a
dependent variable in chapter 5. Whether or not a person has been arrested or is measured based
on monthly reports dating back January 1992.24 Respondents were asked retrospectively in 1997
their arrest status from January 1992 onward, allowing for respondents to indicate that they had
been arrested in that month, not arrested in that month but previously arrested, or not arrested in
this month nor in previous months. As a time-varying independent variable, this study indicates a
qualitative change once a respondent reports having been arrested. Thus every month after the
respondent’s first arrest is classified as a “post-arrest” month in order to capture the expected
negative ongoing impact a delinquent or criminal arrest on one’s record may have on one’s ability
to enroll in or graduate from a two-year or four-year college.

Parenthood
Becoming (or having already been) a parent while considering college enrollment has
significant implications for the ease with which one can enroll in either two- or four-year
24

The BLS indicates that this monthly variable accounts for delinquent pick-ups/charges as well as arrests,
as police interaction with respondents that are underage may end up resulting in a delinquent offense.
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colleges. Attending college while becoming (or having already been) a parent brings with it
challenges of prioritizing one’s time and resources while providing for dependents. Given the
often life-changing aspect of parenthood, this study incorporates a time-varying measure that
accounts for if and when someone becomes a parent. As this inquiry is concerned with college
enrollment and graduation after high school or GED graduation, I include a measure that
indicates the month a respondent becomes a parent after graduation. In the event that the
respondents had a child before graduating high school or receiving their GED, they are listed as a
parent throughout the study. Accordingly, if the respondent reports having had a child before
enrolling in college, they are listed as a parent throughout the analysis of college graduation. I
also lag this variable by one month to account for simultaneity in the time-varying covariate and
the dependent variables of college enrollment and graduation.

Employment
As a means of capturing how economic constraints play into college enrollment and
graduation, this study incorporates a measure of monthly employment derived from weekly
employment variables gathered in the NLSY97.25 This variable marks when a respondent reports
that they are employed either full-time or part-time in a particular month or indicates that they are
actively employed by the military.26 Like other time-varying covariates, this measure is timeadjusted by lagging the values by one month.
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A person was classified as “employed” during the month if they have at least one week during the month
in which they report employment. Therefore, in order to be considered unemployed for the month, a respondent must
report being unemployed for all four weeks. It is important to note that this is not a measure of unemployment (as
respondents may not be in the labor force or looking for work), but is rather a time-varying measure that indicates when
a respondent works while they are “at risk” of college enrollment or graduation.
26
Military service as a monthly variable was also tested but found to be insignificant given the limited
sample size of respondents reporting military service.
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Marital or Cohabitation Status
In order to assess the impact of both changes in marital status and living situations, this
analysis adds a measure for whether or not the respondent reports that they are currently married
or cohabiting with a partner in a particular month. This variable attempts to capture the timespecific nature of changes in marital status and living arrangements that are ignored when
including broad measures of having ever been married by marking the person-months where a
respondent reports that they are married or living with their partner.

Moves During the Previous Year
Lastly, this investigation accounts for internal and international migration over the course
of one’s life as it relates to college enrollment and graduation. Although the measures in the
NLSY97 for migration are not as precise as other time-varying variables, they report on an annual
basis whether or not the respondent indicates that he or she moved out of the city in which they
were interviewed in the previous year. These moves can be intra-county, intra-state, or even
international moves. However, this analysis aggregates all moves that are out of one’s city as a
move in the previous year and lists every monthly observation for the reported year as a movemonth (lagged by one month) since the exact month of the move cannot be ascertained.
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Expected Variable Association
Table 1 presents the expected relationships that have been previously described between
the dependent variables in all three empirical chapters and the independent variables. I include the
predicted association for individual and family-level characteristics as well as time-varying life
course events and enrollment status measures.
Table 2-1: Expected Effect of Predictors of Dependent Variables
College
Enrollment

College
Graduation

High
School
Dropout

Early
Childbirth

Criminal
Activity

Female

+

+

-

+

-

High School graduate

+

+

N/A

-

-

Grades in 8th Grade

+

+

-

-

-

Grades in High School

+

+

-

-

-

Reports taking AP exams in High School

+

+

-

N/A

N/A

Household Income to Needs Ratio (97-01)

+

+

-

-

-

Family under 18 in 1997

-

-

+

-

+

Parental education in years

+

+

-

-

-

Divorced: step-parent

-

-

+

+

+

Single mother

-

-

+

+

+

Single father

-

-

+

+

+

Other family situation

-

-

+

+

+

Lives in central city in 1997

-

-

+

+

+

Absence from school (1 month or more)

-

-

+

+

+

Delayed college enrollment by at least 6 mo.

N/A

-

N/A

N/A

N/A

Age at first college enrollment

N/A

-

N/A

N/A

N/A

Started college at opposite type of school

N/A

-/+

N/A

N/A

N/A

Graduated 2-Year college prior to enrollment

N/A

+

N/A

N/A

N/A

Transferred to opposite type of school after
enrollment

Family Structure (ref = two biological parents)

N/A

-/+

N/A

N/A

N/A

Parenthood

-

-

-

N/A

-

Monthly employment

-

-

N/A

N/A

-

Cohabiting or married

-

-

N/A

N/A

-

Arrest and post-arrest

-

-

-

-

N/A

Reports move in previous year

+

-

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

+

N/A

N/A

N/A

Reports attending college full time

Note: -/+ sign indicates ambiguous association or null effect
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Methods
To answer my research questions, I employ a number of statistical techniques. Prior to
inferential analyses, I provide descriptive statistics of each sample by ethno-generation. These
descriptive tables also include the results of chi-square tests of independence and analysis-ofvariance tests. I then model the relationships between my dependent and independent variables
from a bivariate perspective before accounting for individual and family characteristics, and
finally considering the influence of important non-academic life events. Given that this dataset
includes many measures that capture the timing of events, this study explores the dependent
variables both from a cross-sectional and longitudinal perspective. Specifically, I employ
generalized linear models and event history methods. In this section, I will describe both the
method and any specific analytic strategy I employ.

Multinomial Logistic Regression
An outgrowth of logistic regression, multinomial logistic regression is a generalized
linear model appropriate for categorical variables with multiple unordered and discrete levels
(Liao 1994; Long 1997). The following equation describes modeling a particular choice j;
Prob 𝑦 = 𝑗 =

1+

!
! !!! 𝛽!" 𝑥!
!
!!!
!!! !!" !!
!!! 𝑒

[2.1]
In this equation, we model the probability of a response j, where j = 1,2, …, J – 1. Here,
the beta parameters represent the relative logged odds of outcome j compared to a reference
outcome. This study exponentiates the logged odds to obtain the relative risk ratios for one
outcome over another, modeling the relative odds of one outcome compared to the reference
outcome. In addition, I provide the results of a Wald test statistic of the overall predictive
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significance of the ethno-generational variable when accounting for all other variables in the
model.

Event History Analysis
To examine differences in time to experience an event, this study utilizes event history
analysis (also known as survival or duration analysis). Event history analysis is useful when
studying a qualitative change that occurs at a particular time and its relationship to other
covariates (Allison 1984; Singer and Willett 2003). The method uses discrete or continuous time
data (in this case, in months) to formulate hazard and survival functions to capture the timing of
experiencing an event when accounting for predictor variables.
Depending on the nature of the hazard associated with the event, researchers can employ
parametric or semi-parametric models (Allison 1984; Cox 1972). The choice of model is tied to
theoretical assumptions about the hazard, goodness of fit test statistics, and model diagnostics
(Blossfeld, Golsch, and Rohwer 2012). In the analysis of college enrollment and graduation, I
utilize regression models that specify a log-normal distribution of the hazard. This parametric
specification is particularly useful when modeling a non-monotonic hazard function where the
hazard initially peaks to a maximum and then declines over time (Blossfeld et al. 2012).
Graphical inspection of the estimated hazard functions for college enrollment and graduation
(shown in Appendix A) indicates that either the log-logistic or log-normal models would be
appropriate.27 The model is specified as follows:
log 𝑇 = 𝛽!! 𝐱 + σ𝜖
[2-2]
27
Further testing of parametric specification (shown in Appendix A) by plotting Cox Snell pseudo-residuals compared to
the cumulative hazard function indicates that the log-normal specification of the model is the best fit to the data as the log-normal
graph is nearly symmetrical (Cox and Snell 1968). Violations of the proportional hazards assumption indicate that a Cox proportional
hazards model would not be appropriate.

31
Here, we model the log hazard at time t, where a standard normal distribution is specified
for 𝜖 and the distribution is scaled by the parameter σ, while 𝛽!! represents the effects of the
values in the vector x of predictor variables have on the logged hazard of experiencing an event
(Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 2004). This class of models is also referred to as an accelerated
failure time model. Coefficients (reported as exponentiated time ratios) represent the factor
change in survival time and can be expressed as the percentage change in survival time related
with a change in the value of a selected independent variable. For example, if a variable has a
time ratio beta of 0.70, the percentage change in the survival time is derived with the following
equation:
Percentage Change = 100 exp 𝛽!! − 1
−30% = 100 0.7 − 1
Therefore in the following equation, a one-unit increase in Xj decreases the survival time,
in this analysis time to college enrollment, by 30%.
The hazard functions for disruptive events such as high school dropout, early childbirth,
and arrest require different parametric specifications. Plots of Cox-Snell residuals and inspection
of the hazard function of high school dropout indicate that this process fits a Gompertz
distribution.28 The Gompertz parametric specification, where the hazard is treated as an
exponential function of duration, is common in demographic research for modeling mortality or
other processes that rise or decline monotonically (Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 2004). The
Gompertz survival model is described in the following equation:
log ℎ 𝑡 = 𝑎 + 𝑏! 𝑥! + 𝑏! 𝑥! + 𝑐𝑡
[2.3]
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Appendix A.

Smoothed estimated hazard plots and comparisons of Cox Snell pseudo-residuals for all disruptive events are shown in
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This specification shows that the log of the hazard at time t is a function of the covariate
vectors X, their parameter estimates β, an intercept a, and a constant c that interacts with time
allowing the hazard to increase or decrease linearly (Allison 1984).
Diagnostic tests for the hazard of early childbirth indicate that no parametric specification
fits the data well. However, the use of a semi-parametric Cox proportional hazards model, which
does not require a distributional specification, allows for modeling of the hazard following the
assumption that the parameter effects are proportional over time (Cox 1972).29 This model is
specified in the following equation:
log ℎ 𝑡 = 𝑎 𝑡 + 𝑏! 𝑥! + 𝑏! 𝑥!
[2.4]
Here, the logged hazard at time t is a function of the product of a vector of values for all
covariates X and parameter estimates β, and a(t), which can be any function of time.
The survival analysis of first arrest follows a log-logistic distribution, which is common
for non-monotonic hazards where the hazard initially rises to a peak before gradually declining
(Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 2004). Comparison of parametric specifications and Cox-Snell
pseudo-residuals as well as visual inspection of the hazard of first arrest show that a log-logistic
distribution best fits this process. The model is specified in the following equation:
log ℎ(𝑡) = 𝑏! 𝑥! + 𝑏! 𝑥! + σ𝜖
[2.5]
In this model, we calculate the log hazard at time t as a function of the product of a value
vector X and a vector of parameter estimates β, with a logistic distribution specified for 𝜖 scaled
by a parameter σ. This accelerated failure time model allows for the hazard to be non-monotonic
over time.
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Post-estimation tests indicate that the specified analytical model of early childbirth does not violate the
proportional hazards assumption.
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Competing Risks Analysis
Competing risks analysis is an extension of traditional survival models when the question
regards multiple types of events that compete to occur first (Singer and Willett 2003). I only
employ a competing risks analysis when examining the choice of first college enrollment, as the
choice of where to start one’s postsecondary education makes the choice of two- or four-year
college enrollment exclusive. In this scenario, the dependent variable is first college enrollment,
which can be fulfilled by either first enrolling in a two-year college or a four-year college. I first
implement a survival regression for the pooled risk of experiencing any event. I then model twoyear enrollment. In this analysis of two-year college enrollment, people that experience the
competing event (four-year enrollment) are censored and the respondent’s time at risk is stopped
in the month that he or she enrolls in a four-year college. This process is reversed when
estimating four-year enrollment, with respondents that enrolled first in two-year colleges listed as
censored with their time at risk truncated at the month of their two-year enrollment. After
estimating all three models, I apply two tests to ascertain whether or not the effects of the same
covariates are different depending on the enrollment type. First, I test the compound null
hypothesis, which posits that all coefficients associated with each independent variable are
identical regardless of event type. Secondly, I test the targeted null hypothesis, which asserts that
the effect of a specific set of coefficients (e.g. region of origin) is the same across competing
event types.
In order to test the compound null hypothesis, this analysis compares the global model of
pooled risk of any college enrollment to the event-specific models by contrasting their goodnessof-fit statistics. Specifically, the difference in global log-likelihood statistic and the sum of the
two event-specific model log-likelihood statistics is compared to a X2 distribution incorporating
p(k – 1) degrees of freedom, in which p represents the number of total predictors in the models

34
and k is the number of competing events.
To test the targeted null hypothesis I calculate a test statistic for each coefficient, where
the beta coefficient and standard error for two-year enrollment is contrasted to the beta coefficient
and standard error for four-year enrollment. This comparison generates a Wald statistic that can
be compared to an X2 distribution on one degree of freedom (Allison 2010; Box-Steffensmeier
and Jones 2004; Singer and Willett 2003). The Wald statistic is calculated using the following
equation:
𝑋 !! =

[𝛽! − 𝛽! ]!
[𝑠𝑒 𝛽! ]! + [𝑠𝑒 𝛽! ]!
[2-6]

In order to test whether or not the covariate effect varies across event types (i.e. two-year
or four-year enrollment), I subtract the beta coefficients for the four-year model from the
coefficients in the two-year model and square the result. I then divide the value by the sum of the
squared standard errors of the respective coefficients. This figure is then checked against an X2
distribution for one degree of freedom, where a value greater than 2.706 is significant at below
the 0.1 level and a value greater than 3.841 is significant at below the 0.05 level.30 A significant
Wald statistic indicates that the effect of the coefficient differs for the risk of enrolling in twoyear or four-year colleges. Therefore this inquiry highlights when the variables of interest in the
model work in the same general direction and magnitude and when they work differently based
on the type of post-secondary institution.
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In these analyses I report coefficients using an alpha of 0.1 due to small sample size for certain groups (i.e. higher
generation Mexican and other Hispanics enrolled in two- or four-year colleges in the NLSY97) as well as to highlight differences in
magnitude where the direction is the same.
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Tobit Regression
The analyses in Chapter 5 model the process of possible downward assimilation through
a Tobit regression of the number (not count) of event types experienced. Tobit regression is
appropriate for non-negative dependent variables with values clustered at a floor or ceiling
(McDonald and Moffitt 1980). The measure in this analysis ranges from 0 when the respondent
reports no event types up to 4 when the respondent reports that they dropped out of high school,
experienced early childbirth, were arrested, and subsequently incarcerated.31 The specification for
this model is expressed as follows:
𝑦 ∗ ! = 𝛽!! + 𝑒!
[2.7]
Where y*i is a latent variable that is a linear function of the product of βi and xi with a
normally distributed error term e. In this model yi is equal to the latent variable y*i when y*i is
greater than 0 or equal to or less than 4. Coefficients in a Tobit model then represent the expected
change in the latent dependent variable given a one-unit change in an independent variable.

Limitations
While the measures collected in the NLSY97 are expansive, the relatively small sample
size often makes many country-level analyses within ethno-racial groups unsupportable.
Although there are sufficient numbers for an inquiry into Mexican-origin enrollment and
graduation patterns as contrasted with “Other” Hispanics and non-Hispanic white and black
students, analyzing by Hispanic regional variety is problematic. Furthermore, even though
31

In particular, I avoid using a Poisson regression technique, as this variable is not a true “count” of events, but a scale.
Therefore, the exposure factor required in a Poisson regression would not be greater than the overall number of events 4 and would
bias estimates.
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specific birthplace information is available for nearly all youths in the sample, biological parent
and grandparent birthplace is listed as a region (with the exception of Mexico). Thus, analyses
that examine national-origin generational differences are impossible with the exception of
Mexican-origin respondents.
When considering college graduation, questions in the NLSY97 do not touch on many
important variables in educational persistence. Primarily, the dataset has no measures of how a
student is integrating into a school or their attitudes towards how that degree-granting program or
institute fit their needs and goals. Furthermore, although these analyses account for transfer
between different college types, they do not account for whether or not a respondent transfers
from school to school within the same college type. Thus, the analysis of college graduation relies
on gauging the influence of pre-enrollment characteristics and capturing the effect of timevarying covariates as they relate to degree completion.
Ideal tests of assimilation theories such as segmented assimilation theory ask not only for
comparisons within generation, but also require looking within country-groups to test for
differences in degree attainment by immigrant generation. Furthermore, these tests should look
not only within Hispanic respondents but also within Asian and Black immigrant groups to signal
the applicability or universality of the theory across ethno-racial groups. Therefore, exhaustive
analyses of the presence of segmented assimilation are unsupported when using this sample.
Furthermore, measures of downward assimilation depend upon very specific questions.
High school drop out would best modeled by including measures of school, family, and
neighborhood attachment as well as annual questions probing one’s educational motivations,
goals, and expectations (Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005). The study of early childbearing would be
improved with detailed questions on partner and peer characteristics, personal knowledge of birth
control, as well as institutional resources for birth control (Hayes 1987). Investigations of
offending traditionally include covariates that capture delinquent behaviors that do not result in
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arrest (Bui 2009). In addition, all of these “turning point” events would benefit from
understanding one’s neighborhood context and the NSLY97 restricted data only includes
information at the county or MSA level, which would be too broad a measure for contextual
analysis. However, given these limitations, this investigation can serve as a broad test of
downward assimilation that can be expounded upon by incorporating more nuanced and specific
datasets.
In addition to issues of sample size and availability of measures, a number of the
variables of interest have missing data due to item non-response. Overall, of the sample of high
school or GED graduates, 13% of cases have missing data. In particular, the measures for
household income-to-needs ratio (8%) and parental education (2%) contribute higher than trivial
amount of overall missingness within the data. Although this level of missingness is not ideal, I
use complete case analysis in this study due to the lack of suitable auxiliary predictor variables
that would inform imputation for household income or parental education (given the limited
information on parents) that would be required to appropriately implement a multiple imputation
approach (von Hippel and Lynch 2013). Furthermore, given that the survival analyses are
conducted using longitudinally weighted person-month observations that total several million
observations and the parametric survival models used are computationally intensive, analyses
using imputed datasets would be impractical.
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Chapter 3

Time to College Enrollment and Assimilation in the United States

Introduction
The value of a college education in the United States, frequently debated in the face of
rising tuition costs and student debt, is linked with greater earnings, increased personal agency,
and lower likelihood of living in poverty (Taylor et al. 2014). A college degree is often necessary
in a highly bifurcated economy that prizes human capital, filtering workers into high and low
capital industries and positions (Massey et al. 1999; Tienda 1989). Yet, access to opportunities
for immigrants and their children in America, though still improving, lags behind children of
American-born parents. When comparing children of immigrants to members of the third or
higher generation, Perlmann and Waldinger (1997) find that children of immigrants are more
likely to “live in less desirable circumstances.” However, the authors attribute this gap mainly to
children of Mexican-born immigrants, noting that the disadvantage changes directions when
omitting those of Mexican origin from the analyses. This finding is salient in understanding
assimilation in America, as Mexico has been the largest single source country for immigrants in
the United States since the 1980’s (Pew Research Center 2015).
This study examines assimilation in America across generations by exploring academic
success. Recent estimates find that immigrants from Mexico and other countries in Latin America
account for nearly half of the foreign born population (Pew Research Center 2015). Therefore, I
focus on comparing outcomes for youths of Mexican origin and Hispanics from other regions to
non-Hispanic white and black students. Specifically, I look at college enrollment and the choice
to start at either a two- or four-year college. Furthermore, this investigation explores differences
in enrollment timing taking into account important life transitions such as employment, union
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formation, and childbearing. In doing so I seek to contribute to the discourse of immigrant
assimilation through the lens of college enrollment.
In addition to exploring the type of college, this inquiry focuses on the aspect of timing to
enroll in college. Previous research on college enrollment links timing and delays in enrollment to
lower return on investment in education and penalties (Niu and Tienda 2013). Students that delay
going to college are found to be less likely to graduate or continue to be enrolled. Articulating
differences in the time to enrollment by ethno-generation can further our understanding of how
immigrant groups assimilate in the United States. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to test
theories of immigrant assimilation for youths of Mexican or other Hispanic origin as they relate
to education by looking at not only whether but also when young adults enroll in college.

Background

Immigrant Assimilation Theory and Education
The study of the intersection of education and immigrant assimilation is well developed,
and spans numerous academic disciplines (Borjas 1999; Gordon 1964; Portes and Rumbaut 2001;
Warner and Srole 1945; Waters and Eschbach 1995). Researchers have documented how
immigrants and their children fare in comparison to children of American-born parents in
schooling outcomes (Baum and Flores 2011; Hirschman 2001; Wojtkiewicz and Donato 1995).
Yet, the theoretical framework through which scholars hypothesize and interpret their findings
has shifted over time.
Classical straight-line assimilation theory, originating in the earlier half of the twentieth
century, attempted to explain the socioeconomic status and culture of European immigrants in the
United States (Warner and Srole 1945). Broadly, this theory posited that immigrants, arriving
with lower levels of human and social capital, increased their level of education and wealth over
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time. Park (1950) described this model of assimilation as part of the broader race relations cycle
of minority groups coming into contact and conflict with and subsequently assimilating to the
dominant racial group. This conceptualization was furthered by Gordon and others (1966), who
asserted that assimilation was multi-faceted and involved stages of cultural and professional
adaptation, intermarriage, and an identification with core group culture. In detailing the varying
stages of assimilation, Gordon (1961) described a key difference between the concepts of
“behavioral” and “structural” assimilation. Behavioral assimilation, also referred to as
acculturation, is the process through which immigrant groups absorbed the ideas and beliefs as
well as the “cultural patterns of the host society” and the predominant social and racial group, in
this case Anglo-Americans. Gordon (1961) noted that acculturation could take place in the
absence of other stages of assimilation. Structural assimilation, or the integration of immigrants
and their children into the social organizations, institutional activities, and civic life of the host
society, was associated with the onset of the remaining stages of assimilation. Socioeconomic and
residential mobility were incorporated into the concept of structural assimilation, as immigrants
were hypothesized to move from the central city to the suburbs as a part of the process of
integration into social and civic life (Gordon 1964; Park 1950; Wirth 1927). Other scholars
furthered this concept of assimilation over time, asserting that this process took place over
generations with each subsequent generation becoming more and more integrated into the
mainstream (Gans 1973; Sandberg 1973). However, later scholars note that Gordon’s theory,
“lacks a specification of the causal mechanisms giving rise to assimilation.” (Alba and Nee 1997,
p.837) Instead, progress in narrowing the socioeconomic gap between immigrant groups and
Anglo-Americans should be associated with decreased immigrant presence in central cities and
higher household resources. In this analysis, a test of straight-line assimilation requires a
comparison for Mexicans and other Hispanics to third and fourth-plus generation non-Hispanic
whites. Adapted for contemporary Mexicans and other Hispanic national groups in the United
States, this theory would expect that the foreign born would struggle to structurally assimilate and
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find limited social mobility. In contrast, subsequent generations would fare progressively better
but potentially not match the socioeconomic status of non-Hispanic whites. Thus, applied to study
of timing to enroll in college, straight-line assimilation posits the following: time to enroll in
college for Mexicans and other Hispanics will decrease linearly across generations compared to
non-Hispanic white students (H1).
Contemporary theories of assimilation broadened their focus from explaining
differentials between the core group and lagging ethnic minorities to variation within co-ethnic
groups. The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 resulted in a shift of the predominant
regions of origin for immigrants in the United States, as more migrants came from Latin America
and Asia (Massey 1995). This change in predominant immigrant regions of origin led scholars of
immigration to reconsider the applicability of straight-line theory to recent immigrant groups, as
the physical ethno-racial traits of immigrants from Latin America and Asia raised questions about
the applicability of theory developed to describe the assimilation of racially white European
immigrants. Neo-Assimilation Theory describes assimilation as a process that not only involves
individual immigrants but also acknowledges the importance of host-country institutions and the
social, financial, and cultural capital of families (Alba and Nee 1997, 2009; Massey et al. 1999;
Nee and Sanders 2001).
In contrast to classical assimilation theory, the process of assimilation is not thought to be
an inevitable and universal outcome that must proceed in a linear fashion. Assimilation, if it
occurs, may happen incrementally across generations. Proponents of this theory conclude that
success for immigrants and their children is a function of proximate and distal causes. Proximate
causes for assimilation include purposive action and “workaday decisions” that are influenced by
the levels of financial, social, human or cultural capital within the family and the co-ethnic
community (Alba and Nee 2009; Nee and Sanders 2001). Distal causes are institutional and refer
to broad, formal changes such as civil rights legislation or the lifting of national quotas in
immigration policy. Thus, financial capital not only represents property and liquid assets within a
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family, but also the possibility of informal loan agreements used to finance new ventures. Social
capital within immigrant families and communities allow members to share information,
resources, or provide connections for employment (Nee and Sanders 2001). Human and cultural
capital, such as educational credentials or embodied mindsets, can be defined as “human
competence that is acquired through formal and informal education.” (Nee and Sanders 2001)
Immigrant ethnic groups differentiate themselves based on the amount and forms of
capital they bring with them. In describing different trajectories for assimilation, Alba and Nee
(2009) detail an example of Indian, Filipino, and Korean immigrants with differing levels of
human, financial, and social capital. Indian and Filipino immigrants, having native exposure to
English, can attain jobs in the “mainstream labor market” and may reside in mixed residential
areas. In comparison, Korean immigrants possessing high levels of financial capital but limited
English ability can leverage their capital by investing in small businesses within the ethnic
economy (Alba and Nee 2009). In this example, all three Asian-immigrant groups are on a
pathway towards assimilation despite different types and levels of capital. In a contrasting, the
authors note that Mexican or Central American labor migrants may only possess high levels of
social capital within their ethnic group. This can be tied to a dependence on low-wage and lowskilled jobs within the ethnic economy and a lack of assimilation. Examples of purposive action
for immigrants include declining to speak a native language in the household or leaving ethnic
enclaves for the suburbs, which can consequently increase children of immigrants’ access to
higher quality schooling and foster social interactions outside the immigrant community.
Applied to Mexican and Hispanic immigrants and their children, this suggests that
socioeconomic success is not only dependent on individual characteristics, but also on the
resources one can draw upon from his or her nuclear and extended family as well as within the
ethnic community. Similar to classical assimilation theory, the comparison group for Mexicans
and other Hispanics would be non-Hispanic whites. However, comparisons for first and secondgeneration Mexicans to third-generation Mexicans can also provide support for neo-assimilation
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theory. In this study, neo-assimilation theory would hypothesize the following; ethnogenerational differences in timing to enrollment are a consequence of individual and family-level
human and social capital (H2). For example, gaps in college enrollment can be attributed not
only to individual grades but also to differing levels of household income, parental education,
central city residence, and the presence of a non-English language spoken in the household.
Controlling for variation in these characteristics should resort in the loss of statistical significance
for any initial ethno-generational differences.
The theory of segmented assimilation endeavors to explain stratification by national
origin groups, including those within the same co-ethnic group (Portes and Rumbaut 1996; Portes
and Zhou 1993). The theory asserts that in addition to the influence of differences in human
capital, an individual’s family structure and the mode of incorporation for different national
groups is also an important determinant in how groups assimilate. The manner of incorporation
depends on the government and host society’s disposition toward the group, the existence of
strong ethnic communities to provide support for new immigrants, and the presence of
opportunity ladders in these communities (Portes and Rumbaut, 1996; Portes and Zhou, 1993).
Measures of educational attainment, labor force participation, and income for second-generation
children of immigrants illustrate whether specific groups are assimilating upward or downward.
Portes and Zhou (1993) assert that there are three barriers to assimilation; (1) racial
prejudice towards non-white immigrants, (2) a de-industrialization and bifurcation of the labor
market that pushes low-capital immigrants into poorly-compensated service jobs, and (3)
exposure to oppositional culture, gangs, and the drug trade in central cities that conflicts with the
pursuit of socioeconomic mobility through education. Researchers testing segmented assimilation
theory find variation not only across ethnic groups, but also within groups by immigrant
generation. Studies indicate that for the second generation, living in central cities increases
exposure to native minorities and oppositional culture, leading to lower levels of success in
school (Landale et al. 1998; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). To illustrate this, Portes and Rumbaut
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describe different educational outcomes for children from Cuban, El Salvadoran, and Haitian
immigrant families in Miami. They point to positive government reception towards Cubans that
facilitates establishing residency, a stable ethnic economy, and private schooling within ethnic
enclaves as mechanisms through which Cuban upward assimilation occurs. Conversely, Portes
and Rumbaut connect poorer Haitian immigrant schooling outcomes to a lack of government
support upon immigration, weak and dispersed community structure, and systemic racism
towards blacks in the United States. Similarly, proponents of segmented assimilation theory
attribute the persistent low socioeconomic status of Mexicans and their U.S.-born children to
minority status, difficulty in obtaining legal documentation for immigrants that enter without
authorization, and spatial segregation into central cities that result in access to schools with
limited resources (Haller et al. 2011).
In addition, segmented assimilation asserts that an individual’s human capital, family
structure, and mode of incorporation into American society determine the type of “acculturation”
they experience (Portes et al. 2005). For example, immigrants with high levels of human capital
may attain middle-class status within the first generation. Their descendants, likely pursuing
entrepreneurial or professional jobs outside of the ethnic community, experience full or consonant
acculturation into the host society. Immigrant groups that possess lower levels of human capital
but have strong co-ethnic communities can shield second-generation youth from exposure to
oppositional culture or influences that would divert them in their pursuit of education, an example
of selective acculturation. Dissonant acculturation transpires in low-capital weak co-ethnic
communities, as children of immigrants learn English and take up American values faster than
their parents. This can lead to downward assimilation if children of immigrants encounter racism,
limited socioeconomic mobility, and oppositional culture in the absence of strong parenting or
social support from the co-ethnic community (Portes and Rumbaut 2001).
Since its development, many studies have provided contextual detail to the process of
segmented assimilation as evidenced by educational attainment (Hirschman 2001; Kroneberg

45
2008; Landale et al. 1998; Oropesa and Landale 2009; Perreira et al. 2006; Portes and FernándezKelly 2008; Portes and Hao 2004). Portes and Kelly (2008) highlight that within the first and
second generation there are significant differences in education and employment by country-oforigin and ethnicity.32 Examining co-ethnic gaps in educational attainment, Hirschman (2001)
finds support for differences between Hispanic national groups. He finds that Mexicans and
Puerto Ricans of the first and second generation have lower odds to be enrolled in high school
compared to U.S.-born non-Hispanic whites. In contrast, second-generation Dominicans show no
difference in likelihood of enrollment compared to American-born non-Hispanic whites
(Hirschman 2001).
Research focusing exclusively on Mexican-origin students suggest that children born in
Mexico are more likely to drop out of a U.S. high school compared to American-born
counterparts, but this relationship is dependent on age at migration (Landale et al. 1998). In this
study, first generation Mexican immigrants who came to the United States as teens had higher
odds of dropping out of high school than did Mexicans who arrived before the age of six, even
after controlling for language proficiency. Analyses of Hispanic immigrant educational
attainment also point to the need for understanding migration motivations (work or study), as
many Mexican-born males may migrate solely to work (Bachmeier and Bean 2011; Oropesa and
Landale 2009). Focusing on Mexican-American educational attainment by generation, Telles and
Ortiz (2008) find that even third and fourth generation Mexican-Americans have substantially
lower odds of graduating high school compared to non-Hispanic whites. Haller and colleagues
(2011) highlight specific mechanisms that lead to upward or downward assimilation when
comparing educational and labor force outcomes. They indicate that family structure and family
socioeconomic status are integral components, as youths living with both parents as well as
higher family SES are expected to have higher levels of educational attainment and lower

32

Following Alba and Nee’s (1997) “view of ‘racial’ distinctions as a type of ‘ethnic’ distinction, one where physical
characteristics constitute part of the way that a group is socially defined,” I will use ethnicity to refer to both race and ethnicity.
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likelihood of downward assimilation. Additionally, Haller and colleagues measure mode of
incorporation for each group. In order to operationalize the concept of mode of incorporation,
they control for national origin, residence in central cities, educational aspirations, as well as
minority school attendance. These variables are highlighted as mechanisms explain why certain
groups experience downward assimilation while others do not.
Therefore, segmented assimilation theory compares second-generation children of
immigrants to third or higher generation non-Hispanic whites and blacks, to contrast how groups
fare relative to native majority and minority groups. Similarly, segmented assimilation theory
makes comparisons to higher generation co-ethnics (i.e. third-plus generation Mexicans) to
whether or not national origin groups are experiencing upward or downward assimilation.
Applied to this study, segmented assimilation theory suggests that time to enrollment will be
slower for Mexican-origin and other Hispanic-origin youths compared to non-Hispanic whites.
However, Hispanics of other origin may outpace Mexicans in college enrollment. Furthermore,
rates of enrollment for Mexican-origin youths will be linearly negative by generation, with the
first and second generation enrolling at faster rates compared to third generation MexicanAmericans (H3).
Focusing mainly on educational differences by generation, second-generation immigrant
optimism theory asserts that second-generation children will outperform first and third or higher
generation children academically (Kao and Tienda 1995). This second-generation advantage is a
feature of having immigrant parents that instill a strong work ethic as well as tight-knit ethnic
communities. Yet, in comparison to first-generation children, those of the second generation do
not have the burden of potentially having to learn a new language and navigate an unfamiliar
educational system (Boyd 2002; Kao and Tienda 1995). Similar to other contemporary
assimilation theories, research from this theoretical perspective also shows that despite a broad
second-generation advantage, within the second generation, certain ethnic groups may outpace
others (Kao and Tienda 1995; Rong et al. 2001). In particular, Kao and Tienda (1995) find that
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first and second-generation Hispanics have higher college aspirations compared to higher
generation Hispanics. In terms of this study, second-generation immigrant optimism theory
hypothesizes that for both before and after controlling for individual characteristics, secondgeneration Mexican-origin youths will perform better than first and higher-gen counterparts.
Second-generation Hispanics of other origin will mirror this pattern. Moreover, when controlling
for personal attributes, Mexican and other Hispanic second-generation youths may fare better
than non-Hispanic whites and blacks (H4).

Immigrants and Postsecondary Enrollment
Access to higher education for immigrants or minorities is influenced by a number of
factors beyond academic achievement, including individual-, family-, and group-level
characteristics (Black and Sufi 2002; Harris et al. 2008; Ovink and Kalogrides 2015; Rumbaut
2005). Research that broadly examines racial gaps in college attendance indicate that when
controlling for family socioeconomic status, non-Hispanic blacks are more likely to be enrolled
compared to non-Hispanic whites (Black and Sufi 2002). The analysis then decomposes the
relationship between race, socioeconomic status, and attendance and indicates that differences in
enrollment at the lowest socioeconomic level drive the finding. Although the study does not
include Hispanics, the finding attributing ethno-racial enrollment gaps to poverty is important, as
Hispanics and non-Hispanic blacks have nearly double the poverty rate of non-Hispanic whites
(Macartney et al. 2013). For those of Mexican origin, one in four lived at or below the poverty
line (Macartney et al. 2013). Analysis controlling for differences in generation and family
structure shows that Mexican-origin children are more likely to be living in poverty compared to
Cubans, Colombians, and El Salvadorans (Oropesa and Landale 1997).
In addition to economic obstacles for Hispanic children, lower levels of parental human
and cultural capital leave children less prepared to begin schooling. Studies attribute lower levels
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of Hispanic literacy preparation when starting formal schooling to lower levels of parents reading
to their children (Schneider et al. 2006). This finding is also tied to lower levels of parental
education and the exclusive use of Spanish language by parents. The percentage of Hispanic
children with mothers possessing a bachelor’s degree is among the lowest of all groups at 11%,
more than three times lower than non-Hispanic white rates (National Center for Education
Statistics 2008). Furthermore, the family structure in which children are raised plays an integral
part in their development (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Analysis of the living situations of
children up to age 17 shows that Mexican-origin children are less likely to be living in a twoparent household compared to Cubans or non-Hispanic whites (Landale et al. 2006). However,
Mexican-origin children have higher rates of two-parent households compared to children from
other Hispanic countries or non-Hispanic blacks. This research shows that there is wide variation
by ethnicity in socioeconomic factors that contribute to success in school. The next section
explores how individual-, family-, and group-level characteristics are tied to college enrollment.

College Enrollment and Family Background, Involvement, and Obligation
Applying and enrolling in college is a complicated process where students draw upon
resources in their family, school, and community. Studying first year college students at selective
colleges, Massey and colleagues (2011) explore at the varying family, neighborhood, and social
backgrounds of different ethnic groups to understand differences in academic performance and
graduation in college. The authors find that even among highly selective college enrollees, ethnic
differences persist in parenting style backgrounds, neighborhood resources, and academic
preparation. Non-Hispanic white children are more likely to report that they come from a twoparent household with a culture that values autonomy and independence. In comparison, nonHispanic blacks are more likely to be raised in single-parent households that favor “a more
authoritarian style of childrearing.” (Massey et al. 2011) Hispanic children fall somewhere in
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between, with parents preferring obedience to independence, but placing value on explaining
parental decisions. This study also finds that black and Hispanic students on average have less
parental financial assistance compared to non-Hispanic whites (Massey et al. 2011).
Research on immigrant communities in the United States often highlight the role that
parental involvement (in the form of expectations, rules, and providing help) plays in the
postsecondary success of their children (Vartanian et al. 2007). Focusing on ethnic differentials in
enrollment, Harris and colleagues (2008) explore the impact of parental SES and immigrant
characteristics in explaining the immigrant advantage in academic achievement. The authors find
that parental SES and immigrant characteristics (i.e. foreign language spoken at home and time
spent in the United States) explain differences for grades and test scores between Asian and
Hispanic immigrants and non-Hispanic white natives, providing evidence of variation in the
immigrant advantage in education by country of origin. Yet, similar studies indicate that
generational differences exist even when accounting for family SES and parental involvement
(Glick and White 2004). Controlling for academic achievement, children’s expectations, family
background, and parental involvement, Glick and White (2004) still find that first and secondgeneration children are more likely than their third generation peers to be enrolled in college.
Studies of Asian and Hispanic parenting culture often emphasize the role parents play in
maintaining familial ties and engendering a sense of family obligation (Chao and Tseng 2002;
Garcia-Coll and García 1995). Formally known as familism, researchers point to three features
that are key to describing the role of family in immigrant culture: familial obligations, perceived
family support, and the family as a referent for the children (Sabogal et al. 1987). For young
adults from Asian and Hispanic backgrounds, family obligation, parental involvement, college
enrollment, and completion are shown to be intertwined. Fuglini (2007) notes that on various
measures of family attachment and obligation, Hispanics and Asians rank higher than their white
counterparts. Moreover, when examining periods of emerging adulthood, findings indicate
college enrollment and degree completion are tied to a sense of family obligation, with an
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understanding that the students will first utilize their completed degree to help the family prior to
fulfilling individual goals (Fuligni 2007). Yet, research also links measures of familism, such as a
preference to live at home during college, to lower likelihood of enrollment in college for
Hispanics compared to non-Hispanic whites (Desmond and Turley 2009). This suggests that
strong familial connections can have both a positive and negative influence on educational
attainment.

Immigrants and Two-year or Four-year Enrollment
The Carnegie Classification of Institutes of Higher Education provides a description of
the qualitative and quantitative differences between two-year associate degree programs and fouryear Baccalaureate colleges in the United States (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching 2004). In 2000, two-year associate degree programs that offer degrees and certificates
(but no four-year Baccalaureate degrees) comprised 42% of all post-secondary schools, with the
remaining schools being colleges, universities, and specialized institutions.33 Although there are
quantifiable differences in resources and selectivity, recent research indicates that much of the
variation in student learning can be attributed to individual-level attributes of the students rather
than institutional characteristics (McCormick et al. 2009).
The choice of two-year community colleges or four-year schools is integral in
understanding immigrant access to higher education. Community colleges enroll more immigrant
students than any other type of postsecondary school (Teranishi et al. 2011). Compared to fouryear schools, community colleges traditionally have much lower tuition, offer open admissions
processes, and feature course scheduling designed for students who have family or work
obligations. Lower tuition at community colleges is often a key factor for students who do not

33
While Doctoral, Masters, and Baccalaureate schools can provide associate degree, the opposite is not true for two-year
associate programs.
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have access to formal credit markets. Previous studies show that immigrant students are less
likely to apply for financial aid and cover more of the cost of college out of pocket than nonimmigrants (Teranishi et al. 2011). Additionally, the inability to obtain in-state tuition and
financial aid for undocumented first generation immigrants is a potential motivation for opting to
enroll in two-year community colleges. Exploring the impact of state legislation that grants
undocumented immigrants the ability to receive in-state tuition for college, Flores and Chapa
(2008) find that undocumented immigrants in traditional immigrant destination states with such
policies have higher odds of attending college compared to traditional immigrant states without
tuition policies.
Four-year colleges often have more rigorous application processes, fixed enrollment
periods, and cost considerably more than community colleges (NCES 2015). Bailey and
Weininger (2002) employ a unique longitudinal dataset of City University of New York (CUNY)
students to explore the determinants of entry and success in both two- and four-year programs,
finding that foreign-born students that attended a U.S. high school are more likely to go to a fouryear programs than their U.S.-born counterparts. Hagy and Staniece (2002) use enrollment data
from the National Educational Longitudinal Study to examine differences in college choice by
immigrant generation and ethno-racial group. The study finds that first-generation immigrants
who have graduated from high school are more likely than their U.S.-born counterparts to enroll
in all types of college institutions with the exception of four-year private colleges.
Further research highlights the importance of family and neighborhood context in the
path to college (Roderick et al. 2011). Exploring the influence of exposure in the host culture, this
study shows that first generation immigrants are less likely to complete each step of the
application process from planning to enrollment. In particular, youths who migrate after the age
of ten have a lower conditional probability of transitioning to college net of individual, family,
and neighborhood characteristics. The same study also finds that regardless of generation,
Hispanic students are less likely to apply to a four-year college compared to Black students (
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Roderick et al. 2011). This mirrors past research on access to higher education and indicates that
specific attention must be paid to Hispanic students and their pathway to college entry.

Hispanic Enrollment
Research on college enrollment in the United States often underscores the gap between
Hispanic and non-Hispanic youth (Brindis et al. 2002). 39% of non-Hispanic whites aged 18 to
24 are enrolled compared to 19% of Hispanics. In fact, this gap extends to those with a high
school degree, as 46% of non-Hispanic white high school graduates 18 to 24 report being enrolled
compared to 33% of Hispanic graduates (Jamieson et al. 2001). Studies tie the gap not only to
educational differences in the immigrant and non-immigrant Hispanic population, but also to
lower rates of intergenerational transfer of educational capital (Alon et al. 2010). Fry (2002) notes
that while Hispanics have high rates of college enrollment they have relatively lower rates of
persistence and degree completion. Accordingly, Hispanic high school graduates have higher
rates of enrollment in higher education than the national average, yet they are largely
concentrated in two-year colleges, and are also more likely to be enrolled part-time (a known risk
factor for dropout).
Using opinion-polling data from Pew Research Center, Becerra (2010) examines
perceptions of barriers to college enrollment and degree completion among Hispanics. The study
finds that with increasing linguistic acculturation respondents are more likely to cite
discrimination as a potential barrier to enrollment and completion, net of generational status. The
study indicates that increased English-language proficiency may also be a proxy for greater
exposure to and interaction with the majority culture, which in turn may lead to more
opportunities to observe discrimination. Furthermore, respondents with some college education
were likely to highlight the need to work to earn money as a reason why Hispanics fail to enroll
or finish college. This provides support for familism arguments that indicate that Hispanics in
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particular perceive an obligation to provide for their nuclear and extended family while attaining
their degree. However, it may also be a function of the concentration of poverty for Hispanics and
suggests that any analysis of college enrollment must account for both household resources and
individual employment.

Postsecondary Delay and Disruption
Investigations of access to higher education and persistence note the importance of
consistent schooling for graduation, both from high school to college and once enrolled in college
(Adelman 2006; Adelman and Elizabeth 1999). Despite this fact, the National Center for
Education Statistics states that the percentage of undergraduate students who delay traditional
enrollment (the semester following high school graduation) has grown in recent decades, noting
that approximately 46 percent of undergrads did not start their postsecondary education in the
same calendar year as their high school graduation in 1999-2000 (Choy 2002).
Using national education statistics, Horn and colleagues (2005) show that non-traditional
students that delay entry into college are more likely to be Hispanic or black, come from families
with low human capital and resources, be single parents, and speak a primary language other than
English. Hearn (1992) looks specifically at delaying enrollment by more than a year after high
school graduation as a function of academic performance and aspirations. The study reveals that
lower grades, a non-academic high school track, and a lack of educational aspirations are related
to the likelihood of delayed college entry. These factors are also tied to higher likelihood of
enrolling part-time, not enrolling at all, or enrolling in a non-degree granting institution.
Subsequent expansions on Hearn’s work shows that family socioeconomic status, academic
preparation, and measures of social and cultural capital are strong predictors of immediate college
enrollment as compared to delayed enrollment (Rowan-kenyon 2007). Moreover, these measures
were associated with delayed enrollment as opposed to never enrolling, indicating that they are
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crucial to the process of postsecondary enrollment in general. Research also suggests that in-state
tuition costs are important for predicting delayed entry to college, with low-income black and
white students postponing college in high tuition states (Kane et al. 1996). These results support
theory that indicates that delayed entry is often correlated with financial constraint, and that
students that delay entry may also need to work part-time to finance their studies.
In general, students who delay entry into college have lower odds to finish their degree in
comparison to those who enter college immediately after graduating from high school (Carroll
1989; Featherman and Carter 1974; Horn and Carroll 1996). Bozick and Deluca (2005) explore
the role delaying entry into college has on college completion. When predicting college
enrollment delay (entering in a different calendar year from the year of high school graduation),
the authors note that family socioeconomic status, rather than racial or ethnic differences, appears
to drive postponement. Furthermore, the study finds that delayed entry reduces the risk of college
completion. When accounting for other transitions in young adulthood (marriage and
parenthood), the deleterious effect on college completion from delayed college entry is not
erased. Thus, delaying entry into college has a negative impact on graduating from college, net of
other adult transitions such as marriage or childbearing. Niu and Tienda (2013) find that after
controlling for family background and resources, academic achievement, and college-entry
pathway, people that delay are less likely to be in a four-year college two to three years down the
road than those that enroll on time. Therefore, delaying entry into college after high school lowers
the likelihood that students actually finish their degree.
Postsecondary delay is often interrelated with stop outs (academic disruption) and
eventual dropouts. Focusing on students who both delay and disrupt their postsecondary
education provides a comprehensive picture of the importance of timing in education. Milesi
(2010) explores educational trajectories and the role they play in college enrollment and degree
completion, focusing on the issue of timing, disruption, and delay. This analysis shows that

55
timing of enrollment is an important factor in continued attendance in both for two- and four-year
schools.
While past research has highlighted the relationship of consistent education and higher
probability of meeting one’s schooling and professional goals, few studies focus on the factors
that influence overall time to enroll. This study incorporates information on consistency in
secondary education and explores the factors that are associated with shorter or longer gaps
between high school or GED graduation and college enrollment. Furthermore, this analysis
examines differences in timing to enroll in college by immigrant generation, race, and ethnicity as
a manifestation of the processes of assimilation.

Research Design
This study tests four theories of immigrant assimilation in the United States through the
lens of post-secondary enrollment. Table 3.1 shows the expectations for time to college
enrollment described in the previous background section. If the data supports straight-line
assimilation theory, all generations should have slower times to enrollment compared to nonHispanic whites, for both two- and four-year schools. However, the second generation will
outpace the first, and the third generation will outpace the second and may approach nonHispanic white levels depending on the level of structural assimilation. Central city residence,
used as a proxy for structural assimilation and moves to “core culture” neighborhoods, should
explain ethno-generational disparities. Analyses would find support for neo-assimilation theory if
initial ethno-generational differences are explained by controlling for varying levels of
individual- and family-level capital, specifically comparing Mexicans and other Hispanics to nonHispanic whites.
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Table 3-1: Hypotheses of Assimilation Theory for Time to College Enrollment

H1

H2

H3

H4

Theory

Hypothesis for Time to Enroll in College

Straight-Line Assimilation

Time to enroll in college for Mexicans will
decrease linearly by generation, yet still lag
behind times for non-Hispanic white students

Mechanism for
Assimilation

Reference Group

Ethno-Generational
Differences After Controls

Structural assimilation,
evidenced by living
outside central city

Non-Hispanic White

No longer present

Human, Financial, and
Social Capital of Parents
and Children

Non-Hispanic White

No longer present

Neo-Assimilation

Differences in time to enroll by ethnogeneration will be explained by individual and
family-level human and social capital

Segmented Assimilation

Time to enroll will differ by and within ethnoracial group. Within groups, later generations
may lag behind more recent immigrant
generations.

Capital, Mode of
Incorporation, Central
City Residence

Non-Hispanic White,
Black, and 3rd Generation
Mexican

Present

2nd Generation Optimism

Net of individual characteristics, 2nd
generation will perform better than 1st and
higher-gen counterparts. Within 2nd
generation, differences may persist by ethnoracial or national group.

Parental and communal
pressure and support

1st/3rd generation
Mexican, non-Hispanic
white and black

Potentially present
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Segmented assimilation theory would posit that second-generation Mexicans would have
slower times to enrollment compared to non-Hispanic whites. Controlling for personal and
family-level attributes may partially explain bivariate ethno-generational differences. Accounting
for central city residence may further explain gaps between second-generation Mexicans and nonHispanic whites. However, these disparities may continue to persist and provide evidence by
proxy of ethno-racial discrimination, a component of a national origin group’s mode of
incorporation. In addition, it would find that groups that have experienced segmented assimilation
would not differ in time to enroll from non-Hispanic black students. Furthermore, segmented
assimilation theory would posit that there would be significant differences within ethnic groups
by country or region of origin. Lastly, second-generation immigrant optimism theory suggest that
net of individual characteristics, members of the second generation will outpace their first and
higher generation counterparts in time to enroll in college.
Segmented assimilation theory uses a number of reference groups to test how the second
generation is assimilating. In this analysis, I compare first and second-generation Mexicans and
other Hispanics to third and fourth-plus generation non-Hispanic whites to assess how those of
Mexican origin compare to a group that does not experience ethno-racial discrimination.
Conversely, to analyze the mechanism of central city exposure to a native minority group, this
study also contrasts first and second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics to higher
generation non-Hispanic blacks. Lastly, this study also assesses how Mexican-origin youths are
progressing by generation by comparing first and second-generation Mexicans to the third
generation.

Data and Methods
As previously described in chapter 2, this analysis uses the National Longitudinal Survey
of Youth of 1997 (NLSY97). Because this investigation explores post-secondary enrollment as a
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pathway to eventual college graduation, I restrict the sample to only those respondents who report
receiving their High School diploma or their GED. 34 In total, the sample for this investigation
includes 6,107 total high school and GED graduates. To account for oversampling of Hispanic
and non-Hispanic black respondents as well as differences in retention rate, this analysis uses
custom longitudinal weights provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 35
This analysis focuses on the dependent variable of first college enrollment, both as an
overall measure of enrollment and as a time-specific variable for event history analysis. In the
analysis of timing to enrollment, exposure to the chance of enrolling occurs upon graduating from
high school or receiving a GED credential. In addition to producing a baseline of any college
enrollment, this study compares the competing factors of enrolling first in either a two- or fouryear college.
I first model the relationship of college enrollment and ethno-generation. I then include
control variables for individual characteristics including high school graduation and grades from
middle school and high school. This same model also controls for household resources, family
structure, parental education, and children under the age of 18 in the household. Furthermore, this
model accounts for whether or not a respondent was living in a central city in 1997. I then explore
the influence of time-specific measures. In particular, I control for extended absences from
secondary school and age at graduation from high school or a GED program. These analyses also
include time-varying measures for first arrest, first child, employment, marriage or cohabitation,
and moves outside of one’s city.

34

This restriction does omit 87 respondents that do not report receiving their high school diploma or GED yet do enroll in
a college. However, this number is fairly small and only 7 of these 87 respondents go on to graduate from a degree-granting program
(6 of the 7 from two-year colleges). Thus, including their cases in the analyses would require expanding the risk set to include all
respondents regardless of their advancement in the academic system and would require that enrollment not be a function of
graduation, which would include high school students enrolling in two-year colleges to supplement their secondary studies.
35
The NLSY97 uses a six-step process for weighting that accounts for (1) a base probability weight, (2) a nonresponse
adjustment based on the screener interview, (3) a sampling error adjustment, (4) a cross-sectional oversample weight for Hispanic and
non-Hispanic black respondents, (5) a nonresponse adjustment for the main interview, and (6) lastly post-stratification of nonresponseadjusted weights.
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Prior to employing multivariate models, I describe the distribution of variables in the
model by ethno-generation, including the results of a design-based chi-square test of
independence. To test these hypotheses, I first employ a multinomial logistic regression approach,
modeling the likelihood for all high school or GED graduates of never enrolling in college versus
enrolling in a two- or four-year college. I then utilize event history analysis to explore differences
in time-to-enrollment by ethno-generation category. Given the nature of the hazard function, I
employ a log-normal parametric distribution. These models, also referred to as accelerated failure
time models, use time ratios. These coefficients, similar to odds ratios, indicate the reduction or
increase in expected survival time compared to a baseline hazard. Coefficients under 1 are
associated with shorter times to enroll, whereas values over 1 indicate a longer time to enroll in
college. This investigation also compares the risk of attending either a two-year or four-year
college from a competing risks perspective to highlight how certain covariate effects may vary
based on the choice of college.

Results

Descriptive Results
Before turning to the multivariate models, I describe the distribution of the dependent and
independent variables by ethno-generation. Table 2 shows the weighted distribution of all
variables included in the analytical model. Chi-square tests of independence are significant for all
variables, with the exception of the distribution of men and women. Approximately one quarter of
non-Hispanic white high school grads or GED recipients do not end up pursuing post-secondary
education. In comparison, more than half of first generation Mexican-origin students do not opt to
pursue a college education. Nearly one third of second-generation Mexicans do not pursue a postsecondary degree, which is similar to the rate of non-enrollment for non-Hispanic blacks and
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third-generation Mexicans. For enrollment status, it is evident that there is substantial variation by
ethno-generation. Specifically, whites have the highest enrollment rate in four-year colleges at
43%, 11 percentage points higher than the rate for black students.36 Mexican-origin respondents
across all generations enroll in four-year colleges at much lower levels. Compared to whites, firstgeneration Mexican enrollment rates in four-year colleges are 32 percentage points lower (11%).
Second- and third-generation Mexicans fare progressively better compared to their firstgeneration counterparts, reporting four-year college enrollment rates of 17% and 27%
respectively. Yet, these rates still lag behind white enrollment. In contrast, “Other” Hispanic
members of the first and second generation are much closer to whites with four-year enrollment
rates of approximately 37%.
Turning to two-year college enrollment, a different pattern emerges. Whites have a rate
of enrollment in community colleges of approximately 31%. Mexican-origin students have higher
rates of enrollment, with the second generation leading all categories with an enrollment rate of
53%. In fact all Mexican generations outpace whites, as first- and third-generation Mexicans have
attendance rates of 36% and 40% respectively.37 First- and second-generation “other” Hispanics
also surpass whites with rates of 47% and 44% respectively. In fact, all Hispanic groups outpace
their non-Hispanic counterparts in two-year enrollment, demonstrating that despite within group
variation, Hispanic students as a group send a greater proportion to two-year colleges.
In addition to variation on the dependent variables, Table 2 illustrates the substantial
differences in distributions of explanatory variables. Grades in middle school and high school
also reveal substantial gaps by ethno-generation. Similar to enrollment status, whites have the
highest proportion of students with high grades in both middle school and high school, with
values of 47% and 44% respectively. Mexicans of all generations lag behind whites in middle
school grades, with values between 26% and 30% respectively. “Other” Hispanics have rates of
36
37

For brevity, I omit the term non-Hispanic for both white and black respondents.

I also shorten the title for respondents of Mexican origin to simply “Mexicans”, which includes those born in Mexico,
and those who are born in the United States but with native-born or Mexican-born parents.
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Table 3-2: Weighted Descriptive Statistics of Dependent and Independent Variables by Ethno-Generation Variable
NonHispanic
Black

1st Gen.
Mexican

2nd Gen.
Mexican

3rd Gen.
Mexican

4th Gen.
Hispanic

1st Gen.
Other
Hispanic

2nd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

3rd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

Total

NonHispanic
White

Enrollment Statusa
Never Enrolled

27.5

25.6

32.4

52.7

30.1

32.5

35.5

16.0

19.1

41.7

Two-year College Enrollment

33.1

31.2

35.4

36.4

53.0

40.3

34.9

46.7

44.0

37.1

Four-year College Enrollment

39.4

43.2

32.2

10.9

16.8

27.2

29.6

37.3

37.0

21.2

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Percent Female

48.9

48.9

50.6

51.2

51.1

40.9

47.3

54.7

44.1

36.1

GEDa

12.8

11.4

18.8

12.4

11.8

11.9

19.2

7.9

6.8

14.5

High School graduatea

87.2

88.6

81.2

87.6

88.3

88.1

80.9

92.1

93.2

85.5

Low Grades

8.5

7.9

10.9

13.6

8.7

11.0

9.9

5.6

5.8

11.3

Mixed Grades

48.7

44.7

61.6

60.4

60.9

52.5

55.3

52.3

57.5

57.3

High Grades
Total

42.8
100.0

47.4
100.0

27.5
100.0

26.0
100.0

30.4
100.0

36.4
100.0

34.8
100.0

42.2
100.0

36.7
100.0

31.5
100.0

Cumulative HS grades in ordinal formata
Low Grades
7.8

7.2

9.7

8.5

9.2

6.4

12.0

5.7

9.1

1.4

Mixed Grades

53.3

49.3

66.4

61.4

65.7

60.1

56.1

68.8

59.8

76.4

High Grades

38.9

43.6

23.9

30.1

25.1

33.6

31.9

25.5

31.1

22.2

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Household Income-to-Needs Ratioa

352.4

397.1

220.8

165.1

177.2

291.4

279.5

233.4

307.2

262.4

Both biological parents

54.8

59.9

27.9

71.0

67.5

49.5

48.0

59.6

62.4

49.7

Divorced: lives with step-parent

14.6

15.4

13.8

7.9

6.6

8.8

15.2

18.4

5.2

17.8

Single mother

23.7

18.7

46.7

18.6

23.1

33.5

28.2

19.3

25.3

26.1

Single father

3.1

3.2

2.7

0.6

2.0

7.0

2.9

0.8

4.8

6.4

Grades in 8th grade in ordinal formata

Family structure of respondent in 1997a

All other situations

3.7

2.8

9.0

1.9

0.8

1.2

5.8

1.8

2.4

0.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

2.3

2.2

2.5

3.1

2.9

2.6

2.4

2.3

2.2

2.3

13.0

13.4

12.5

7.6

8.9

12.3

11.9

11.3

12.4

12.7

5.6

5.0

8.3

2.8

8.0

7.0

5.4

7.3

5.9

1.6

18.7

18.6

19.0

19.2

19.0

18.7

19.0

18.5

18.4

18.5

24.6

18.5

46.2

46.2

34.2

29.5

35.1

46.2

26.8

32.8

Ever arresteda

32.0

30.5

38.3

23.4

30.7

35.0

37.4

22.3

29.6

47.0

Ever has a childa

54.9

51.7

68.1

68.1

60.5

51.6

60.1

51.9

54.4

49.3

Time parentinga

0.26

0.21

0.43

0.49

0.34

0.30

0.35

0.19

0.24

0.26

Time employeda

0.72

0.75

0.60

0.63

0.68

0.72

0.70

0.66

0.73

0.79

0.23

0.22

0.27

0.16

0.20

0.20

0.26

0.16

0.20

0.25

0.18
6,107

0.17
3,307

0.15
1,536

0.35
124

0.23
290

0.19
123

0.24
475

0.13
86

0.16
124

0.25
42

Total
Family under 18 in 1997a
Parental education in years

a

Missed at least one month of school
Age at graduationa
Lives in central city in 1997

a

Time post-arresta
Time married or cohabiting
Unweighted N

a

b

Source: NLSY97. Sample is all respondents that graduate high school or receive their GED. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th
Generation. Time variables represent proportion of event histories. F Statistics in superscript: a = p < 0.001, b = p < 0.01, c = p < 0.05, d = p < 0.1
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enrollment only slightly higher than Mexicans. This gap in above-average grades between whites
and all other ethno-generational statuses widens from 8th grade to high school, with whites
holding a 10-percentage point advantage over the nearest group. Interestingly, second-generation
Mexicans have the lowest percentage of students reporting good grades among Mexicans, with
only one quarter indicating they received high grades.
Household income-to-needs ratio follows a similar pattern with whites possessing much
higher levels of average wealth (397) than all other groups. First and second-generation Mexican
respondents have substantially lower levels of household resources in comparison to all other
groups, reporting average values of 165 and 177. Even third generation Mexicans and fourth
generation Hispanics report average wealth levels more than a hundred percentage points higher.
The general distribution holds for parental education as well. White students report that on
average their parents have more than a high school education (13 years). First and secondgeneration Mexican parents on average have the equivalent of a middle school education in
comparison to the overall average of slightly more than a high school diploma. Black and thirdgeneration Mexicans both report that their parents on average possess a high school education.
Interestingly, first and second-gen “other” Hispanics report mean parental education levels that
are much closer to higher generations, reporting 12 and 11 years respectively. This suggests that
parental education of children of Mexican-born parents (here the first and second-generation
Mexicans) is qualitatively different compared to whites, blacks, and other Hispanic groups.
Family structure reveals a different distribution, as first and second-generation Mexicans
have the highest percentage of youths living with both biological parents at 71% and 68%
respectively in comparison to whites who report 60% living with both parents. In contrast, third
and higher-generation Mexicans and Hispanics report less than half of children living in twoparent homes. Whites have the highest level of children living in households with a step-parent
and blacks have a substantially higher percentage of children living with single mothers. Table 2
also shows substantial variation in the percentage of group members living in central cities.

63
Whites have the lowest levels of central city residents at approximately 19%, which contrasts
substantially to the 46% reported for blacks and foreign born Mexicans and other Hispanics.
Subsequent generations of Mexicans and other Hispanics show progressively lower percentages
living in central cities, suggesting that central cities are landing spots for immigrant parents.
Table 2 also reports the distribution of dichotomous variables for arrest or childbirth as
well as the proportion of person-months spent after experiencing certain life course events. The
distribution of these values is substantially different from the fixed individual and family
characteristics described above. In particular, while 30% of whites in the sample report having
been arrested, only 23% of first generation Mexicans and 22% of first generation “other”
Hispanics report an arrest. Moreover, rates for second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics
are on par with arrest rates of whites. Slightly more than half of white students report becoming a
parent while they are at risk of college enrollment compared to 68% of first generation Mexicans
and 60% of the second generation. Correspondingly, first generation Mexicans spend more than
double the time prior to enrollment as parents compared to whites, indicating that they have
children earlier on. Thus, students exhibit marked variation in individual and family-level
characteristics, with wide gaps existing on measures of family financial and human capital.

Multivariate Results

Two- or Four-Year College Enrollment
The full sample of respondents is comprised of all participants in the NLSY97 that
received either their High School diploma or GED, making them eligible to enroll in most two- or
four-year colleges. Table 3 shows the results of multinomial logistic regressions comparing the
odds ratios of enrolling first in a two-year or four-year program compared to never enrolling.
Models 1 through 3 show the relative risk ratios of two-year enrollment, first exploring bivariate
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relationships, then adding individual- and family-level characteristics, before accounting for life
course events of arrest, childbirth, age at high school graduation, and prolonged absence from
secondary school. Table 3 also presents models 1 through 3 following the same format but
specific to four-year enrollment. For both college choices, this analysis highlights differences in
enrollment for first and second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics by changing the
reference group for the ethno-generation variable.
Panels A, B, and C use as whites, blacks, and third-generation Mexicans respectively as
the reference group. Table 3 also includes shading meant to draw attention to the theoretical
comparisons for each panel. Panel A compares first and second-generation Mexicans to nonHispanic whites, which serves as a test of classical, neo-, and segmented assimilation theories.
Panel B contrasts odds of enrollment type for second-generation Mexicans to those for nonHispanic blacks as a test of segmented assimilation theory. Lastly, Panel C shows the comparison
for first and second-generation Mexicans to their third-generation Mexican counterparts. This
panel provides evidence of segmented assimilation and second-generation immigrant optimism
theory as well, measuring how the Mexican third generation compares to the first and second.
Model 1 reveals significant differences by ethno-generation for the likelihood of
enrolling in a two-year college. Panel A shows that compared to whites, second-generation
Mexicans and first and second-generation other Hispanics are considerably more likely to enroll
in two-year programs. Notably, first-generation Mexicans are nearly half as likely as whites to
enroll in a two-year college. When controlling for individual and family characteristics, the
difference in odds to attend between white and first generation Mexicans disappears. This
indicates that variation in two-year college enrollment for Mexicans is explained by differences in
individual and family-level characteristics.
Panel A also shows that even when accounting for individual and family characteristics
in Model 2 and life course events in Model 3, the higher odds of enrollment for secondgeneration Mexicans and first and second gen. other Hispanics compared to whites persist. Model
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3 shows that the advantage ranges from two and a half to four times more likely than white
students to enroll first in a two-year degree program. Panel B, meant to assess part of segmented
assimilation theory, shows that this increased likelihood of two-year enrollment for secondgeneration. Mexicans and first and second-generation other Hispanics continues when compared
to blacks, although the magnitude of the effect is smaller than the comparison to white students.
Lastly, Panel C compares first and second-generation Mexicans to their third-generation
counterparts, as a way of testing segmented assimilation and second-generation immigrant
optimism theory. Models 2 and 3 show that the higher likelihood of enrolling in a two-year
school for second-generation Mexicans and first and second-generation other Hispanics remains.
This finding provides mixed support for segmented assimilation theory, as enrolling in a two-year
college is not thought to be as prestigious or lucrative as attending a four-year college. Moreover,
the gap in likelihood of attendance persists even after controlling for differences in individual and
family background, suggesting that the motivations for attending two-year schools are not only
linked to differences in family resources..
Beyond ethno-generation, Model 2 shows that even when accounting for grades and
household capital, women are 1.5 times more likely than men to enroll in two-year colleges rather
than not enrolling at all when. Model 3 illustrates that this difference is resilient to controls for
life course events. This model also shows that personal academic predictors such as grades and
high school graduation (as opposed to a GED credential) and financial measures like the
household income-to-needs ratio are still important in two-year enrollment despite controlling for
life course events. Additionally, central city residence during youth is not associated with lower
or higher odds of two-year college attendance. Model 3 does highlight that arrest and
childbearing are negatively related to two-year enrollment.
Turning attention to four-year schools shows different patterns from two-year enrollment.
Panel A in Model 1 shows that nearly all groups are initially less likely to enroll in a four-year
college in comparison to whites. Model 2 demonstrates that when differences in high school
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success and family resources are taken into account, the advantage in enrollment resurfaces for
second-generation Mexicans and first and second-generation other Hispanics. This indicates that
greater levels of four-year enrollment for whites can be attributed mainly to a combination of
more wealth, higher levels of parental education, and more individual academic success. The
change in sign for second-generation Mexicans suggests that grades, family wealth, and other
family traits are prime drivers of low enrollment compared to non-Hispanic whites. Model 3 in
Panel A signals that the Mexican and other Hispanic edge in four-year enrollment is sustained
even after considering the influence of academic success, capital, and life events. Similar to twoyear enrollment, the higher probability of four-year attendance for second-generation Mexicans
and first and second gen. other Hispanics ranges from 1.8 to 3.9 times the odds of white
enrollment. This indicates support for neo-assimilation theory, given that initial gaps in four-year
enrollment compared to non-Hispanic whites appear to be explained by variation in academic
success, capital, and the timing of experiencing life-course events. Moreover, central city
residence on its own is not associated with lower likelihood of four-year enrollment.
Alternatively, Panel B in Model 3 shows only first-generation other Hispanics outpace
blacks in four-year college enrollment, and first and second generation Mexicans are less likely to
attend compared to black students. When controlling for personal and family-level resources, the
gap between second-generation Mexicans and non-Hispanic blacks disappears, however first and
third generation Mexicans are less likely to attend a four-year college. This suggests that gaps
between non-Hispanic blacks and Mexicans in four-year college enrollment often hinge on
variation in individual and family-level characteristics.
Compared to 3rd generation Mexicans, Models 1 through 3 in Panel C suggests that
second-generation Mexicans have two times the odds of attending a four-year college. On one
hand, this provides support for second-generation immigrant optimism theory, as secondgeneration Mexicans are more likely to attend a four-year school than their higher generation
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Table 3-3: Multinomial Logistic Regression Model of College Enrollment for all High School or GED Graduates
Two-Year

Four-Year

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

LifeCourse
Events

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

LifeCourse
Events

Non-Hispanic White

--

--

--

--

--

--

Non-Hispanic Black

0.894

1.267*

1.364**

0.588***

1.640***

1.830***

1st Generation Mexican

0.566**

1.346

1.400

0.123***

0.549+

0.585

2nd Generation Mexican

1.442*

3.333***

3.550***

0.331***

1.628+

1.780*

3rd Generation Mexican

1.015

1.237

1.291

0.495**

0.805

0.871

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.806+

1.175

1.244

0.494***

1.084

1.155

1st Generation Other Hispanic

2.383**

3.928***

4.009***

1.378

3.691**

3.889**

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

1.891*

2.538**

2.487**

1.150

2.207*

2.125*

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

0.729

0.823

0.803

0.302**

0.464+

0.458+

Non-Hispanic White

1.119

0.789*

0.733**

1.701***

0.610***

0.547***

Non-Hispanic Black

--

--

--

--

--

--

Panel A (reference non-Hispanic white)

Panel B (reference non-Hispanic black)

1st Generation Mexican

0.633*

1.062

1.026

0.209***

0.335**

0.320**

2nd Generation Mexican

1.613**

2.630***

2.602***

0.563**

0.993

0.973

3rd Generation Mexican

1.136

0.977

0.946

0.842

0.491*

0.476*

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.902

0.927

0.912

0.840

0.661*

0.631*

1st Generation Other Hispanic

2.666**

3.100**

2.938**

2.344**

2.251+

2.125+

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

2.116**

2.003*

1.823*

1.956*

1.346

1.161

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

0.816

0.650

0.589

0.513

0.283**

0.250**

2.019**

1.242

1.148

rd

Panel C (reference 3 -generation Mexican)
Non-Hispanic White

0.985

0.808

0.775

Non-Hispanic Black

0.881

1.024

1.057

1.187

2.037*

2.100*

1st Generation Mexican

0.557+

1.088

1.084

0.248***

0.682

0.672

2nd Generation Mexican

1.420

2.693**

2.750**

0.669

2.023+

2.043+

3rd Generation Mexican

--

--

--

--

--

--

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.794

0.949

0.964

0.997

1.346

1.326

1st Generation Other Hispanic

2.348*

3.175**

3.105**

2.783*

4.585**

4.463**

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

1.863+

2.051+

1.926+

2.321*

2.742*

2.439+

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

0.718

0.665

0.622

0.609

0.577

0.526

11.66***

5.74***

6.35***

11.66***

5.74***

6.35***

Female

1.728***

1.569***

1.564***

1.876***

1.296**

1.299**

High School Graduate (ref. GED)

3.280***

2.256***

1.679***

15.444***

4.517***

2.729***

Grades in 8th Grade

1.322***

1.153***

1.147***

2.208***

1.463***

1.450***

Grades in High School

1.323***

1.091**

1.098**

2.334***

1.565***

1.593***

Household Income-to-Needs Ratio

1.002***

1.001***

1.001***

1.003***

1.002***

1.002***

0.936*

1.012

1.018

0.828***

0.985

0.996

Type III Effects
Control Variables

Family under 18 in 1997
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Parental education in years
Divorced: step-parent

1.167***

1.180***

1.169***

1.462***

1.336***

1.320***

0.853

1.088

1.081

0.405***

0.689**

0.689**

Single mother

0.757***

1.012

1.035

0.377***

0.728**

0.766*

Single father

0.625*

0.798

0.886

0.390***

0.687

0.784

Other family situation

0.325***

0.647+

0.710

1.336**

1.384**

0.586**

0.831

0.861

Lives in central city in 1997

0.895

1.006

1.032

0.884

Absence from school (1 month or more)

0.720*

1.017

0.281***

0.652*

Age at High School or GED graduation

0.740***

0.858***

0.499***

0.737***

Ever arrested

0.529***

0.829*

0.283***

0.678***

Ever had child

0.732***

0.848*

0.439***

6107

6107

N

6107

6107

0.655***
6107

6107

Data from the NLSY97. Sample is all High School or GED graduates. Data weighted using NLSY Custom Longitudinal Weights.
Exponentiated Relative-Risk Ratio coefficients. Shading shows groups of interest for each comparison panel.
+ = p<0.10 * = p<0.05 ** = p<0.01 *** = p<0.001. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th Generation. Reference group for
family structure is "living with both biological parents."

counterparts after controlling for differences in family resources and human capital. On the other
hand, this finding provides additional support for segmented assimilation theory, given that the
second generation is expected to outperform the third net of measures of capital and life course
events.
Similar to the control variable findings for two-year enrollment, females are more likely
than males to attend four-year schools. Higher grades and a high school degree are also important
predictors of bachelor’s program enrollment. Model 3 also shows that arrest and childbirth are
negatively related to four-year college attendance. These findings support both neo-assimilation
theory and segmented assimilation theory, as second-generation Mexicans are initially less likely
than non-Hispanic white and black students to enroll in a four-year school, and controlling for
individual and family-level characteristics explains the variation for differences between
Mexicans and non-Hispanic whites. In support of segmented assimilation theory, first and thirdgeneration Mexicans are performing worse compared to non-Hispanic blacks and secondgeneration Mexicans are more likely to attend a four-year school compared to the third
generation.
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Time to College Enrollment
In this section I describe the results of event history analyses of two- and four-year college
enrollment. Figures 1 and 2 show the probability by ethno-generation for enrolling in a two- or
four-year degree program respectively.38 The x-axis in these graphs represents the probability of
experiencing college enrollment. The y-axis displays the time in years since receiving one’s high
school diploma or GED. Figure 2 shows that initially the probability for enrollment in a two-year
college is substantially higher for first and second-generation other Hispanics and secondgeneration Mexicans, which follows findings from the multinomial model. However, four-year
college enrollment shows less clear separation over time. The probability of attending is highest
for all groups in the first few years after high school graduation or GED completion. By the three
years the probability has dropped sharply for all groups. Log-rank statistical tests also confirm
that the survivor functions for these program types vary significantly by ethno-generation.
Table 3 presents the competing risks survival analyses for enrolling in any college,
enrolling first in a two-year college, or a four-year program. These analyses follow the same
model-building process and variables and therefore are indicated as Models 1 through 3
throughout the table. In addition, Model 4 presents the Wald test for differences in coefficients
for the two types of college enrollment. This test confirms if variable effects statistically differ
based on the competing event types. As in the discussion of multinomial results, I demonstrate
ethno-generational differences by comparing Mexicans and other Hispanics to whites, blacks, and
third generation Mexicans. Following the format from the multinomial analysis of college
enrollment, I contrast ethno-generational differences by comparing ethno-generation groups to
whites, blacks, and third generation Mexicans.

38
Throughout this section, I will refer to the hazard function as the probability of event occurrence, as it represents the
instantaneous probability of experiencing the event of enrollment at any point in time. I use probability instead of hazard because the
term hazard has a negative connotation while the event of college enrollment in this analysis is viewed as a sign of success.
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Figure 3-1: Smoothed Probability Over Time for Two-Year College Enrollment by EthnoGeneration.

Figure 3-2: Smoothed Probability Over Time for Four-Year College Enrollment by EthnoGeneration.
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Table 3-4: Survival Analysis of Time to Enroll in College for All College Types
Any College

Two-Year Colleges

Four-Year Colleges

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Bivariate

Individual &
Family
Background

Life-Course
Events

Bivariate

Individual &
Family
Background

Life-Course
Events

Bivariate

Individual &
Family
Background

Life-Course
Events

Competing Risk
Wald Statistic

Panel A (reference non-Hispanic white)
Non-Hispanic White

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

Non-Hispanic Black

1.761***

0.795**

0.951

1.240*

0.901

0.960

2.498***

0.686***

0.940

0.028

1st Generation Mexican

3.834***

1.081

1.232

1.331

0.776

0.833

19.801***

2.585*

2.814**

7.846***

2nd Generation Mexican

1.607***

0.517***

0.650***

0.512***

0.343***

0.405***

8.191***

1.209

1.434+

25.689***

1.668*

0.959

1.025

0.927

0.753

0.793

3.185**

1.243

1.326

2.053

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.806***

0.908

0.942

1.125

0.830

0.846

2.972***

1.066

1.122

2.062

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.811

0.486***

0.656*

0.451*

0.391**

0.461**

1.354

0.607+

0.892

3.019+

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.888

0.634*

0.666*

0.510*

0.505**

0.537**

1.448

0.748

0.775

1.173

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

3.948***

2.332*

2.203*

2.153

1.859

1.855

7.995**

3.014*

2.726*

0.389

3rd Generation Mexican

Panel B (reference non-Hispanic black)
Non-Hispanic White

0.568***

1.258**

1.052

0.806*

1.110

1.041

0.400***

1.458***

1.064

0.028

Non-Hispanic Black

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

1st Generation Mexican

2.177**

1.360

1.296

1.074

0.861

0.867

7.926***

3.767**

2.994**

8.015***

2nd Generation Mexican

0.913

0.650**

0.684**

0.413***

0.381***

0.422***

3.279***

1.762*

1.526*

24.962***

3rd Generation Mexican

0.947

1.206

1.078

0.747

0.836

0.825

1.275

1.811*

1.411

2.156

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.026

1.142

0.991

0.907

0.921

0.881

1.189

1.553**

1.194

2.087

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.461***

0.611*

0.690*

0.363**

0.434**

0.480**

0.542+

0.885

0.949

3.11+

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.505***

2.242*
3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel C (reference 3rd-generation Mexican

0.798

0.700*

0.411**

0.561*

0.559*

0.580+

1.090

0.824

1.226

2.933**

2.317**

1.736

2.063

1.932

3.200+

4.393**

2.900*

0.424

Non-Hispanic White

0.600*

1.043

0.976

1.079

1.327

1.261

0.314**

0.805

0.754

2.053

Non-Hispanic Black

1.056

0.829

0.928

1.338

1.196

1.211

0.785

0.552*

0.709

2.156

1st Generation Mexican

2.299*

1.128

1.202

1.436

1.030

1.051

6.218**

2.080

2.123+

1.637

2nd Generation Mexican

0.964

0.539**

0.634*

0.552+

0.455*

0.511*

2.572*

0.973

1.082

3.169+

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

--

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.083

0.948

0.919

1.213

1.101

1.067

0.933

0.858

0.847

0.343

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.486*

0.507*

0.641+

0.486+

0.519+

0.582

0.425

0.489+

0.673

0.08

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.533*

0.662

0.650+

0.550

0.671

0.677

0.455

0.602

0.584

0.094

3rd Generation Mexican

2.367+

2.433*

2.150*

2.322

2.468+

2.341+

2.511

2.426

2.056

0.033

13.78***

5.90***

3.75***

5.07***

6.15***

5.60***

22.60***

4.05***

2.69**

--

Female

0.539***

0.779***

0.700***

0.566***

0.640***

0.588***

0.483***

0.926

0.807***

10.249***

High School Graduate (ref. GED)

0.076***

0.288***

0.456***

0.216***

0.322***

0.450***

0.015***

0.206***

0.399***

0.338

Grades in 8th Grade

0.558***

0.776***

0.839***

0.800***

0.898**

0.930*

0.376***

0.674***

0.767***

22.119***

Grades in High School

0.544***

0.791***

0.821***

0.815***

0.996

0.986

0.352***

0.631***

0.700***

61.148***

Household Income-to-Needs Ratio

0.998***

0.999***

0.999***

0.999***

1.000*

1.000

0.997***

0.999***

0.999***

0.000

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Type III Effects
Control Variables
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Family under 18 in 1997
Absence from school (1 month or
more)

1.190***

1.026

1.002

1.074*

1.020

1.008

1.334***

1.056+

1.008

0.000

3.359***

1.356*

1.267*

1.556*

1.072

1.070

9.116***

1.881**

1.559*

2.542

Parental education in years

0.767***

0.864***

0.894***

0.909***

0.923***

0.932***

0.644***

0.818***

0.868***

12.794***

Divorced: step-parent

2.201***

1.241**

1.105

1.113

0.880

0.843

4.376***

1.555***

1.297**

8.376***

Single mother

2.402***

1.203**

1.135*

1.272*

0.965

0.944

4.609***

1.455***

1.315**

6.733***

Single father

2.648***

1.478*

1.274

1.691*

1.321

1.187

4.137***

1.520+

1.316

0.123

Other family situation

3.693***

1.735***

1.562***

2.183***

1.515*

1.377+

6.259***

1.730*

1.504*

0.111

Lives in central city in 1997
Age at Receipt of GED or HS
Diploma

1.294***

0.967

0.968

1.287**

1.155

1.153+

1.316**

0.835*

0.840*

8.331***

1.614***

1.090**

1.027

1.288***

1.072*

1.024

2.653***

1.299***

1.158**

4.079*

Parenthood

7.263***

2.140***

2.645***

1.560***

27.682***

3.255***

24.73***

Monthly employment

3.216***

2.502***

1.101

1.229**

8.043***

3.892***

136.742***

Cohabiting or married

10.103***

3.293***

3.963***

2.731***

35.770***

4.051***

4.488*

Arrest and post-arrest

4.851***

1.612***

2.468***

1.376**

11.087***

1.839***

4.333*

Reports move in previous year

0.540***

0.909*

1.401***

1.392***

0.253***

0.718***

41.293***

316005

316005

316005

316005

N

316005

316005

316005

316005

316005

Data from the NLSY97. Sample is of all High School or GED graduates. Data weighted using NLSY Custom Longitudinal Weights. Survival Analysis uses
Log-Normal Distribution. Exponentiated Time-Risk Ratio coefficients (greater than 1 = slower time to enrollment). Shading shows groups of interest for each
comparison panel. + = p < 0.10 * = p < 0.05 ** = p < 0.01 *** = p < 0.001. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th Generation. Reference group for
family structure is "living with both biological parents." Wald statistics shown in Model 10

Models 1-3 in Panel A show the time ratios for any college enrollment comparing all
ethno-generational groups to whites. In this model the coefficients are listed as exponentiated
time ratios. Values larger than 1 indicate slower times to enroll and values below 1 suggest faster
enrollment times. Similar to the findings for the multinomial model, Model 1 in Panel A initially
shows that Mexicans in general enroll in college at slower rates compared to whites, with first
generation Mexicans having nearly four times slower enrollment compared to whites. In fact,
Model 1 indicates that all Mexican generations have slower overall times to enroll than white
students. In Model 2 of Panel A, nearly all of the timing deficits disappear or reverse their
relationship. For example, after controlling for differences in individual and family
characteristics, second-generation Mexicans and first and second-generation other Hispanics
enroll in college at much quicker rates than whites. Model 3, which controls for life course
events, finds that second-generation Mexicans and first and second-generation other Hispanics
enroll at approximately 33-35% faster rates than whites.
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Models 1 through 3 in Panel B show how ethno-generational contrasts change when
using black students as the reference group. Model 1 again shows that first generation Mexicans
take more than twice as long to enroll in college as black students. Introducing individual and
family-level controls in Model 2 causes this distinction to lose significance. Instead, Model 2
reveals that net of personal and family characteristics, second-generation Mexicans time to
enrollment is 35% shorter than times for blacks. Moreover, foreign-born other Hispanics also
outpace blacks in college enrollment. Further controls for life course events show that the
advantage for second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics from the first and second
generations reemerges. These groups enroll in college at approximately in 30-32% faster times
than blacks. Panel C, contrasting ethno-generational categories to third generation Mexicans,
mirrors the pattern for Panels A and B. It suggests that second-generation Mexicans and first and
second gen. other Hispanics possess an advantage in college enrollment over third generation
Mexicans.
When dividing the enrollment types a different story emerges. Examining two-year
college enrollment, Model 3 in Panel A shows that second-gen. Mexicans enroll in two year
colleges in nearly half the time of whites, even prior to controlling for household wealth and
grades. The inclusion of controls in Models 2 and 3 show that the second-generation advantage
persists in two-year enrollment. Here, we observe that the edge in time to two-year college
enrollment is even greater for second-generation Mexicans and first and second gen. other
Hispanics when compared to whites. The time to enroll in community college for secondgeneration Mexicans is 60% shorter than the time for whites. Panel B compares the differences in
enrollment time for two-year schools compared to the reference group of black students. Again,
this comparison shows that second-generation Mexicans and first and second gen. other
Hispanics attend community schools sooner after transitioning from secondary education. Model
3 demonstrates that second-generation Mexicans’ time to enrollment is approximately 58%
shorter than times for blacks, net of individual, family, and life course controls. Panel C, which
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contrasts all groups to third generation Mexicans, highlights the generational differences between
Mexicans. Model 1 shows that second-generation Mexicans enroll in nearly half the time of the
third generation. This second-generation time advantage remains even after including controls in
Models 2 and 3. These results provide the most support for second-generation optimism theory, at
least when considering the process of enrolling in community colleges. Although, enrolling in
community colleges at quicker rates even after accounting for differences in family resources can
be considered as support for segmented assimilation if Mexicans are opting for a college
credential with less prestige or value.
Examining four-year enrollment shows that the edge held by second-generation Mexicans
and first and second-generation other Hispanics for community college enrollment either vanishes
or reverses. Panel A, comparing all groups to whites, shows that all Mexican generations initially
have slower times to enroll in four-year schools. First-generation Mexicans have enrollment times
that are nearly 20 times longer than whites. Second-generation Mexicans initially have enrollment
times that are 9 times slower than white students. Controlling for individual and family-level
attributes in Model 2 and life course events in Model 3 attenuates much of the gap. Yet, even
after accounting for these disparities, Model 3 shows first and second-generation Mexicans have
times to enrollment that are 2.8 to 1.4 times longer respectively than times for white students.
This provides clear support for segmented assimilation theory, given that there are persistent gaps
in Mexican enrollment times even after controlling for resources, academic success, and life
course events.
Panel B, which compares ethno-generational groups to non-Hispanic blacks, suggests that
first and second-generation Mexicans also take longer to enroll after graduating from high school
or receiving their GEDs. The gap in enrollment times between first and second-gen Mexicans and
blacks mirrors the findings for white comparisons. Importantly, first and second-generation other
Hispanics do not enroll at slower rates compared to black or white students. This provides
additional support for segmented assimilation theory because first and second-generation
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Mexicans appear to be experiencing a different mode of incorporation compared to other
Hispanics. Models 1 through 3 in Panel C demonstrate that there are few substantive differences
in times across Mexican generations. These findings run counter to the multinomial logistic
results in Table 2 that suggest overall higher odds of enrollment in four-year schools for secondgeneration Mexicans compared to white students. In the event history analyses, first and secondgeneration Mexicans are actually enrolling later in life even when accounting for differences in
grades, household resources, and life-course development.39
In addition to the persistent ethno-generational differences, this analysis also identifies
important covariate relationships for two- and four-year enrollment. First, regardless of college
type women enroll at quicker rates compared to men. Model 3 in the analysis of four-year
enrollment shows that this advantage is even more pronounced for four-year programs. Moreover,
the analysis shows that while grades in middle school are important for both types of enrollment,
better high school grades do not statistically predict faster enrollment times for two-year
programs, while they are related with quicker times at four-year schools.40 Parental education
(significant in both enrollment types) appears to be associated with even quicker enrollment times
at four-year colleges. In a similar vein, there are no differences in enrollment times based on
family structure for two year schools, but in four-year enrollment children living with at least one
step-parent or only their mother enroll at slower rates compared to those living with both
biological parents.
Accounting for stopouts and delays in high school graduation as well as life course events
reveals interesting differences by enrollment type. Specifically, stopouts during high school do
not appear to influence time to two-year enrollment, but are related with slower times to enroll in
a four-year program. Moreover, while time-varying covariates such as childbearing,

39

Wald statistics shown in Model 10 confirm that for first and second generation Mexicans the covariate effects for twoand four-year college enrollment are significantly different.
40
Model 10 also shows that the covariate effect high school grades significantly varies by college type, having a strong
effect on four-year enrollment time and no discernible effect on two-year enrollment.
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cohabitation/marriage, employment, and arrest extend times to enroll for both college types, the
influence on four-year enrollment is at times nearly twice that of two-year schools. In particular,
having a child or working prior to enrolling in college has more than double the impact on
pursuing a Bachelors degree as opposed to an associate degree. In general, these findings show
that while life course events may impede enrollment, their influence is much more prohibitive in
the pursuit of a Bachelors degree.

Discussion
The results from the multinomial and event history models reveal a complex story. Taken
in part, they provide some support for second-generation optimism theory. Specifically, secondgeneration Mexicans and other Hispanics are more likely to enroll in both two- and four-year
colleges compared to non-Hispanic whites when accounting for differences in individual and
family characteristics in a multinomial model. However, the main advantage appears to be in less
prestigious two-year college enrollment.
When extending this to time to enroll in college, they continue to have an edge in
enrollment times over both non-Hispanic whites and blacks when examining two-year college.
However, when exploring the times to enroll in more prestigious Bachelors programs, not only
does the edge disappear but first and second-generation Mexicans end up enrolling later in life
compared to both non-Hispanic whites and blacks. This finding provides support for segmented
assimilation theory, as Mexican migrants and their children appear to have a handicap in pursuing
four-year degrees that is unexplained by differences in individual and family capital that may be
tied to their mode of incorporation, discrimination, or dissonant acculturation tied to exposure to
central city minority culture. Furthermore, this disadvantage does not appear to be tied to
experiencing life course events at different times than white and black students.
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These findings echo the narratives from the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal study
that describe lower educational outcomes for Mexicans, as opposed to other Hispanic national
groups, that are pronounced in the second generation (Portes and Rumbaut 1996, 2001; Portes
and Zhou 1993). In this investigation, even when accounting for differences in experiencing
milestones in one’s life, academic preparation, family structure and resources, Mexicans are
predicted to enroll in four-year colleges at slower rates compared to non-Hispanic whites, while
there is no difference in enrollment time for other Hispanics. This disadvantage in four-year
enrollment may manifest itself later in the form of disparities in overall educational attainment,
labor force participation, and earnings (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2015).
Correspondingly, the higher likelihood of two-year enrollment and quicker times to enroll
in associate programs may be explained more by making the pursuit of a college degree a flexible
part of one’s life for Hispanic students. This finding would support the theory of familism as it
applies to understanding Hispanic enrollment patterns. This unexplained disadvantage in fouryear enrollment may be linked with a preference to pursue post-secondary education while living
with and contributing to one’s nuclear or extended family (Desmond and Turley 2009). Although
first-generation Mexicans may face obstacles to obtaining in-state tuition rates or public
assistance, second-generation Mexicans have access to all public services as native-born citizens.
Moreover, second-generation Mexicans attend community college at quicker rates than whites,
blacks, and third-generation Mexicans despite controls for academic success and household
resources. This analysis affirms research by Ovink and Kalogrides (2015) that indicates that the
pathway to college enrollment for Hispanics is often contingent on balancing familial obligations.
In this case, enrolling disproportionately in two-year colleges may be a function of a desire to
continue schooling while supporting family.
This inquiry serves to highlight the differences in the timing and type of enrollment by
immigrant group. Past research on the process of college enrollment, persistence, and graduation
indicate that delays in college entry relate to higher incidence of dropout and delayed graduation
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(Bozick and DeLuca 2005; Milesi 2010; Niu and Tienda 2013). Although Mexicans appear to be
enrolling quickly in two-year schools, they are lagging behind non-Hispanic whites in ways that
other Hispanics are not, a finding that could have implications for college graduation rates as
well. Clarifying the initial differences in timing and choice of college attendance by ethnogeneration furthers our understanding of the constituent determinants of group-level differences
in educational attainment.
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Chapter 4

College Graduation and Persistence: Tests of Assimilation in the United
States

Introduction
Demographers project that by the year 2060 the racial composition of the United States
will have changed from a majority non-Hispanic white population (62% in 2015) to one where
whites remain a plurality (44%) but not a majority of the populace (Colby and Ortman 2015). In
addition to shifts in ethnic composition, the percentage of the population that is foreign born is
expected to jump from 13 percent in 2014 to 19 percent by 2060. Even when accounting for
trends in migration, these large-scale transformations are due in no small part to substantive
differences in fertility rates by both ethnicity and nativity status. These factors lead to conclusions
that by 2060 more than one in three American residents will be an immigrant or the child of an
immigrant (Pew Research Center 2015).
Similar to studies in the 1980s linking the concentration of poverty and declining labor
market status of minority heads of household to growing stratification (Tienda 1989), researchers
examining the integration of minority working class immigrants and their children into American
society envision an ethnic underclass living and working in a decidedly bifurcated society (Lopez
and Stanton-Salazar 2001; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Studies also suggest that immigrants
pursue social mobility through their children’s schooling, and consistently have higher
educational aspirations than native parents (Gans 2009; Raleigh and Kao 2010).
This chapter examines how the process of starting and graduating college differs by
ethno-generation. As in the previous chapter, I focus specifically on the outcomes of first and
second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics. I contrast their postsecondary success with
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non-Hispanic whites and blacks as well as third-generation Mexican-Americans. This
investigation examines not only graduating from college, but also differences in the time to
complete a college degree. Focusing on timing allows for a more detailed analysis often lost when
studies focus on overall educational attainment. Delays in education early on can have lasting
impacts on one’s professional life, potentially leading to wage differentials and lower likelihood
of postsecondary graduation (Featherman and Carter 1974; Niu and Tienda 2013). Accordingly, I
focus on the factors that hasten or delay graduation and how they may provide evidence for
various theories of assimilation.

Background

Assimilation Theories
The process of how immigrants and their children integrate into their new surroundings is
a well-studied topic by migration scholars, dating back to the early half of the twentieth century
(Park 1950; Thomas and Znaniecki 1918; Warner and Srole 1945). Detailing the process of
integration for European immigrants into the United States, theorists described how immigrant
groups came into contact with the Anglo-Americans, the dominant social group. Furthermore,
canonical assimilation theory described how immigrant groups adapted their own culture to fit
into their host society. Milton Gordon’s classic theory of assimilation hypothesized that
immigrant minorities inherently strive towards the “core culture” or ideals of the dominant ethnoracial group in the host society (Alba and Nee 1997; Gordon 1964). Assimilation for Gordon was
part of a multi-stage process (Gordon 1964). Gordon noted that immigrants could experience
behavioral assimilation or acculturation, wherein they adopted certain core group cultural
practices, without experiencing any of the other stages of assimilation. However, Gordon
highlighted structural assimilation, or the integration into the core group’s social organizations
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and institutions, as a sign that the overall process of assimilation (including marital and
identification assimilation) was occurring (Gordon 1961). This stage of structural assimilation
was hypothesized to co-occur with spatial assimilation as immigrants and their children moved
from the central city to the suburbs and were exposed to the core group in a residential setting.
Gans and Sandberg expanded this theory to hypothesize a linear pattern of integration for each
successive generation called straight-line assimilation (Gans 1973; Sandberg 1973). The first
generation is hypothesized to possess the lowest levels of human or financial capital. Native-born
children of immigrants (second generation) would show greater levels of educational and
economic success in comparison to more recent immigrants, but would still lag behind children of
American-born parents (third generation).
Therefore, national-origin groups would demonstrate incremental socioeconomic
progress within a host society over time as they acculturate and adapt to host-society customs
(Gans 1973; Gordon 1961). Alba and Nee (2009) note that Park and Warner and Srole took a
“long view” approach to assimilation, suggesting that the process could take place over many
generations. Furthermore, they point out that classical theorists, “did not conflate assimilation
with entry into the middle class but identified it with the reduction of differences with AngloAmericans” (Alba and Nee 2009, p. 30). As such, straight-line assimilation theory applied to
Mexican and other Hispanic college graduation rates would hypothesize that graduation rates
and time to graduation for Mexicans and other Hispanics will improve with each subsequent
generation, but third-plus generation non-Hispanic whites will continue to surpass all other
groups (H1).
Neo-assimilation theory explains variation in economic outcomes for different families
within the same co-ethnic group (Alba and Nee 1997, 2009; Nee and Sanders 2001). The theory
posits that assimilation is brought about by proximate and distal causes. Proximate causes are the
differing levels of capital that each immigrant family and community has in addition to individual
purposive action and “workaday” choices that bring them into exposure with mainstream society
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(e.g. moving to the suburbs for better housing and schooling). Distal causes are institutional, such
as a shift in immigration policy that changes visa allotments or legislation that prohibits
discrimination in housing (Alba and Nee, 2009). This theory asserts that the family unit was the
key source of social, human, cultural, and financial capital. Family members could utilize their
family’s social capital in the form of ties with their extended family to gain access to jobs outside
of the lower class immigrant jobs within the ethnic economy. Human capital in the form of
education or credentials would also be integral in familial success. Formal degrees could translate
to more lucrative jobs outside of the ethnic economy and provide greater access to the
professional labor market. Neo-assimilation theory applied to college graduation for the first and
second generation would assert that graduation rates will be a function of individual and family
capital (H2). Essentially, differences by ethno-racial group and generation will be explained by
the ability to accrue and convert capital towards the goal of graduating from college. For first and
second-generation Mexicans, gaps in graduation rates in comparison to non-Hispanic whites
should be explained by individual and family characteristics.
Segmented assimilation theory, developed in the 1990’s, has contributed greatly to the
contemporary theoretical discourse on immigrant assimilation (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes
and Zhou 1993). This theory broadly posits that the government and host society’s reception of
particular national-origin group forms a part of their mode of incorporation into the host society.
In addition, the presence of established co-ethnic communities and the existence of opportunity
ladders can influence whether groups and subsequent generations assimilate towards the status (in
the form of economic and educational success) of either dominant or minority groups. Some
groups, drawing upon available resources and positive reception by both the government and
society in general, assimilate upward towards the dominant group, whereas others assimilate
downward towards minority groups. Downward assimilation is also impacted by residence in
central cities and exposure to minority oppositional culture.
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The second generation may experience different types of acculturation to the host society
based on parental authority and the strength of the co-ethnic community. In circumstances where
the co-ethnic community is strong and provides social pressure and resources to succeed
academically, children of immigrants may selectively acculturate. Alternatively, if children of
immigrants without a strong parental authority or co-ethnic community outpace their parents in
language acquisition, they may adopt behaviors and attitudes associated with central city minority
oppositional culture (Waters et al. 2010). Although ethnic identification is complex and related to
factors beyond country of birth (Landale and Oropesa 2002), research suggests that national
groups within the same broad race or ethnic classification differ on measures of downward
assimilation despite having similar levels of human capital and resources (Haller et al. 2011).
Haller and colleagues (2011) consider downward assimilation to be characterized by
concentrations of poverty and unemployment, limited educational attainment, and criminal
activity. The authors specify that contextual factors such as central city residence and whether or
not a student is attending a minority school are mechanisms for downward assimilation beyond
individual and family-level capital.
Segmented assimilation asserts that group-level differences on various socioeconomic
characteristics will exist, but controlling for differing levels of human and financial capital within
groups will not explain all of the variation. Neo-assimilation and segmented assimilation share
many concepts, including an emphasis on individual and group-level attributes as essential in
successfully integrating into the host society (Alba et al. 2011). However, segmented assimilation
asserts that the mode of incorporation and ultimately the trajectory for national origin groups can
vary based despite having similar levels of capital. Research has suggested that Mexican
experiences in American education may be qualitatively different from other Latin American
national-origin groups (Portes and Rumbaut 2001).
Therefore, segmented assimilation theory applied to the process of acquiring a college
degree would first hypothesize that bivariate differences will exist in college graduation when
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comparing ethno-generation groups to non-Hispanic whites. In particular, first and secondgeneration Mexicans will lag behind non-Hispanic whites. The theory then asserts that net of
individual and family background, degree attainment will vary for Mexican-origin and other
Hispanic-origin youths as compared to non-Hispanic whites. Specifically, second-generation
Mexican college graduation rates will be worse when compared to non-Hispanic whites even
after accounting for differences in human and financial capital. Furthermore, when compared to
non-Hispanic blacks, second-generation Mexicans will show no statistical difference and may
even have lower graduation rates. Although second-generation Mexicans may be more likely to
graduate college compared to the first generation, third-generation Mexicans will have lower or
similar graduation rates than Mexicans of the second generation, indicating a stagnated or
quadratic trajectory by generation (H3). For example, Hispanics immigrants and children of
immigrants from other regions may outperform their Mexican counterparts due to community
characteristics and less exposure to the central city and minority oppositional culture ( Zhou et al.
2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993).
Finally, Kao and Tienda (1995) detail second-generation immigrant optimism theory as a
counterpoint to straight-line assimilation that is specific to formal education. Comparing
schooling and academic achievement by immigrant generation, the authors find that the second
generation has better overall outcomes compared to the first and third-plus generation. The study
attributes these outcomes to immigrant parents that instill a strong work ethic as well as the
presence of tight-knit ethnic communities that provide social pressure to succeed. In contrast with
the first generation, members of the second generation also do not have the burden of learning a
new language and navigating an unfamiliar schooling system. However, these obstacles are
oftentimes not present for first generation children that arrived when they were young and an
ideal test of these factors would include age at migration (Hirschman 2001; Oropesa and Landale
1997). In this study second-generation immigrant optimism theory would hypothesize that the
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second generation will outperform the first and third-plus generations prior to and after
controlling for individual characteristics (H4).

Immigrant Postsecondary Trajectories and Degree Completion
Studies of generational differences in educational attainment often find that immigrants
or their children fare as well or better than children of native-born parents (Betts and Lofstrom
2000; Chiswick and DebBurman 2004). However, differences in educational attainment by
generation often vary greatly by gender, ethnicity, and country of origin. Baum and Flores (2011)
examine the educational attainment and postsecondary success of immigrants and find substantial
variation by country-of-origin despite an overall immigrant advantage. Specifically, the study
finds that immigrants from Japan, China, and African countries as well as their children have high
rates of degree attainment. 50 to 80% of foreign-born fathers from these regions possess
bachelor’s degree. In contrast, between 4 to 10% of immigrant fathers from Mexico, Central
America, Laos, and Cambodia possessed four-year degrees. Although parental education and
income are strong predictors of degree completion, they do not explain all the variation, which
may be captured by strength of ethnic community networks that push students to go to college or
a culture of familism privileging closeness and ability to contribute to overall family wealth.
Family obligations in households with limited resources can force children to prioritize providing
income and delaying, foregoing, or leaving schooling (Bradley and Renzulli 2011; Fuligni 2007).
Similar to the processes that shape college enrollment, the mechanisms that influence
how students remain enrolled and eventually complete their degree are unique and frequently
vary by ethnicity. Moreover, the skills students have at the start of college can vary widely by
ethnicity. Bowen and Bok (2001) examine differences within a pool of students at highly
selective colleges, noting that average entering SAT scores were lower for black students.
Moreover, those same students had a lower likelihood of being ranked high in their classes. The
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authors suggest that this deficit in performance extends beyond simple academic measures such
as grade point average or SAT score. Instead, these disparities reflect family-level cultural
knowledge of how to navigate college, study skills, and a lack of a real co-ethnic peer network.
Following this work, Massey and colleagues (2011) delve deeper into ethno-racial
differences at the start of college. They find that in addition to differences in the amount of
advanced placement courses taken, college freshman also report a diversity of parenting styles by
ethno-racial group. Non-Hispanic white families reportedly foster more independence and
autonomy compared to non-Hispanic black families that privileged obedience. Hispanic families
represented a blend of these styles, preferring obedient children but often accompanying their
parenting decisions with explanations to the child. This variety in parenting styles is suggested to
play a role in the child’s overall ability to succeed in a college environment.
Focusing on gender differences, Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005) describe the gendered
nature of postsecondary trajectories and outcomes. The analysis notes that second-generation
women have fewer disruptive events that impede educational attainment (e.g. never experiencing
incarceration, childbirth, and remaining single). In addition, second-generation women possess
higher expectations and outcomes in comparison to first-generation women. Whereas for some
national groups the advantage for women compared to men is modest (i.e. Mexico), other
ethnicities have much higher rates of female college attendance. For example, 84% of
Vietnamese women are on a four-year degree path, compared to just over half of Vietnamese
men. This investigation also finds that childbirth is more detrimental for women in terms of
persisting in one’s academic goals. This research suggests that the differences within the second
generation in postsecondary outcomes not only vary by country of origin but by gender.
Moreover, these findings in particular demonstrate that schooling does not take place in a
vacuum, and potential graduates may experience life events throughout the course of their
education that cause them to drop out or cut back on school.
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College Persistence and Dropout
Educational persistence is a student’s ongoing enrollment and continued attendance in a
degree-granting institution to degree completion (Hagedorn 2005). Tinto’s (1975) Student
Integration Theory asserts that the match between a student’s ability and motivation and the
social and academic traits of an institute combine to form two commitments that are integral to
persistence: commitment to the goal of completing a degree and commitment to the particular
institution. Bean’s (1980) Student Attrition Theory instead treats persistence as a function of
organizational turnover and student behaviors, which are in turn formed by beliefs and attitudes
that are developed from students’ experiences at an institution. Both theories have shared
features. Specifically they argue that a student’s pre-college attributes will predict the likelihood
to persist and that persistence is made more likely given a good fit between the student and
institution.
Contemporary studies of education have expanded these theories and illustrated many of
the traits and contexts that promote persistence. Repeating analyses performed by the U.S.
Department of Education (Adelman and Elizabeth 1999), Adelman (2006) explores the
determinants of bachelor’s degree attainment. Although family SES has only a modest effect, the
most important factors are having success in the first year and taking/succeeding in college-level
math classes. Notably, stopouts (breaks in attendance for more than a semester) and attending
school part-time are negatively associated with degree completion. In this same vein, moving
from college to college (swirling) is detrimental to degree completion, as opposed to directed
transfers from a community college or to another four-year school. However, swirling and
dropping out may also have common causes. This study highlights many of constituent factors of
degree completion and suggests that continued study is crucial, net of background characteristics.
Wintre and Bowers (2007) expand educational transition theory, exploring persistence as
a function of many factors including one’s ability to adjust to a university. When controlling for

88
socio-demographic attributes, parental involvement, and achievement in the first year at the
university, the authors note that perceived stress level as well as attachment to the university and
or one’s university goals were positively related with persistence. Accordingly, accounting for
adjustment to campus life is an important aspect of understanding persistence to postsecondary
graduation.
While most research on persistence concerns four-year programs, understanding the
postsecondary educational experience of immigrants requires an awareness of the process in
community colleges. Conway (2009) finds that persistence in two-year programs is driven by
proximate determinants such as educational aspirations, demands and resources (for time and
income), academic skills, high school preparation, and personal attributes. The effect of these
determinants is then mediated by institutional factors such as the presence of remedial courses,
counselors, rigidity of requirements, freshman orientation programs, and the use of the academic
probation system. Results show high school grade point average to be an important factor for
persistence for immigrants who completed their high school in the United States. For U.S. highschooled immigrants, Hispanic ethnicity was also associated with lower persistence. This finding
was attributed to the prevalence of Hispanic students in English as a Second Language classes,
which limits the overall substantive coursework students can take. This provides additional
support to the idea that first-generation Hispanic immigrants face obstacles towards persistence or
competing motivations that differ from the traditional persistence in education models.

Persistence and Life Events
Traditional models of educational persistence view ongoing attendance as an exchange
between students and institutions, where students regularly revise their commitment to attendance
through their institutional experiences (Bean 1980; Tinto 1975). Students may hold multiple roles
at a time; entering the workforce, marrying, or becoming parents before finishing schooling
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(Rindfuss and Swicegood 1987). Furthermore, the traditional pattern of finishing school,
working, marrying, and childbearing are becoming less dominant. Moreover, parental resources
are key in guarding against exiting full-time education or working part time (Marini 1984).
For immigrants, holding multiple roles within the family (as student, worker, or surrogate
parent) may be necessary to fulfill individual and familial obligations (Fuligni and Witkow 2004;
Sy and Romero 2008). Rumbaut and Komaie (2010) describe the transitions from adolescence to
adulthood by immigrant generation, paying attention to differences by ethnicity and country-oforigin. The study compares first-generation immigrants to 1.5 generation (foreign-born children
who arrive early in childhood) and members of the second generation as well as the children of
American-born parents. Results show that the first generation is much more likely to complete the
traditional milestones to adulthood such as leaving their parents house, finishing school, entering
work, marrying, and having children. Much of this can be viewed as a function of the decision to
migrate, as choosing to migrate is often an adult decision.
In comparison, the second generation is the least likely to have completed the transition
to adulthood of leaving home, completing their education, beginning to work, marrying and
having children. Stratifying by country of origin, the authors note that second-generation Asians
(specifically Filipinos, Indians, Chinese, Koreans, and Vietnamese) are likely to have not finished
their schooling and also are the least likely to have children or be married. In contrast, Mexicans
and Puerto Ricans were the most likely to have had children in early adulthood, even though the
prevalence of early childbearing decreases by immigrant generation. These findings affirm
research on persistence by different immigrant groups, suggesting that immigrant youth from
Latin American families had lower rates of enrollment and persistence in comparison to East
Asian and Filipino immigrant students (Fuligni and Witkow 2004).
Studies of immigrant persistence and life course often maintain that the impact of events
(such as marriage, childbirth, or incarceration) is often gendered. Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005)
illustrate the key gender differences for the second generation in attaining educational success
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(classed as completing or attending a four-year degree program). They find that being single as
compared to married or cohabiting is an important predictor of educational success for women
but not for men. Furthermore, childbearing either before or after age 20 is more detrimental for
women with regards to schooling.
In a similar vein, Rumbaut (2005) underscores the interrelation of education,
incarceration, and early childbearing for the second and 1.5 generations. He finds that even when
controlling for demographic characteristics, academic achievement, expectations, and family
background, turning points like being incarcerated and having a child were significantly
negatively related with overall educational attainment. Moreover, when examining the
determinants of incarceration and childbearing for the second and 1.5 generation, males were 4
times more likely to have been incarcerated and respondents that were suspended from or inactive
at their high school were more likely to both be incarcerated and have children. This finding
supports educational persistence research that asserts that continuous education is integral for
actually completing a degree.

Hispanic Persistence
Research indicates that the experience of college is unique for Hispanic native and
immigrant students. Despite having completion rates for associates degrees similar to nonHispanics, Hispanic completion rates for four-year programs are nearly half that of non-Hispanics
(Fry 2003b). Approximately 37% of non-Hispanic whites between the ages of 25 and 29 with a
high school degree completed their bachelor’s degree, in contrast to 16% for Hispanics.
Attendance and completion rates vary, however, by origin group, as Cubans have higher rates of
attendance and completion compared to Mexicans and Puerto Ricans.
Issues of language, perceived discrimination, familial obligation, family resources, and
lack of familiarity with the transfer process all influence persistence towards a degree (Alexander
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et al. 2007). Immigration scholars also point to differences within modes of incorporation for
Hispanic immigrants, suggesting that Hispanics that perceive social and academic boundaries
may work harder to overcome them and thus have higher rates of degree completion compared to
Hispanic students who do not sense ethno-racial discrimination (Rivas-Drake and Mooney 2009).
These studies suggest that, beyond simple country-of-origin differences, Hispanic students have
distinct college experiences that may be explained by their overall attitude towards being a
Hispanic immigrant in the United States.
Beyond perceptions of boundaries, researchers note substantive differences by language
spoken at home and gender. Zwick and Sklar (2005) find that Spanish-speaking Hispanics
perform better than similarly qualified (by SAT and high school GPA) English-speaking
Hispanics when comparing first-year college grades. Research focusing on gender differences
suggests that female Hispanic students feel the need to work during college in order to be selfsufficient, provide voluntary financial contributions, and be expected to or feel pressure to
provide surrogate parent roles that eat into time normally spent on studying (Sy and Romero
2008). Thus, financial and familial obligations may contribute to increased stress during college
and the necessity to attend school part time.
Analyzing the risk of dropping out of college for Hispanic students, Gross (2011) finds
that cost has a greater impact on hastening the risk of dropout compared to the effect of receiving
federal aid on mitigating the hazard of dropout. The author posits that “sticker shock” may
account for the influence of cost net of aid on dropout for Hispanic students enrolled in college.
Therefore research on persistence in the Hispanic community suggests that the unique
determinants of attaining a degree are both structural and cultural.
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Postsecondary Delay and Disruption
Studies of college enrollment and completion frequently cite the advantage of consistent
secondary and postsecondary education for students (Adelman 2006; Adelman and Elizabeth
1999; Bozick and DeLuca 2005; Niu and Tienda 2013). But findings from the National Center for
Education Statistics indicate that the proportion of undergraduate students delaying enrollment
right after high school graduation has increased in recent decades, noting that nearly 46 percent of
undergrads did not begin their college careers in the same calendar year that they received their
high school degree (Choy 2002). Subsequently, Horn and colleagues (2005) find that nontraditional students who delay college enrollment are more likely to come from low SES, be
Hispanic or black, single parents, and speak a non-English primary language. Hearn (1992) finds
that lower grades, a non-academic high school track, and a low schooling expectations are related
to delayed college enrollment, which in turn is associated with a greater likelihood of attending
college part-time or entering into non-degree granting institutions. Investigations of in-state
tuition status and delaying college enrollment also suggest that low-income black and white
students wait longer to enroll in states with higher tuition (Kane et al. 1996). These findings
support theory that links delayed enrollment with financial burden, with the implication that
college students need to work while they attend school in order to fund their degree.
Because delayed enrollment is associated with many obstacles to persistent education,
students that wait to begin their college careers are less likely to actually finish their degree
(Carroll 1989; Featherman and Carter 1974; Horn and Carroll 1996). Bozick and Deluca (2005)
find that delayed entry is associated with low family SES, and is subsequently related to higher
likelihood of dropping out. In fact, the penalty associated with delayed enrollment persists even
when accounting for life events such as parenthood or marriage. This suggests that waiting to
enroll has a substantive impact on graduation net of experiencing life events that also lower the
likelihood of degree completion. Further research on delayed entry shows that even when
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accounting for college entry pathway, academics, and family resources, students that wait to
enroll have a lower probability of attending four-year colleges two to three years later (Niu and
Tienda 2013). The penalty related to delayed entry (net of family SES and individual
achievement) appears to be most prominent for students delaying between one and two years, as
students that enroll much later may have different motivations for returning to school. Hence,
waiting to enroll in college after high school graduation is connected with a lower likelihood to
eventually finish a degree.
Delayed enrollment is frequently associated with inconsistent attendance or stopouts
during a college career. In this sense, both delayed enrollment and stopouts are forms of
inconsistent schooling. Milesi (2010) finds that students are less likely to eventually enroll in
two-year or a four-year college if they do not enroll shortly after high school graduation (or
receipt of GED). Furthermore, stopouts during the course of pursuing a college degree are
connected to decreased likelihood of eventually finishing either a two- or four-year degree. In
addition, part-time attendance is negatively related to completing an associates’ degree, but not a
bachelors’ degree, depicting the importance of consistent education in achieving the goal of
finishing college.
This body of research illustrates how the attainment of formal college degrees is tied up
with individual ability, family resources, and the ability to be consistently enrolled in educational
institutions. Additionally, it provides some evidence that persistence and college graduation are
often stratified by ethno-generation and gender. This investigation explores college graduation at
both two- and four-year schools by ethno-generation to better understand how immigrant
assimilation operates in colleges.
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Research Design
In this study I examine college graduation and the time it takes to finish a degree as a
means to test four theories of immigrant assimilation. I present the relevant theories and
hypotheses below in Table 4-1 to illustrate what we should expect to find within the process of
college graduation based on each theory. Table 1 also presents the reference group for each
theory. For classical and neo-assimilation theories, this analysis compares Mexicans and other
Hispanics to non-Hispanic whites as the “core group.” For these theoretical explanations, I expect
that controlling for various forms of individual and family-level human capital will explain any
gaps for Mexicans compared to non-Hispanic whites. Segmented assimilation theory requires
comparisons to non-Hispanic whites and blacks to assess whether or not national origin groups
are experiencing upward or downward assimilation. Although the variables included in the model
may explain much of the variation, segmented assimilation asserts that unexplained disparities for
college enrollees of Mexican origin may be due to the Mexican mode of incorporation. In
addition, segmented assimilation looks within national origin groups for evidence of stagnation or
downward assimilation. Therefore, I also compare first and second-generation Mexicans to those
of the third-generation. Similarly, second-generation immigrant optimism theory compares
members of the second generation to their first and third-generation counterparts. For this
theoretical approach, members of the second-generation will outpace those of the first and third
generation both before and after controls are introduced, as the generation gap is attributed to
family and community authority, pressure, and resources for academic success.
This analysis proceeds by describing the data, measures, and methodology utilized for
the study. I then provide descriptive results of the sample and test the theories of assimilation first
employing a multinomial logistic regression of college graduation for all enrollees. Lastly, I
describe survival analyses of both two- and four-year college graduation to assess ethnogenerational differences in time to graduate.
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Table 4-1: Hypotheses of Assimilation Theory for Time to College Graduation

H1

H2

H3

H4

Theory

Hypothesis for Time to Enroll in College

Mechanisms for
Assimilation

Reference Group

Ethno-Generational
Differences After Controls

Straight-Line Assimilation

- Graduation rates and times will improve across immigrant
generation for both Mexicans and other Hispanics, but still lag
behind higher generation non-Hispanic whites.

Structural assimilation,
evidenced by living
outside central city

Non-Hispanic White

No longer present

Human, Financial, and
Social Capital of Parents
and Children

Non-Hispanic White

No longer present

Capital, Mode of
Incorporation, Central
City Residence

Non-Hispanic White,
Black, and 3rd
Generation Mexican

Present

Parental and communal
pressure and support

1st/3rd generation
Mexican, non-Hispanic
white and black

Potentially present

Neo-Assimilation

Segmented Assimilation

2nd Generation Optimism

- Graduation rates will be a function of individual and family
capital.
- Mexicans may lag behind non-Hispanic whites in bivariate
analyses, but multivariate models controlling for individual and
family-level capital will explain variation
- Net of individual and family background, degree attainment will
lag for Mexican-origin and other Hispanic-origin youths as
compared to non-Hispanic whites.
- Compared to non-Hispanic blacks, second-generation Mexicans
will show no statistical difference and may even have lower
graduation rates.
- Second-generation Mexicans may be more likely to graduate
college compared to the first generation
- Third-generation Mexicans will have similar or lower graduation
rates than Mexicans of the second generation, indicating a
downward or stagnated quadratic trajectory by generation
- The second generation will outperform The first and third-plus
generations prior to and after controlling for individual
characteristics
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Data and Measures
Chapter 2 describes in detail the creation of the dependent and independent variables
used in this analysis. Given that this chapter examines college graduation, I restrict my sample to
college enrollees. This analysis has 2596 two-year college enrollees and 2931 four-year enrollees
and 4338 students that enrolled in either college.41 The dependent variables in these analyses are
whether or not one graduates from a two- or four-year university. This is measured as a fixed
variable and a time-specific variable that captures the amount of time from start until finish for
event history analysis. In the analysis of time to graduate, I start measuring exposure from the
time of first enrollment in each specific program.
From a model-building perspective, this study begins by analyzing college enrollment by
ethno-generation to reveal baseline differences by group. It then accounts for individual and
family-level attributes. Lastly, this analysis introduces fixed and time-varying measures that
account for timing of life events and college-specific events while enrolled in college. For
example, this model controls for the age at which one started college, whether or not the
respondent is attending full-time, and if they transfer to a different type of program. I also include
measures for stopouts in high school and whether or not a student delayed enrollment by at least
six months after graduation. Moreover, I control for childbearing, marriage and cohabitation,
arrest, employment, and if the respondent moved in the previous year.
This study begins with a description of the distribution of all dependent and independent
variables by ethno-generation. In addition, I provide the results of a weighted chi-square test for
independence. I then test my hypotheses first using multinomial logistic regressions to model the
likelihood of graduation from a two-year program, graduation from a four-year program, or never
reporting graduation.
41

These samples are not mutually exclusive, as a person enrolls first in a two-year college and then transfers to a fouryear school is considered as “at risk” to graduate from both programs. Correspondingly, people that start at a four-year school and
then transfer to a two-year school are still considered to be able to graduate from both types of programs.
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This study then explores the time to graduate by using two separate event history
analyses of two- and four-year graduation for students that enrolled in those programs. Visual
diagnostic tests of Cox Snell pseudo-residuals plots compared to the cumulative hazard function
of the hazard for two- and four-year college graduation (shown in appendix) indicate that a lognormal distribution best fits the hazard in the data (Cox and Snell 1968). Log-normal distributions
are commonly used for non-monotonic hazard function wherein the hazard of event occurrence
rises to a maximum and then declines (Blossfeld et al. 2012). Log-normal event history models
are also known as Accelerated Failure Time models. Therefore, I report the resulting coefficients
as “time-ratios” as in the previous chapter. Values under 1 indicate time to graduation that is
faster than the baseline time. Coefficients over 1 suggest longer times than the baseline or
reference category’s time to graduate.

Results

Descriptive Results
Table 2 shows the distribution of the dependent variables by ethno-generation. There is
evidence of significant variation in degree attainment by ethno-generation. In particular, nonHispanic whites (58%) and second-generation “other’ Hispanics (59%) have the highest rates of
overall degree completion.42 First and second-generation Mexicans report only 41% and 35%
respectively. Examining degree completion by program type reveals key distinctions about
graduates by ethno-generation. For example, the 58% of white graduates are comprised of 13%
two-year graduates, 40% four-year graduates, and 5% that graduate from both programs.

42

For brevity, I will omit specifying that white and black respondents are non-Hispanic in the results section.
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Table 4-2: Weighted Descriptive Statistics of College Graduation by Ethno-Generation Variable for All College Enrollees
Total

NonHispanic
White

NonHispanic
Black

1st Gen.
Mexican

2nd Gen.
Mexican

3rd Gen.
Mexican

4th Gen.
Hispanic

1st Gen.
Other
Hispanic

2nd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

3rd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

College Graduation Status
Never Graduated

47.0

42.5

62.0

59.3

65.0

61.0

60.6

52.4

41.1

59.1

Graduated

53.0

57.5

38.0

40.8

35.0

39.0

39.4

47.6

59.0

40.9

2-Year

12.8

12.7

12.4

17.3

13.1

9.6

13.6

14.2

20.5

2.7

4-year

35.7

40.1

23.1

16.8

14.7

21.4

22.8

27.4

30.9

29.8

4.6

4.7

2.6

6.7

7.3

8.0

3.1

6.0

7.6

8.4

Total

Both (2 and 4)

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Unweighted N

(4338)

(2456)

(1033)

(64)

(201)

(84)

(307)

(69)

(99)

(25)

Data Source is NSLY97. Sample is all college enrollees. Design-based F = 8.5140 Pr = 0.000

For first-generation Mexicans, the 41% of graduates is made of equal parts of two- and
four-year graduates (17%) and 7% that graduated from both programs. Second-generation
Mexicans follow similar patterns with 13% to 15% graduating from two- and four-year programs
respectively and 7% graduating from both types of schools. Therefore, Mexican graduates have a
substantially larger proportion of graduates from community colleges. In fact, first and secondgeneration other Hispanics have a much higher percentage of four-year graduates, reporting 27%
and 31% respectively.
Tables 3 and 4 show the distribution of dependent and independent variables for two-year
and four-year college enrollees respectively. Table 3 differs from Table 2 as we inspect college
graduation and other covariates for only those students who enroll in a two-year college.43 The
overall graduation rate of 29% for two-year college enrollees is in line with the national average
for all two-year institutes (National Center for Education Statistics 2014). Here, it is evident that
for those who enroll in two-year schools, whites actually have one of the highest graduation rates
at 31%. Nearly all groups have a substantially lower graduation rate compared to white students,
with the exception of 2nd generation other Hispanics.

43

Almost all of the covariates for two-year enrollees are statistically significant at least below the p < 0.05 level, with the
exception of percent female, percent with a High School degree, and percent that missed at least one month of school.
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Table 4-3: Weighted Descriptive Statistics of Dependent and Independent Variables by Ethno-Generation Variable for Two-Year College Enrollees
Total

NonHispanic
White

NonHispanic
Black

1st Gen.
Mexican

2nd Gen.
Mexican

3rd Gen.
Mexican

4th Gen.
Hispanic

1st Gen.
Other
Hispanic

2nd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

3rd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

28.6

30.6

21.7

27.7

24.8

22.0

24.3

25.6

39.6

15.7

Percent Female

53.2

52.0

58.5

55.3

55.9

44.6

56.4

49.8

49.8

42.1

GED

9.4

9.0

11.9

3.2

7.0

10.3

11.6

7.8

3.8

7.8

High School Graduate

90.6

91.0

88.1

96.8

93.0

89.7

88.4

92.2

96.2

92.2

Low Grades

6.2

5.7

7.0

9.6

5.6

10.4

9.8

5.6

7.6

0.0

Mixed Grades

59.0

55.7

71.6

53.8

68.5

52.4

56.9

72.0

64.5

73.0

High Grades

34.8

38.7

21.5

36.6

25.9

37.2

33.3

22.4

27.9

27.0

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

335.0

380.6

213.0

165.5

164.2

327.7

276.2

203.7

333.2

252.0

Both biological parents

52.1

57.4

25.9

77.8

63.6

47.1

46.4

52.5

58.7

39.0

Divorced: lives with step-parent

16.4

17.3

16.9

5.3

4.5

8.8

17.7

24.6

5.1

17.8

Single mother

25.0

19.8

45.8

15.3

28.8

35.3

26.8

21.4

29.6

34.9

Single father

2.9

2.9

2.0

1.6

3.1

8.9

3.2

1.5

4.3

8.4

Graduate from Two-Year Program

b

Cumulative HS grades in ordinal formata

Household Income-to-Needs Ratio
Family structure of respondent in 1997a

3.6

2.5

9.4

0.0

0.0

0.0

5.9

0.0

2.4

0.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Family under 18 in 1997a

2.3

2.2

2.5

2.8

2.9

2.7

2.4

2.2

2.2

2.2

Parental education in yearsa

12.9

13.4

12.5

7.8

9.1

12.7

12.2

11.1

12.7

13.6

Missed at least one month of school

6.2

5.7

8.4

4.9

9.6

3.4

3.9

8.5

6.8

3.9

Delays enrollment by 6 monthsa

43.5

39.7

54.2

43.2

53.6

50.1

49.3

49.5

47.8

67.3

Age at first college enrollmenta

20.1

20.0

20.8

19.8

20.1

20.6

20.2

19.6

19.6

22.2

Lives in central city in 1997a

24.1

17.2

47.1

41.8

32.4

23.2

32.9

40.7

26.1

30.1

Ever arresteda

30.8

30.0

37.3

10.0

23.5

37.1

30.8

19.1

23.2

65.7

Ever has a childa

56.6

53.4

71.7

52.1

54.1

57.2

58.3

49.8

57.8

46.5

Time parentinga

0.41

0.35

0.63

0.46

0.43

0.45

0.49

0.35

0.39

0.39

Time employeda

0.71

0.72

0.65

0.73

0.70

0.74

0.75

0.73

0.75

0.78

Time post-arresta

0.24

0.24

0.27

0.08

0.15

0.31

0.24

0.16

0.16

0.45

Time married or cohabitinga

0.35

0.36

0.27

0.38

0.36

0.38

0.40

0.38

0.33

0.32

All other situations
Total

Time attending full-timea

0.21

0.23

0.19

0.20

0.17

0.17

0.16

0.19

0.26

0.09

Unweighted N

2,596

1,300

683

54

158

63

207

43

70

18

Source: NLSY97. Sample is all respondents that report enrolling in a two-year college (base of 2,596). Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th
Generation. Grades in 8th grade are omitted due to space concerns. Chi-Square or Anova F Statistics in superscript.
a = p < 0.001, b = p < 0.01, c = p < 0.05, d = p < 0.1
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Table 4-4: Weighted Descriptive Statistics of Dependent and Independent Variables by Ethno-Generation Variable for Four-Year College Enrollees

Graduate from Four-Year Program

a

Percent Female

Total

NonHispanic
White

NonHispanic
Black

1st Gen.
Mexican

2nd Gen.
Mexican

3rd Gen.
Mexican

4th Gen.
Hispanic

1st Gen.
Other
Hispanic

2nd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

3rd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

56.7

60.7

40.0

49.3

48.3

50.6

39.0

49.4

54.1

72.7

53.9

53.5

58.8

44.0

52.1

41.5

52.5

60.5

52.8

46.6

GED

3.2

2.8

3.8

0.0

2.6

5.8

7.0

4.2

4.7

3.9

High School Graduate

96.8

97.2

96.2

100.0

97.4

94.2

93.0

95.8

95.3

96.1

Cumulative HS grades in ordinal formata
Low Grades

2.5

2.1

1.9

3.2

1.7

4.3

8.5

0.0

8.3

0.0

Mixed Grades

42.1

37.9

62.1

59.7

58.8

52.2

43.8

64.8

44.5

65.0

High Grades

55.5

60.0

36.0

37.1

39.6

43.5

47.6

35.2

47.2

35.0

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

428.0

466.4

278.6

299.0

178.9

336.6

348.5

280.8

361.0

270.0

Both Biological Parents

64.1

69.5

34.7

64.4

63.1

48.1

53.6

64.4

63.2

64.7

Divorced: lives with step-parent

11.5

11.1

14.0

18.8

4.5

3.9

14.9

18.0

7.0

4.1

Single Mom

19.0

14.9

41.2

16.8

27.2

34.8

21.6

17.7

22.2

31.2

Single Dad

2.6

2.6

1.7

0.0

5.2

11.9

2.6

0.0

6.7

0.0

Household Income-to-Needs Ratioa
Family structure of respondent in 1997

All other situations

a

2.8

1.8

8.4

0.0

0.0

1.2

7.4

0.0

0.9

0.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Family under 18 in 1997a

2.2

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.8

2.4

2.3

2.2

2.2

1.8

Parental education in yearsa

13.9

14.2

13.2

9.9

9.5

13.2

12.9

12.7

13.0

13.8

Missed at least one month of school

3.1

2.8

3.8

0.0

4.6

7.4

3.7

9.9

1.9

0.0

Delays enrollment by 6 monthsa

22.5

19.4

30.8

33.3

43.5

33.8

31.3

41.0

41.0

44.5

Age at first college enrollmenta

19.2

19.1

19.4

19.2

19.4

19.3

19.6

19.5

19.4

20.2

Lives in central city in 1997a

23.4

18.6

43.4

45.9

42.0

27.0

38.1

43.7

25.0

35.2

Ever arresteda

21.8

21.0

25.9

10.0

19.3

31.6

24.5

19.5

20.8

41.9

Ever has a childa

46.0

43.9

57.6

46.8

48.0

43.2

50.6

42.7

50.8

27.0

Time parentinga

0.23

0.19

0.42

0.29

0.34

0.21

0.35

0.23

0.33

0.14

Time employeda

0.68

0.68

0.65

0.65

0.60

0.67

0.69

0.71

0.74

0.67

Time post-arresta

0.16

0.16

0.19

0.09

0.13

0.19

0.15

0.15

0.15

0.27

Time married or cohabitinga

0.22

0.22

0.19

0.33

0.28

0.23

0.31

0.25

0.34

0.15

Time attending full-timea

0.55

0.57

0.43

0.58

0.48

0.42

0.42

0.45

0.49

0.72

Total

Unweighted N
2,931
1,805
644
26
95
47
192
43
65
14
Source: NLSY97. Sample is all respondents that report enrolling in a four-year college (base of 2,931). Non-Hispanic White and Black are
3rd and 4th Generation. Grades in 8th grade are omitted due to space concerns. Chi-Square or Anova F Statistics in superscript.
a = p < 0.001, b = p < 0.01, c = p < 0.05, d = p < 0.1

For two-year enrollees, there are still significantly different levels of family capital by ethnogeneration. Table 3 shows that white students have the highest level of household income-to-poverty ratio
by a wide margin whereas first and second-generation Mexicans appear to be the most impoverished
group. This pattern holds as well for parental education, as the parents of first and second-generation
Mexican students have roughly the equivalent of a middle school education. In comparison, average
parental education for all other ethno-generational groups is closer to a high school education. However,
when examining family structure, first and second-generation Mexicans have the highest proportion of
children living with two biological parents at 78% and 64%, outpacing whites and blacks by a wide
margin. In contrast, black students have the highest percentage of children living with only their mother.
Interestingly, white respondents have the lowest percentage (40%) that delay college enrollment by more
than six months, whereas more than half of blacks and second-generation Mexicans wait at least six
months after graduation to enter into their two-year program.
Table 4 shows that for those who pursue a Bachelors degree differences still persist.44 61% of
whites that enrolled in a four-year college graduated.45 For first and second-generation Mexican students,
slightly less than half of those who enroll in a four-year college end up receiving their degree. In fact,
there is little variation at all across generations for Mexicans. First and second-generation other Hispanics
have similar rates to their Mexican counterparts, whereas blacks and fourth generation Hispanics have the
lowest overall graduation rates at 40% and 39% respectively.
Similar to the two-year enrollee pattern, white students attending four-year colleges have the
overall highest level of family resources as evidence by their household income-to-needs ratio. Yet
despite the relative deprivation, the household income-to-needs ratio levels for all ethno-generational
groups are higher overall for four-year enrollees compared to their two-year counterparts. White college
students also have the highest overall value. However, the gap between whites and first and second44

Similar to two-year enrollees, nearly all differences by ethno-generation for independent variables are statistically significant with
the exception of percent female, percent with a high school degree, and percent missing at least one month of school.
45
The overall graduation rate of 57% is substantially higher than the National Center for Education Statistics 2008 cohort graduation
rate from any type of 4-year programs of 40%. However, the NCES estimates graduation rates within four years of enrollment, whereas this
analysis purposefully includes graduates that take longer times.
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generation Mexicans is less stark compared to two-year enrollees. Family structure gaps are also less stark
for four-year enrollees. White students have the highest percentage of children living with both biological
parents at nearly 70%, although this figure is fairly close to the percentages for first and secondgeneration Mexicans and other Hispanics. Lastly, there is wide variation by ethno-generation in the
percentage of students that delay entering school by six or more months. For white students, less than
20% delay enrollment, whereas the figure for second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics is more
than double the white rate. This indicates that a greater proportion of minority students experience
inconsistent schooling throughout their post-secondary school. These descriptive statistics reveal that
there are not only differences within institution types by ethno-generation, but also across two- and fouryear programs.

Multivariate Results

Multinomial Logistic Regression of Degree Completion
This study first employs a multinomial logistic regression of college graduation for all college
enrollees to create a baseline analysis of differences in degree completion by ethno-generation. Table 5
presents the results of a series of multinomial models in odds ratios that contrast the likelihood of having
never graduated (the base outcome) to having graduated from only a two-year or a four-year institution.46.
This multinomial analysis starts by examining the bivariate relationship of ethno-generation and college
graduation in Model 1. I then control for individual and family characteristics in Model 2. The last model
(3) includes fixed variables that account for the timing of college enrollment or the occurrence of a
significant life course event. I also present the results of the ethno-generation variable contrasts using
different reference groups. Panel A compares all other groups to whites, whereas Panels B and C
46
In this dependent variable, there are respondents who have graduated from a two-year program and also enrolled and graduated
from a four-year program. These students are assigned a value of four-year graduate rather than divide the sample into two-year, four-year and
both degree-type graduates. While that would provide mutually exclusive categories, it does not substantively add to the understanding of
graduation and two-year and four-year estimates remain the same.
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respectively compare all other groups to blacks and 3rd generation Mexicans. Table 5 also includes
shading to highlight the groups of interest in each panel. Panel A contrasts first and second-generation
Mexicans to non-Hispanic whites as a test of classical assimilation, neo-assimilation, and segmented
assimilation theories. Panel B compares second-generation Mexicans to non-Hispanic blacks as part of
the test of segmented assimilation theory. Lastly, Panel C contrasts first and second-generation Mexicans
to third-generation Mexicans as a test of both segmented assimilation and second-generation immigrant
optimism theories.
Model 1 for two-year graduation in Panel A shows the bivariate relationship between ethnogeneration and degree completion, comparing the likelihood of attendance for all other groups to that of
white respondents. Compared to whites, second-generation Mexicans and blacks are equally less likely to
graduate from a two-year college whereas second-generation other Hispanics are actually more likely to
graduate. These results hold between Model 1 and 3, suggesting that even when accounting for individual
and family attributes along with life course events, whites outperform their black and second-generation
Mexican counterparts. This provides some evidence for segmented assimilation, especially since secondgeneration Mexicans enroll in two-year colleges at disproportionate rates. Unexplained disparities
between non-Hispanic whites and second-generation Mexicans may be evidence of ethnic discrimination
as part of the Mexican mode of incorporation. Conversely, Model 3 shows that second-generation “other”
Hispanics appear to have 70% greater odds of completing a two-year degree, net of all controls. This
provides additional support for (H4) second-generation immigrant optimism theory, but indicates that
success in the second generation may depend on country- or region-of-origin.
Panel B compares ethno-generational groups to black students, testing initial differences between
groups in likelihood to graduate from a community college. Models 1 through 3 show that even after
introducing controls, whites and second-generation “other” Hispanics are more
likely to graduate from a two-year college. However, prior to and after introducing controls, secondgeneration Mexicans show no significant differences in likelihood of graduating a two-year college when
compared to non-Hispanic blacks. This provides further evidence for segmented assimilation theory.
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Table 4-5: Multinomial Logistic Regression Model of College Graduation for All College Enrollees
Two-Year

Four-Year

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

LifeCourse
Events

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

LifeCourse
Events

Non-Hispanic White

--

--

--

--

--

--

Non-Hispanic Black

0.670**

0.731*

0.715*

0.392***

0.847

0.827

1st Generation Mexican

0.979

0.940

0.875

0.376**

0.902

0.827

2nd Generation Mexican

0.674+

0.655

0.634+

0.320***

0.879

0.829

3rd Generation Mexican

0.528

0.578

0.582

0.457**

0.680

0.675

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.753

0.798

0.789

0.405***

0.632**

0.632**

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.913

0.954

0.929

0.603+

1.108

1.031

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

1.675+

1.770+

1.713+

0.889

1.514

1.473

0.151+

0.170+

0.196

0.612

0.979

1.604

Non-Hispanic White

1.493**

1.367*

1.399*

2.548***

1.181

1.209

Non-Hispanic Black

--

--

--

--

--

--

1st Generation Mexican

1.461

1.286

1.225

0.958

1.066

1.000

2nd Generation Mexican

1.007

0.895

0.887

0.814

1.038

1.002

3rd Generation Mexican

0.789

0.791

0.814

1.164

0.803

0.816

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.124

1.092

1.104

1.032

0.747

0.765

1st Generation Other Hispanic

1.363

1.305

1.300

1.536

1.309

1.247

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

2.500**

2.421**

2.396**

2.265**

1.788+

1.782+

0.225

0.233

0.274

1.561

1.156

1.940

Non-Hispanic White

1.892

1.729

1.719

2.190**

1.471

1.483

Non-Hispanic Black

1.268

1.265

1.229

0.859

1.246

1.226

1st Generation Mexican

1.852

1.626

1.505

0.823

1.328

1.226

2nd Generation Mexican

1.276

1.132

1.090

0.700

1.293

1.228

3rd Generation Mexican

--

--

--

--

--

--

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.425

1.381

1.357

0.887

0.931

0.937

1st Generation Other Hispanic

1.728

1.650

1.598

1.320

1.631

1.528

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

3.169*

3.061*

2.945*

1.946+

2.228+

2.184+

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

0.285

0.294

0.337

1.341

1.440

2.378

10.38***

1.50+

1.53+

10.38***

1.50+

1.53+

Panel A (reference non-Hispanic white)

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel B (reference non-Hispanic black)

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel C (reference 3rd-generation Mexican)

Type III Effects
Control Variables
Female

1.336**

1.293*

1.213+

1.444***

1.175+

1.082

High School graduate (ref. GED)

1.947***

1.740**

1.372

20.891***

7.504***

3.375**

Grades in 8th Grade

1.119***

1.059

1.044

1.925***

1.385***

1.320***

Grades in High School

1.136***

1.038

1.018

1.992***

1.421***

1.355***

Reports taking AP exams in High School

0.974

0.878

0.847

2.569***

1.362***

1.255*

Household Income-to-Needs Ratio

1.000

0.999*

0.999*

1.001***

1.000*

1.000
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Family under 18 in 1997

1.016

1.009

1.008

0.901***

0.983

0.987

Parental education in years

1.008

1.008

1.008

1.261***

1.166***

1.154***

Divorced: step-parent

0.812

0.837

0.854

0.356***

0.496***

0.536***

Single mother

0.750*

0.821

0.845

0.410***

0.659***

0.718**

Single father

0.386*

0.394*

0.414*

0.487**

0.645+

0.714

Other family situation

0.849

0.973

1.047

0.249***

0.416***

0.539*

0.610***

0.672**

0.679**

0.733***

1.027

1.038

0.741

0.905

0.273***

0.542*

Age at first college enrollment

0.924***

0.947**

0.605***

0.760***

Ever arrested

0.625***

0.769*

0.346***

0.643***

Ever had child

1.079

1.136

0.615***

0.910

Lives in central city in 1997
Absence from school (1 month or more)

N

4338
4338
4338
4338
4338
4338
Data from the NLSY97. Sample is all college enrollees. Data weighted using NLSY Custom Longitudinal Weights. Shading indicates
groups of interest for a particular panel. Exponentiated Relative-Risk Ratio coefficients;
+ = p<0.10 * = p<0.05 ** = p<0.01 *** = p<0.001. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th Generation. Reference group for
family structure is "living with both biological parents."

Panel C, which compares groups to third-generation Mexicans, shows that secondgeneration “other” Hispanics are the only group with a significant difference. Taking the findings
of Panels A through C together provides support for (H3) segmented assimilation theory. In
particular, second-generation Mexicans show a persistent disadvantage in two-year graduation
when compared to non-Hispanic whites and show no differences when compared to non-Hispanic
blacks and third-generation Mexicans. In addition to ethno-generational differences, Models 2
and 3 suggest that some factors are important for two-year completion whereas others are not.
Specifically, Model 3 shows that women have 21% greater odds of graduating from a two-year
college net of other controls. However, grades in middle and high school do not appear to
significantly predict graduation from community college. In addition, the age at which one enrolls
is important, as each additional year is associated with more than a 5% reduction in the odds of
graduating.
Moving to four-year graduation, Models 1 through 3 display the relative odds of
graduating among those that enroll. Initial tests of differences by ethno-generation in Model 3 in
Panel A show that nearly all ethno-generation groups are less likely than white enrollees to
graduate. However, nearly all of these statistically significant differences vanish when accounting
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for individual and family characteristics, which supports neo-assimilation theory. Similar to the
model of two-year graduation, Panel B shows that when compared to blacks, second-generation
other Hispanics are more likely to graduate from a four-year college. This provides some
evidence for (H4) second-generation immigrant optimism theory as well as for segmented
assimilation theory, and indicates that the advantage in college graduation exists only for “other”
Hispanics and not second-generation Mexicans.
Analyses of four-year degree completion in model 3 also show that when controlling for
life course events, the female advantage in likelihood of graduation disappears. Similarly, the
household income-to-needs ratio is initially significant in Model 2, but the relationship is
attenuated when accounting for life course events. Compared to models of two-year graduation,
academic success is a strong predictor of four-year degree completion. In the same vein, parental
education displays a strong relationship with four-year graduation while it was an insignificant
predictor of two-year degree completion. Examining the affect of time, age at enrollment and the
presence of stopouts are both significantly associated with obtaining a four-year degree. These
analyses serve as a static baseline for understanding college graduation.

Event History Analyses of Degree Completion
This study now turns to an event history analysis for two-year college graduation
followed by four-year graduation. This analysis looks at the time to experience college
graduation. Figures 1 and 2 depict the proportion of enrollees that do not graduate from a two- or
four-year college respectively by ethno-generation. In Figure 1 illustrates that all groups appear to
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Figure 4-1: Survival Function of Two-Year College Graduation for Two-Year Enrollees by EthnoGeneration

Figure 4-2: Survival Function of Four-Year College Graduation for Four-Year Enrollees by EthnoGeneration
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overlap but show separation after approximately four years. First-generation Mexican immigrants
graduate at the same rate as whites, only differing after year nine. Following the line for secondgeneration Mexicans shows that white students outpace them in two-year degree completion.
Figure 2 shows a similar pattern but presents the proportion of four-year enrollees that fail to
graduate over time by ethno-generation. Here, there is considerable overlap in ethno-generational
groups. Whites appear to have more enrollees graduating, with similar rates to first generation
Mexicans and second and third generation other Hispanics. Figure 2 displays that Secondgeneration Mexicans once again complete their two-year degree at slower rates compared to
white students. Black respondents and fourth-plus generation Hispanic students appear to be
graduating at the slowest rates.47
Table 6 shows the results of a survival analysis for all two- and four-year college
enrollees.. Mirroring the multinomial model, this analysis looks at bivariate relationships before
accounting for individual traits, family resources, and life course events, comparing ethnogeneration first to non-Hispanic whites, then to non-Hispanic blacks, and finally with third
generation Mexicans. As this analysis employs a log-normal accelerated failure time model,
coefficients are reported as time ratios, with values over one indicating slower times to graduate,
and values under one translating to quicker graduation times.
Model 1 in Panel A shows that overall there are few ethno-generational differences
compared to whites in time to complete an associate degree. Only black two-year college
enrollees graduate at slower times and this disparity loses significance after controlling for
differences in life course events in Model 3. The findings in Panel B do show that there are no

47

Log-rank statistical tests for the differences in survivor functions show that for both two- and four-year graduation,
there are statistically significant differences by ethno-generation.
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Table 4-6: Survival Analysis of Time to College Graduation for All College Enrollees
Two-Year

Four-Year

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

LifeCourse
Events

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Life-Course
Events

Non-Hispanic White

--

--

--

--

--

--

Non-Hispanic Black

Panel A (reference non-Hispanic white)

1.564***

1.339*

1.090

1.559***

1.227***

1.074*

1st Generation Mexican

1.140

1.105

0.983

1.116

0.840

1.087

2nd Generation Mexican

1.370

1.242

0.941

1.039

0.749*

0.850+

3rd Generation Mexican

1.721

1.599

1.239

1.191

1.032

0.939

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.288

1.135

0.914

1.532***

1.311**

1.187***

1st Generation Other Hispanic

1.094

1.016

0.784

1.276

1.077

0.993

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.726

0.671

0.790

1.002

0.822

0.853+

2.538

2.189

1.238

0.770

0.673

0.949

0.639***

0.747*

0.917

0.642***

0.815***

0.931*

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel B (reference non-Hispanic black)
Non-Hispanic White
Non-Hispanic Black

--

--

--

--

--

--

1st Generation Mexican

0.729

0.825

0.902

0.716

0.684+

1.012

2nd Generation Mexican

0.876

0.927

0.863

0.667**

0.611**

0.791*

3rd Generation Mexican

1.100

1.194

1.136

0.764

0.842

0.874

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.824

0.848

0.838

0.983

1.069

1.105+

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.699

0.759

0.719

0.819

0.878

0.924

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.464**

0.501*

0.725+

0.643**

0.670*

0.794**

1.623

1.634

1.136

0.494**

0.549*

0.883

Non-Hispanic White

0.581

0.625

0.807

0.840

0.969

1.065

Non-Hispanic Black

0.909

0.837

0.880

1.309

1.188

1.144

1st Generation Mexican

0.662

0.691

0.794

0.937

0.813

1.157

2nd Generation Mexican

0.796

0.777

0.759

0.873

0.726

0.905

3rd Generation Mexican

--

--

--

--

--

--

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.748

0.710

0.738

1.287

1.270

1.264*

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.636

0.636

0.633

1.071

1.044

1.057

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.422*

0.420*

0.638+

0.841

0.796

0.908

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

1.475

1.368

1.000

0.646

0.652

1.010

Type III Effects
Control Variables

2.69**

1.38

0.79

11.46***

11.46***

3.40***

Female

0.775*

0.864

0.914

0.840***

0.890**

0.939**

High School graduate (ref. GED)

0.453***

0.587*

0.864

0.445***

0.722

0.857

Grades in 8th Grade

0.821***

0.904*

0.952+

0.826***

0.909***

0.951***

Grades in High School

0.802***

0.897*

0.951+

0.822***

0.925***

0.972+

0.798+

0.915

0.936

0.766***

0.925+

0.970

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel C (reference 3rd-generation Mexican)

Reports taking AP exams in High School
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Household Income to Needs Ratio (97-01)

1.000

1.000

1.000

1.000***

1.000+

1.000

Family under 18 in 1997

0.970

0.954

0.958+

1.012

0.997

0.996

Parental education in years

0.980

0.989

0.989

0.940***

0.962***

0.990*

Divorced: step-parent

1.113

1.040

1.034

1.370***

1.190*

1.030

Single mother

1.203

1.035

0.970

1.283***

1.083

1.041

Single father

1.497

1.385

1.314

1.302*

1.204

1.097

Other family situation
Lives in central city in 1997

1.070

0.921

0.803

1.901***

1.439**

1.230**

1.484***

1.300*

1.151+

1.142**

1.027

1.008

Absence from school (1 month or more)

1.433+

1.174

1.574**

1.242**

Delayed college enrollment by at least 6 mo.

1.360**

1.018

1.518***

1.074+

Age at first college enrollment

1.045*

0.951**

1.106***

0.969**

Started college at opposite type of school

0.985

0.880

0.812***

0.718***

--

--

0.584***

0.692***

Graduated 2-Year college prior to enrollment
Transferred to opposite type of school after
enrollment

1.040

0.622***

2.759***

1.274*

Parenthood

1.450***

1.156*

1.647***

1.156***

Monthly employment

0.565***

0.702***

0.873**

0.920**

Cohabiting or married

0.870

0.870*

1.130*

0.932*

Arrest and post-arrest

1.498**

1.029

1.243***

1.005

Reports move in previous year

0.663**

0.805**

0.551***

0.743***

Reports attending college full time

0.124***

0.124***

0.286***

0.330***

285378

262937

N

285378

285378

262937

262937

Data from the NLSY97. Sample is of program-specific college enrollees. Data weighted using NLSY Custom Longitudinal Weights.
Survival Analysis uses Log-Normal Distribution. Exponentiated Time-Risk Ratio coefficients (greater than 1 = slower graduation)
Shading indicates groups of interest for a particular panel. + = p < 0.10 * = p < 0.05 ** = p < 0.01 *** = p < 0.001. Non-Hispanic
White and Black are 3rd and 4th Generation. Reference group for family structure is "living with both biological parents."
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significant differences between blacks and first or second-generation Mexicans. even when
controlling for differences in background and life events, second-generation other Hispanics have
graduation times for two-year colleges that are 27% shorter compared to black students. This
finding provides some support for second-generation immigrant optimism theory, but the Wald
test of overall significance indicates that the ethno-generation variable does not significantly
predict two-year graduation times when accounting for all other controls in Model 3.
Furthermore, there are few significant differences when exploring the relationship of twoyear graduation with the selected control variables. Net of other variables, women do not graduate
at quicker rates than men, nor do high school graduates finish faster than those that receive their
GED. Notably, central city residence during youth is associated with slower times to graduate.
Accordingly, variables that relate to timing of other life events do appear to explain much of the
variation in two-year degree completion. Enrolling at later ages is associated with quicker overall
time to graduation as is transferring to a four-year program because students may receive their
associate degree along the way. As expected, having a child is related to slower times to graduate
whereas attending fulltime is a strong predictor of quicker graduation times. But perhaps counterintuitively, monthly employment is also associated with 30% shorter times to receive one’s
associate degree and arrest appears to have no influence when accounting for other variables.
These findings suggest that variation in two-year college graduation times is very much a
function of life outside of school.
An analysis of four-year graduation times presents a different story altogether. Model 1 in
Panel A shows that only blacks and fourth-generation Hispanics complete their bachelor’s degree
at slower rates than white four-year enrollees. Although, after controlling for individual and
family characteristics and life course events in Models 2 and 3, second-generation Mexicans and
other Hispanics tend to graduate in less time compared to whites. These findings provide more
evidence for both (H4) second-generation immigrant optimism theory, as the second generation
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outperform whites. Panels B provides further evidence for (H4) second-generation optimism, as
both second-generation groups outperform black four-year enrollees. However, Panel C does not
show any statistically significant difference between second and third-generation Mexicans. Wald
tests also indicate that ethno-generation is a significant variable in predicting shorter times to
graduate net of other controls.
In addition to the findings of ethno-generational difference, Model 3 also suggests that
there are a number of control variables that are related with shorter times to graduate from a fouryear college. For example, women who enroll in four-year colleges have times to graduate that
are 6% shorter than men. Furthermore, higher parental education appears to relate with faster
graduation times. Echoing research on the importance of consistent education and penalties
associated with delaying enrollment, stopouts and having delayed college entry by at least six
months are both significantly related with slower times to graduate net of all other variables.
Additionally, employment and fulltime attendance are also both associated with quicker times to
graduate, as parenthood is associated with slower completion times. These findings as a whole
show that the factors associated with two-year and four-year graduation are different, and fouryear colleges provide the most evidence for persistent ethno-generational differences.

Discussion
The results from the combined analyses paint a complex picture of the process of
graduating from college. This analysis seeks to test assimilation theories as they apply to college
graduation, focusing on the outcomes for Mexicans and other Hispanics. Straight-line
assimilation theory would expect Mexicans and other Hispanics to approach non-Hispanic white
levels of degree completion with each subsequent generation. Neo-assimilation theory posits that
group-level differences can be explained primarily by disparities in individual and household

113
capital. Segmented assimilation would expect that Mexicans may have lower graduation rates net
of individual and family characteristics, asserting that disparities by ethnicity are the result of
contextual indicators of mode of incorporation. Second-generation immigrant optimism theory
posits that second-gen Mexicans and other Hispanics would outperform non-Hispanic whites and
blacks as well as their first or higher order generation counterparts.
Descriptive results of degree attainment show that non-Hispanic white students appear to
outpace first, second, and third-generation Mexicans in overall graduation rates. Moreover, white
students that enroll in community colleges or four-year programs complete their degrees at higher
rates compared to Mexicans. In contrast, other Hispanic students often graduate at higher rates
than whites. This provides descriptive evidence for segmented assimilation.
Multivariate analyses of degree completion provide complicated findings that require a
nuanced explanation. Multinomial models show that second-generation Mexicans are less likely
than white enrollees to complete a two-year degree, even after controlling for individual and
family capital and the occurrence of life course events. This provides some support for segmented
assimilation theory, as theory posits that group-level differences may persist even after
controlling for disparities in individual and family-level wealth. These residual disparities may
represent ethnic discrimination or contextual indicators that are not measured in the model, such
as neighborhood or school resources to indicate residence in an impoverished area. In
comparison, initial models of four-year degree completion show that whites are more likely than
Mexicans of all generations to complete their bachelor’s degree. Yet, controlling for personal and
family-level capital explains nearly all ethno-generational differences. This suggests that the
mechanisms through which disparities surface are primarily differences in individual and
household capital, thus supporting the neo-assimilation model.
When modeling the time to finish an associate or bachelor’s degree, I find no persistent
support for straight-line assimilation theory or segmented assimilation theory. Initial significant
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differences were often explained away by accounting for individual or family background,
although these variables themselves were often not significant. However, analyses of four-year
graduation times show that both second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics have time
advantages over higher generation groups. This provides some support for second-generation
immigrant optimism theory, and indicates that the advantage only exists in the overall time to
finish a degree as opposed to the likelihood of finishing.
Overwhelmingly, the multinomial and event history analyses show consistent education
throughout one’s schooling career is integral at bachelor’s degree programs, as evidenced by
significant coefficients related to stopouts and delayed college enrollment. Moreover, fulltime
attendance is understandably a strong predictor of completing either degree. These analyses also
illustrate the importance of accounting for extra-curricular life events when analyzing college
graduation. Moreover, they suggest that the two institution types and the students that attend these
schools are quite different. Outside life, such as employment and childbearing, are some of the
most important factors in predicting associate degree completion. But these life-course variables,
while still significant in four-year models, do not explain all the variation for bachelor’s degree
programs. Hard to measure concepts like perseverance, or social pressure to succeed from one’s
family and community, may in part explain the persistent ethno-generational differences. Future
studies should make efforts to examine parental attitudes and pressure as well as the social
continuity and influence of the extended community or peer network in order to better understand
the mechanisms through which second-generation optimism theory work. Furthermore, including
measures of institution and community attachment would allow for a more comprehensive
analysis that accounts for traditional measures of college persistence while also taking into
consideration the dynamics of immigrant assimilation that may contribute to differences in
graduation rates and times.

115

Chapter 5

Downward Assimilation for Immigrant Youths: High School Dropout, Early
Childbirth, Arrest, and Incarceration

Introduction
The changing structure of the American economy along with shifts in the demographic
composition of the United States led researchers in the 1980’s and 90’s to anticipate that ethnic
minorities and immigrants with low levels of human and financial capital would face obstacles in
attaining social mobility for themselves and their children (Tienda 1989; Waters and Eschbach
1995). While immigrants and their offspring were better off than those that came before the
changes in the U.S. immigration system in 1965, members of the second generation (particularly
of Mexican origin) still lagged behind children of American-born parents (Perlmann and
Waldinger 1997). Research suggests that for children in the 1.5 or 2nd generation, success in
schooling and in work is often contingent on the human, social, and financial capital of their
immigrant parents (Zhou 1997). Still, studies that compare generations using cohorts from
different times find that on average the current second generation has surpassed the first in
measures of educational attainment, wealth, and occupational prestige (Park and Myers 2010).
Park and Myers (2010) find that while all ethno-racial groups show increases in intergenerational
mobility, Hispanics and non-Hispanic blacks still lag behind the mainstream. Accordingly, the
possibility for intergenerational mobility and academic achievement can differ by ethnic group,
and success in school can depend on how far back behind the “starting line” an immigrant child
starts.
At the same time that first and second-generation students pursue schooling, they are
faced with external pressures or life events that may derail their progress. Arrest or incarceration
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and childbearing are often classified as “turning point” events during the period of transition from
adolescence to adulthood that make pursuing education more difficult for immigrants and their
native-born counterparts (Rumbaut 2005). Moreover, occurrence of these events are linked to
growing up in poverty (Kirk 2008; Orfield and Lee 2005). National estimates of poverty levels
for children under 18 show that 39% of non-Hispanic blacks and 32% of Hispanics live at or
below the poverty line compared to 13% of non-Hispanic whites (U.S. Department of Education
2015). Yet, some studies that explore the process of assimilation for the second generation
suggest that net of family resources, certain ethnic or national groups face obstacles to mobility
and may experience downward assimilation in the form of poverty, leaving school, early
childbearing, arrest, and incarceration (Haller et al. 2011).
This study contributes to the academic discourse by examining disparities in prevalence
and timing of “turning point” events; high school dropout, early childbirth, arrest, and
incarceration. I compare the occurrence of these events by ethno-generation while controlling
individual and family characteristics, focusing on comparison of first and second-generation
Mexicans to non-Hispanic whites and blacks. Specifically, I ask three questions: (1) How are the
timing and frequency of events associated with ethno-generation? (2) How do the timing and
frequency of events intersect? (3) How do disparities in forms of capital contribute to ethnogenerational differences?

Background

Immigrant Generation and High School Dropout
The motivations for migration can be varied, but for immigrant parents one oft-cited
reason for moving to a new country is to gain a better life for their children. This involves
fostering social mobility through education (Gans 2009). Success in school for the 1.5 or 2nd
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generation is often dependent upon the conditions at their parents’ arrival (Zhou et al. 2008).
Parents’ forms of financial, social, and human capital are critical for determining the home
environment and the neighborhood children grow up in. This in turn influences the institutions
they have access to as well as the expectations and goals they have regarding school (Zhou et al.
2008). Hence, graduating high school in the United States may prove difficult for the members of
the first and second generation depending on conditions beyond their personal academic
capability.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2011), in 2009 approximately
8% of people aged 16 to 24 living in the United States were not pursuing a high school education
even though they had not received a diploma or equivalent credential. This accounts for
approximately eight percent of this age group, although it does not account for immigrants who
may not have attended high school in the United States. This figure is lower compared to an
estimate of nearly fifteen percent in the early 1970’s (National Center for Education Statistics
2011).
Decreases in the dropout rate can also be influenced by the uptick in the pursuit of the
General Educational Development credential (hereafter GED), which is disproportionately
attained by minorities, especially by Hispanics (Fry 2010; Heckman and LaFontaine 2010).
Furthermore, there are substantial gaps in the high school dropout rate by race or ethnicity. The
Hispanic population aged 16-24 has a dropout rate of nearly 18% compared to 5% for whites and
9% for blacks (National Center for Education Statistics 2011). Research indicates, however, that
estimates of Hispanic dropout using attendance rates for people aged 16 to 24 must take into
account the possible influence of foreign labor migration that can inflate dropout rates (Oropesa
and Landale 2009). Even when correcting for foreign-born Hispanics who never attended school
in the United States, the gap between Hispanics and non-Hispanic white graduates remains high
(Fry 2003a). Studies also attribute the high rate of Hispanic non-completion to their tendency to
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go to high school in urban schools with limited resources and generally high dropout rates across
race and ethnicity (Balfanz and Legters 2004; Schneider et al. 2006).
High school drop out carries with it economic consequences that can persist throughout
one’s life. Recent studies of the impact of high school graduation on a number of economic
indicators depict the disadvantage dropouts face compared to those who complete their secondary
education or pursue further schooling (Sum et al. 2009). Employment rates for high school
dropouts aged 16-24 (at 45%) are nearly half as low as the rate for college graduates (Sum et al.
2009). In addition, high school dropout and single motherhood appear to be linked. Research
indicates that high school dropouts have the highest proportion of single-mothers compared to all
other educational statuses (Sum et al. 2009). Thus, abandoning education early on is linked with
life events that can increase financial burdens and persistent gaps in overall earnings.
There are numerous interrelated factors that influence high school drop out, such as
family and community resources (Velez and Saenz 2001). A meta-analysis of more than 200
studies of educational attainment and high school completion dating back to the 1980’s shows
that the process of high school dropout is complex, but often relates to an individual’s
characteristics as well as family and school attributes (Rumberger and Lim 2008). Beyond grades,
many studies find that perceptions of success, attitudes towards school, goals, individual health,
and connection to peers are important in predicting high school completion.
Contextual variables such as family resources as well as supportive relationships within
the family, school, and community are important factors in high school dropout (Rumberger and
Lim 2008). Bradley and Renzulli (2011) employ longitudinal data from the Educational
Longitudinal Study dataset from 2002, testing the determinants of high school dropout through
either school-level factors that result in push out (e.g. mandatory expulsion for low grades), or
external factors involving extracurricular obligations that lead to the student being pulled out (e.g.
the need to work or parenthood). The authors note that Hispanic students are more likely than
white and black students to report dropout as a result of reasons associated with pull out,
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consistent with familism research that indicates that school obligations and familial duties often
do not coincide for Hispanic students (Fuligni 2007). Moreover, Hispanics are more likely than
non-Hispanic whites and blacks to live in family households and those households are larger on
average (Landale et al. 2006). However, structural characteristics related to familism in Hispanic
households do decline by generation. For Mexican households, the percentage of households
headed by single mothers increases with every subsequent generation (Landale et al. 2006). In
addition, comparisons of Mexican-born children living in the United States to children in Mexico
indicate that those living in the United States experience more familial instability and are more
likely to live in single-parent households (Landale et al. 2014).
Studies of high school dropout often find stark differentials by race or ethnicity, as well
as varying determinants depending on one’s ethno-racial group. Studying educational disruption,
Perreira and colleagues (2006) examine high school dropout and its relationship with immigrant
generation, ethno-racial category, and various forms of human, cultural, and social capital. They
find that low levels of family human capital for Asian and Hispanic first-generation immigrants
contribute most to high school dropout. Driscoll (1999) finds that first and second-generation
Hispanic students are less likely to drop out of high school compared to their third-plus
generation counterparts, suggesting a protective effect of immigrant generation for certain ethnic
groups. However, research also shows that foreign-born Mexicans are more likely to drop out of
high school compared to native-born Mexicans, and that this relationship is tied to age at
migration (Landale et al. 1998).
In addition to differences by immigrant generation, there is often substantial variation
within ethnicities tied to differences by national origin group (Velez 1989). Harris and colleagues
(2008) contrast grades and standardized test scores for immigrant and native students, finding that
for Mexican-origin students, disparities in grades and test scores compared to native-born white
students are explained in large part through socioeconomic status and parental human capital.
Research also suggest that students that are bilingual or bi-literate have a higher likelihood of
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high school graduation compared to students that are English-only or English-limited (Feliciano
2001; Lutz 2007). This research suggests that the process of dropping out can be different across
immigrant generations as well as by and within ethnic groups.

Immigrant Generation and Early Childbirth
The United States’ high early child birth rate of 24.2 births for every 1000 women aged
15-19 in 2014 makes the country an outlier among developed nations (The Office of Adolescent
Health 2014). Beyond the overall rate, there is substantial variation by ethnicity. The early child
birth rate for Hispanics was 38 per 1000 women aged 15-19 and 35 for non-Hispanic black
women. Non-Hispanic whites have an early child birth rate of 17 (The Office of Adolescent
Health 2014). Although the overall rate has dropped since the 1970’s, the United States has had
consistently higher early childbearing rates compared to other developed nations (Furstenberg
2003; Singh and Darroch 2000). This characteristic is often attributed to the high level of income
inequality present in the United States compared to other developed economies. This is because
early childbearing is frequently linked with growing up in poverty (Kirby et al. 2005). On an
individual level, early childbirth is often linked with risk behavior such as drug and alcohol use as
well as other delinquent behaviors for both males and females (Ensminger 1987). Research also
suggests that growing up with both biological parents is associated with lower likelihood of
having a teen pregnancy (Martinez et al. 2011).
Early childbearing is also associated with high school dropout as a pull-out factor that
impedes overall educational attainment (Bradley and Renzulli 2011; Rumbaut 2005; Sum et al.
2009). These studies also report that women who have early childbirths are more likely to have
lower socioeconomic status, educational expectations, and academic ability. Still, research
focusing on both men and women that have children early find that male partners also have
significantly fewer years of completed education compared to men who do not have children
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early (Hofferth and Hayes 1987). Studies demonstrate that early childbearing lowers the
probability of graduating both high school and college, which can reduce earnings (Hofferth et al.
2001; McElroy 1996). The negative impact of early childbearing on later earnings appears to
operate not only through reduced education but through overall family size, as women who
experience early childbirth tend to have more children throughout the course of their life
(Hofferth and Hayes 1987). Moreover, studies of adolescent mothers indicate that beyond having
an early childbirth, subsequent births were also associated with high school dropout (Bachrach et
al. 1993). In addition, although women who experience early childbearing typically exhibit lower
levels of academic aptitude and expectations, childbearing itself also presents an additional hurdle
to educational attainment (Baldwin 1993).
Ethno-generational gaps also exist in early childbearing rates in the United States. Using
data from the National Education Longitudinal Study, Glick and colleagues (Glick et al. 2006)
model the probability of early fertility and marriage for students. They note that black and
Mexican females have higher probabilities of early family formation and that school enrollment
mediates early childbearing less for black and Mexican women than it does for women of other
ethno-racial or national-origin groups. Within Hispanic ethnicity there is also considerable
variation, as adolescent child birth rates have remained steadily high for Mexican- and Puerto
Rican-origin mothers (Darabi and Ortiz 1987; Landale and Oropesa 2007). However, research
suggests that while first generation immigrant fertility may initially outpace that of higher
generations, the total fertility rate of immigrant women typically declines as duration of residence
increases (Ford 1990; Mayer and Riphahn 2000). These findings suggest that early childbirth
disparities exist across ethno-generation and national origin. As a component of downward
assimilation, studies suggest that early childbearing is also concentrated disproportionately in
groups that also have low socioeconomic status and educational attainment (Haller et al. 2011) .
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Immigrant Generation, Arrest, and Incarceration
The public association between immigrants and crime has been ubiquitous throughout
American history, with immigrants often suffering political scapegoating and restrictive
legislation in a response to perceived or actual increases in the crime rate (Hagan et al. 2008; Taft
1933; Wang 2012). Known as the “immigration-crime nexus,” high crime rates were posited to be
associated with high immigration rates either directly, through immigrant offending, or indirectly,
through increased social disorganization that led to higher prevalence of crime. Yet, Martinez Jr.
and Lee (2006) note that even dating back to the early twentieth century empirical analysis failed
to find support for the immigrant crime nexus. Rather, recent emerging consensus among scholars
of immigration and criminology suggest that immigration is not linked to higher crime rates, but
instead is often found to suppress it (Lee and Martinez 2009; Martinez et al. 2010; Ousey and
Kubrin 2009; Wadsworth 2010).
Empirical analyses of arrest and incarceration show that immigrants have lower crime
rates compared to the native-born population (Bucerius 2012). In addition, crime rates for the
foreign born tend to peak with longer residence in the United States (Butcher and Piehl 1998).
This notion of an immigrant-crime differential also applies within ethnic groups, with studies
suggesting that Hispanic first generation immigrants offend over the life course at lower rates
than their higher generation Hispanic counterparts (Jennings et al. 2013). Moreover, during the
transition stage from adolescence to adulthood, first generation immigrants have substantively
lower levels of overall offending and are less likely to be involved in serious offending (Bersani
2014b).
Offending rates for the second generation are often pointed to as evidence that immigrant
groups are experiencing downward assimilation (Haller et al. 2011). Studies measuring the annual
prevalence of offending show that first generation immigrants peak at approximately 17%
reporting involvement in criminal activity, whereas second and higher generations report rates

123
closer to 25% (Bersani 2014a).48 In these analyses, criminal activity is self-reported involvement
in a crime. 49 Recent research shows that members of the second generation are only “catching
up” to their higher generation counterparts, or regressing to the mean (Bersani 2014a). Using
longitudinal data from the NLSY97, Bersani (2013) examines the frequency and probability over
time of offending for third-plus generation Hispanic, black, and white respondents compared to
all second-generation respondents. When compared to ethnic sub-samples of the third-plus
generation, the author finds the most similar comparison to be non-Hispanic whites, with larger
divergence when compared to black and Hispanic respondents of the third-plus generation,
suggesting that members of the second generation are “regressing to the mean.” This study does
not capture differences by ethno-racial groups within the second generation. Additional studies
argue that criminality or delinquency may also be related to ethnic identity and acculturation, a
hypothesis that raises questions of self-selection and endogeneity (Bui 2009; Knight et al. 2012).
Bui (2009) finds that even after controlling for family-level human and financial capital as well as
measures of family closeness and school attachment, the second and third generations score
significantly higher on measures of substance abuse and violent delinquency compared to the
foreign born. The author posits that increased levels of acculturation that lead to child-parent
conflict may explain the differences by generation. These studies illustrate that offending in the
precarious transition from adolescence to adulthood differs across immigrant generation, ethnoracial group, and national identity.
To demonstrate the ethno-racial disparities in offending, I calculate national arrest rates
for 2014 by race or ethnicity using Uniform Crime Report data from the Federal Bureau of
Investigations and population estimates from the U.S. Census (Federal Bureau of Investigation
48

National crime rates by generation are infeasible. National-level crime data is collected by the Federal Bureau of
Investigations and compiled in the Uniform Crime Report. However, data are collected using a National Incident-based Reporting
System that requires states, municipalities, and local agencies to report their crime data. However, this data is plagued by “unit” and
“item” missingness, as very few states report all information on crimes and the reported data is often missing information on race or
ethnicity. Therefore, generational information is implausible to collect and examine on a national level.
49
This study examines prevalence of the sample in the NSLY97 reporting that they had been involved in some sort of
crime over the past year. Therefore, these are not true “crime rates”, but rates of presence of criminal involvement amongst subsamples of the population.
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2015; United States Census 2015b).50 These rates are imperfect, as the crime reporting data is
often missing information on race whereas ethnicity is not a required reporting field. For nonHispanic whites, the arrest rate is 3,042 per 100,000 people. National arrest rates for nonHispanic blacks in 2014 are 5,649 per 100,000 compared to 2,170 per 100,000 for Hispanics.
These figures show the broad ethno-racial gaps in offending, but must be treated as broad
estimates given the nature of crime data collection.

Factors Associated with Turning Point Events
Discussing the constituent determinants of high school dropout, early childbearing, and
arrest are beyond the scope of this chapter. Nevertheless, research on these topics frequently
associates individual and family-level characteristics with their occurrence. High school dropout
is related to family measures of wealth and human capital in addition to community resources
(Zhou et al. 2008; Rumberger and Lim 2008; Velez and Saenz 2001). Early childbearing has been
associated with living in poverty as well as growing up without both biological parents present in
the household (Hayes 1987; Martinez et al. 2011). A meta-analysis of research on crime, poverty,
and inequality notes that 97% of surveyed studies find a positive correlation between these
covariates.
National estimates of poverty show that non-Hispanic blacks have the highest percentage
of people living at or below the poverty line with 24% (United States Census 2015a). Hispanics
follow them with 21% living at or below the poverty line compared to 9% for non-Hispanic
whites. Similarly, non-Hispanic blacks have the highest percentage of children living in poverty
at 36% in 2015 (United States Census 2015a). Hispanic children follow closely behind with a
child poverty percentage of 31% compared to 12% for non-Hispanic whites. Household human
50

I calculate the arrest rate by taking the number of arrests reported divided by the total population and multiplying the
result by 100,000. This gives the number of arrest per 100,000 people. For race and ethnicity, I divide the number of arrests for a
specific race or ethnicity divided by the U.S. Census’s estimate for that sub-population in the same year.
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capital also varies substantially by ethnicity. Hispanics have the lowest percentage of mothers
possessing postsecondary degrees at only 11% compared to 36% and 17% for non-Hispanic
whites and blacks respectively. (National Center for Education Statistics 2008). Analyzing family
structure shows that the percentage of children living in a two-parent household varies by
ethnicity as well (Child Trends Databank 2015). 74% of Non-Hispanic white children live with
both parents as opposed to 60% and 34% of Hispanic and non-Hispanic black children
respectively (Child Trends Databank 2015). Exploring the family structure of Hispanic children
by national origin demonstrates that Mexican-origin children have a lower likelihood of living in
a two-parent household when compared with Cubans or non-Hispanic whites (Landale et al.
2006). These figures illustrate the disparities in macro-level socioeconomic measures by
ethnicity. The empirical analyses in this chapter will investigate the ethno-generational
differences in turning point events while controlling for the macro factors. The assimilation
theories described in the next section detail how much these differences in financial and human
capital would explain variation in turning point events.

Theoretical Perspectives on Assimilation
In this section, I give a brief description of previously described assimilation theories and
their application to turning point events. Theories of assimilation tend to differ on the process and
mechanisms through which assimilation occurs. Traditional straight line assimilation theory
describes the process of new national-origin groups entering the United States and coming into
contact with the dominant core group, in this case Anglo-Americans (Thomas and Znaniecki
1918; Warner and Srole 1945). Theorists asserted that minority groups would come into contact
and initially clash with the dominant social group in the host society before adapting to their new,
lower position (Park 1950). Gordon’s expansions of this theory asserted that immigrants
experienced behavioral, structural, marital, and identificational assimilation and would eventually
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converge upon the “core culture” of the dominant ethnic group (Alba and Nee 1997; Gordon
1964). Experiencing all of the stages of Gordon’s assimilation indicates that immigrants or their
children have adopted the host-country customs, integrated into their institutes and organizations,
intermarried, and associate their identity with that of the host country. This process is
hypothesized to be linear, with each subsequent generation making gains upon the progress of the
previous one and becoming more assimilated compared to past generations (Gans 1973; Sandberg
1973). Applied to turning point events, straight-line assimilation theory would expect that levels
of high school dropout, early childbirth, and contact with the criminal justice system for first
generation Mexican immigrants would be higher than the corresponding levels for third-plus
generation non-Hispanic whites. With each successive generation, Mexicans would acquire more
financial and human capital and in turn would lower the prevalence of turning point events.
Therefore, straight-line assimilation theory would hypothesize that rates for dropout, adolescent
pregnancy, and offending would be higher for first generation Mexicans and would decline in
later generations as groups became more assimilated. Rates would improve by generation but
never overtake the rates of non-Hispanic whites (H1).
Conversely, segmented assimilation theory contends that how national groups assimilate
is due in part to how they are received by their host government and society, the existence of coethnic networks in the country-of-destination, and the presence of opportunity ladders within
immigrant communities (Portes and Rumbaut 1996; Portes and Zhou 1993). Portes and Zhou
reference the diverging trajectories of Cuban, El Salvadoran, and Haitian immigrants and their
children in Miami as evidence that the conditions at reception can have longstanding impacts on
the social mobility of the first and subsequent generations. These initial differences may also be
exacerbated by exposure to minority oppositional culture in central cities. Second-generation
children of immigrants may also experience dissonant acculturation as a function of having
adapted to American society and the English language quicker than their foreign-born parents.
Examining the prevalence of downward assimilation among the second generation, Haller and
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colleagues (2011) suggest that contextual variables that measure the residential and institutional
setting for immigrants are important mechanisms of downward assimilation. Specifically, the
study points to central city residence, attending a “minority school”, and family structure as
determinants of experiencing downward assimilation.
Segmented assimilation theory asserts then that immigrant groups’ success can be
measured as compared to non-Hispanic whites and blacks. In this case, non-Hispanic blacks are
used as a reference for downward assimilation due to their disproportionate concentration of
poverty and lower overall educational attainment compared to non-Hispanic whites. Moreover,
comparisons within groups can be made to assess whether or not later generations are performing
better than their earlier counterparts.
Subsequent research applying segmented assimilation theory focuses on gaps in the high
school dropout rate, early childbearing, and contact with the criminal justice system, finding
significant disparities among Hispanics by country-of-origin (Portes and Rivas 2011).
Specifically, the study highlights gaps between Cubans and Mexicans. This work concurs with
other research that posits that Mexicans in particular are experiencing downward assimilation to
that of a racial underclass (Telles and Ortiz 2008). Thus, segmented assimilation theory asserts
that high school dropout, early childbearing, and contact with the criminal justice system for
Mexicans would be closer to levels of non-Hispanics blacks rather than whites. Additionally,
later generations Mexicans will have higher rates of dropout, early childbirth, and offending than
the first generation (H2).51 For example, Mexican dropout, childbearing, or arrest rates may
increase with successive generations as Mexican-origin respondents become more integrated into
the mainstream.
Neo-assimilation theory suggests that purposive action, structure and strength of the
family unit, and various types of capital within that unit are the key factors in social mobility for

51

In these hypotheses I use offending and contact with the criminal justice system to stand for arrest by itself or arrest and
incarceration. Incarceration occurs in a low percentage of cases and arrest is a necessary condition for incarceration.
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immigrants procuring work outside of the immigrant ethnic economy and assimilating into the
mainstream society (Alba and Nee 1997, 2009; Nee and Sanders 2001). Alba and colleagues
(2011) posit that neo-assimilation and segmented assimilation theories can work in
complementary fashion. They do note that the concept of downward assimilation is a valid one,
but that the conditions for upward assimilation are biased to upper-middle class standards. The
portrayal of the “hourglass economy”, bifurcated into high-skilled jobs or low-skilled menial
labor, is described as an unfair characterization of the current labor market. The authors also note
that it is possible to have upward mobility and still not reach the elite that requires college
education and acceptance into upper-white-collar jobs (a classification many white Americans do
not fit). Along these lines, neo-assimilation theory hypothesizes that disparities by ethnogeneration on high school dropout, early childbearing, and incarceration will disappear when
controlling for individual and family human and financial capital. Differences between Mexicans
and non-Hispanic whites should be entirely explained by disparities in financial and human
capital (H3). Table 1 organizes these theories and how they hypothesize differences in high
school dropout, early childbirth, and offending.
In order to compare these theories, I utilize a number of different comparison groups.
Table 1 describes the theoretical comparison group for each hypothesis. In particular, I compare
Mexicans and other Hispanics first to non-Hispanic whites as a test of classical assimilation, neoassimilation, and segmented assimilation. Furthermore, I use comparisons to non-Hispanic blacks
and to third-generation Mexicans as tests of downward assimilation.
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Table 5-1: Hypotheses of Assimilation Theory for Downward Assimilation Events
Theory

H1

H2

H3

Hypothesis for Downward Assimilation Events

Straight-Line
Assimilation

Rates of downward assimilation events will be higher for the first
generation and will decline in later generations as groups became
more acculturated.

Segmented Assimilation

Prevalence of downward assimilation events for Mexicans would be
closer to levels of non-Hispanics blacks rather than non-Hispanic
whites. Later generations within particular national groups will fare
worse than the first generation.

Neo-Assimilation

Differences in downward assimilation will disappear when controlling
for individual and family human and financial capital.

Mechanisms for
Assimilation

Reference Group

Ethno-Generational
Differences After Controls

Structural assimilation,
evidenced by living
outside central city

Non-Hispanic White

No longer present

Human, Financial, and
Social Capital of Parents
and Children

Non-Hispanic White

No longer present

Capital, Mode of
Incorporation, Central
City Residence

Non-Hispanic White,
Black, and 3rd Generation
Mexican

Present
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Sample and Analytical Strategy
The sample for this study includes all respondents with complete timing information on
high school completion or dropout (last date of school attendance), childbearing, arrest, and
incarceration for a total of 6,835 youths. This study employs custom longitudinal weights that
take into consideration traditional weighting factors along with survey non-response and sample
attrition. I use a number of dependent variables in this analysis. First, this investigation examines
the timing of experiencing early childbirth, high school dropout, or arrest. I then utilize a
categorical variable for whether or not a respondent experiences none of these events, only
disruptive events (dropout and early childbirth), criminal events (arrest and incarceration), or
both. Lastly, this analysis turns to a downward assimilation scale that indicates the absence or
presence of the events.52
As in previous analyses, I start by exploring the bivariate relationship between my
dependent variables and ethno-generation before controlling for individual and family
characteristics. As this analysis centers on differences by ethno-generational group, I provide
three panels that contrast all groups with non-Hispanic whites, non-Hispanic blacks, and third
generation Mexicans. I present the results by first describing the distribution of the dependent and
independent variables by ethno-generation for this particular sample. The descriptive statistics
table also indicates whether or not the observed values are distributed independently of ethnogeneration or not.
This study then presents the multivariate results of event history models of dropout, early
childbirth, and arrest. Based on visual inspection of Cox Snell pseudo-residuals plots and model

52

This measure is not a count of overall events (i.e. number of times arrested), but rather whether the respondent was
arrested at least once, experienced high school dropout, had at least one early childbirth, or was incarcerated at least once.
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goodness-of-fit tests, I use a Gompertz parametric distribution for high school dropout. Given the
lack of an appropriate parametric distribution for the event history analysis of early childbirth,
this study uses a Cox proportional hazards model.53 Furthermore, analyses of arrest employ a loglogistic parametric distribution. The Gompertz and Cox proportional hazards models produce
hazard ratios, which indicate the likelihood of event occurring at any point in time. Coefficient
values over 1 indicate that the hazard of experiencing dropout or early childbirth is more likely.
The log-logistic event history model, also known as an accelerated failure model, produces time
ratios. In this case, coefficient values below 1 indicate shorter times to experience arrest
compared to a baseline. Coefficients over 1 suggest longer times to experience arrest.
After considering the results of the survival analyses, this study then moves to a
multinomial logistic regression analysis of the likelihood of experiencing the different types of
events. Lastly, I describe the results of a Tobit regression of the downward assimilation index.
first examining coefficients for the full sample before discussing the results of models stratified
by gender. This analysis incorporates models stratified by gender due to the fact that early
pregnancy and arrest are commonly gendered events that disproportionately impact women and
men respectively (Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005; Haller et al. 2011). This allows for an
exploration of the gendered nature of downward assimilation and ethno-generation.

Results

Descriptive Results
Table 2 shows the distribution of the dependent and independent variables by ethnogeneration, illustrating the substantial variation by group. With the exception of gender, the

53

Global and local tests indicate that the model does not violate the proportional hazards assumption required for Cox
proportional hazards models.
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distributions across ethno-generation for all dependent and independent variables were
statistically significant. High school dropout is fairly common, as on average 21% of the youths
in the sample end up leaving high school without their diploma.54 Non-Hispanic whites have the
second lowest percentage of dropouts at 18%.55 In contrast, black respondents have a dropout rate
of 30%. There is substantial variation within Mexicans. First-generation Mexicans have dropout
rates of 29% compared to 24% and 20% for second and third-generation Mexicans respectively.
This provides descriptive evidence of straight-line assimilation theory as it applies to high school
completion.56 In addition, first and second-generation other Hispanics have dropout rates that are
lower than their Mexican counterparts.
Early childbirth is a rare event, as only 6% of the overall sample report having a child
before the age of 18. Despite this low average figure, there is variation by ethno-generation. 4%
of whites experience early childbirth compared to 12% for blacks. Interestingly, there is little
variation for Mexicans with all generations reporting 7% experiencing adolescent childbirth. First
and second-generation other Hispanics have even lower rates of approximately 3%.

54

This is different than a non-completion rate as this only looks at those who do not leave high school with a high school
diploma. Non-completion rates look at those who do not possess a high school diploma or GED by age 24.
55
As in previous chapters, during the results section I will drop the non-Hispanic distinction for non-Hispanic whites and
blacks.
56
It is possible that dropout rates for first-generation Mexicans are inflated due to motivations for migration that privilege
working. However, all the youths in this sample were collected from schools, indicating that first-generation Mexicans in this sample
attended school at least long enough after migration to be considered for part of the sample. The NLSY97 does not include
information on age at migration nor does it ask questions about migration motivations for children who indicate that they were born
outside of the United States.
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Table 5-2: Weighted Descriptive Statistics in Percentages of Dependent and Independent Variables by Ethno-Generation Variable
Total

NonHispanic
White

NonHispanic
Black

1st Gen.
Mexican

2nd Gen.
Mexican

3rd Gen.
Mexican

4th Gen.
Hispanic

1st Gen.
Other
Hispanic

2nd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

3rd Gen.
Other
Hispanic

High School dropout

20.7

17.9

30.1

29.2

23.9

19.5

29.6

21.5

13.0

20.4

Early childbirtha

5.6

3.9

12.2

7.2

7.3

6.9

8.1

3.3

3.3

5.4

Ever arresteda

34.2

32.6

41.1

21.2

33.6

39.0

40.0

23.9

30.9

46.0

Ever incarcerateda

8.5

7.4

13.2

5.2

9.4

9.4

10.1

4.9

5.8

14.9

No Events

57.0

60.5

45.0

55.4

55.9

52.1

47.8

60.7

60.8

46.0

Disruptive Events

8.7

6.9

13.8

23.4

10.5

9.0

12.3

15.3

8.4

8.0

Criminal Events

20.1

20.2

19.6

12.5

17.8

24.3

19.8

17.1

24.3

33.6

Both types of events

14.2

12.5

21.6

8.7

15.8

14.7

20.2

6.9

6.6

12.4

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Percent Female

48.3

48.5

48.8

51.2

48.4

40.6

45.6

51.4

44.3

36.6

Low Grades

10.6

10.0

12.7

12.6

11.3

14.3

12.8

6.2

5.9

10.5

Mixed Grades

49.6

45.4

61.8

64.0

61.1

52.4

55.8

53.5

59.1

60.3

a

Downward Assimilation by categorya

Grades in 8th grade in ordinal formata

High Grades

39.8

44.6

25.5

23.5

27.7

33.3

31.5

40.3

35.0

29.3

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Cumulative high school grades in ordinal formata
Low Grades

10.4

9.4

13.1

13.1

12.8

8.3

14.8

7.1

11.7

4.3

Mixed Grades

53.5

49.5

65.3

62.1

65.1

60.3

56.1

70.4

59.1

75.0

High Grades

36.2

41.1

21.6

24.8

22.1

31.5

29.1

22.5

29.2

20.6

Total

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Missed at least one month of schoola

6.9

6.1

9.6

6.0

10.2

8.9

7.5

7.8

8.5

1.5

Household Income-to-Needs Ratioa

336.5

383.8

205.5

157.5

169.1

281.5

260.5

213.8

306.0

265.3

Both biological parents

52.5

57.6

26.7

65.8

66.8

47.0

45.2

54.3

62.2

50.8

Divorced: lives with step-parent

15.3

16.5

13.1

11.6

6.2

9.7

14.5

19.3

5.8

17.7

Single mother

24.8

19.4

48.0

18.1

23.9

35.8

30.3

21.8

25.3

25.6

Single father

3.4

3.6

2.7

1.1

2.5

6.4

3.6

0.7

4.5

5.9

Family structure of respondent in 1997a

All other situations

4.1

3.0

9.5

3.4

0.7

1.1

6.5

4.0

2.2

0.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

Family under 18 in 1997a

2.3

2.2

2.6

3.2

2.9

2.6

2.5

2.5

2.2

2.3

Parental education in yearsa

12.8

13.3

12.3

7.3

8.6

12.3

11.6

11.0

12.4

12.6

Lives in central city in 1997a

25.3

18.6

46.8

47.4

34.5

29.2

37.0

46.9

28.8

32.9

Unweighted N

6835

3571

1785

156

344

136

563

102

132

46

Total

Source: NLSY97. Sample is all respondents with complete case information for dependent and independent variables. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd
and 4th Generation. Chi-Square or Anova F Statistics in superscript: a = p < 0.001, b = p < 0.01, c = p < 0.05, d = p < 0.1
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Arrest is also distributed unevenly across ethno-generation. The total prevalence of arrest
is 34%.57 In this sample, 33% of whites report having ever been arrested in comparison to 41%
for blacks. There are substantial gaps by generation for Mexicans as well. Only 21% of firstgeneration Mexicans report having ever been arrested compared to 34% and 39% respectively for
second and third-generation Mexicans. This same pattern is repeated across generation for other
Hispanics. This provides descriptive evidence for segmented assimilation, as arrest rates get
progressively worse by generation. The incarceration rates, though much less prevalent than
overall arrests, follow the same ethno-generational pattern as arrests.
The categorical measure of downward assimilation exhibits similar patterns. Reporting
no events is the modal category, and almost every group reports at least a majority having no
events, with the exception of blacks (45%), fourth-plus-generation Hispanics (48%), and thirdgeneration other Hispanics (46%). Experiencing just disruptive events is the least common
category overall, given that only 8% of the total sample report experiencing only early childbirth
or dropout. Despite this low average, 23% of first-generation Mexicans report having only
dropped out of high school or had an early childbirth. This figure is much higher than the 11%
and 9% for second and third-generation Mexicans respectively.
The total average for reporting only criminal events is 20%, a value mirrored by both
white and black respondents. The percentage of first and second-generation Mexicans that report
only criminal events is lower at 13% and 18% by generation. Third-generation Mexicans have a
much higher incidence rate of reporting only criminal events at 24%. The average for the cooccurrence of both types of events is 14% in the total sample. Still, there is significant variation
by ethno-generation. 13% of white respondents report experiencing both types of events
compared to 22% for blacks. For Mexicans, there is variation by generation as well. Only 9% of
57

It is important to note that this is a measure of arrest prevalence within a sample (percentage of respondents reporting
that they have been arrested at least once since age 12). An annual arrest rate is the number of arrests in a year divided by the
population and multiplied by 100,000.
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first-generation Mexicans report both types of events compared to 16% and 15% for second and
third-generation Mexicans. In particular, this shows that first-generation Mexicans may have
higher rates of dropout and early childbirth, but they are much less likely than their higher
generation counterparts to experience these events in tandem with arrest or incarceration.
Notably, first and second-generation other Hispanics have rates of experiencing both types of
event near that of first-generation Mexicans.
Table 2 also shows disparities by ethno-generation in family capital as evidenced by
differences in the household income-to-needs ratio and parental education. Whites have both the
highest levels of household wealth and parental education on average reporting household
earnings nearly four times the poverty line and average parental education of 13.3 years.
Correspondingly, first and second-generation Mexicans have the lowest recorded values for both
measures, with household income ranging from 1.6 to 1.7 times the poverty line figure, and
parental education in years between 7 and 9 years respectively.
The distribution of family structure also exposes some disparities. 58% of white
respondents report living with both biological parents compared to only 27% for blacks. First and
second-generation Mexicans report the highest percentages living with both biological parents at
66% each. Notably, the percentage reporting living within the central city during 1997 reveals
some interesting patterns. First, whites have the lowest percentage living in the central city,
reporting only 19%. In comparison, 47% of black respondents report living within the central
city, and this figure is nearly identical for first generation Mexicans and other Hispanics. Taken
as a whole, the descriptive statistics reveal the substantial disparities in family resources and
structure by ethno-generational groups. Accordingly, these groups also show related variation in
downward assimilation events.
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Multivariate Results
This analysis proceeds by exploring the timing of experiencing high school dropout, early
childbirth, and arrest. As with previous chapters, the models first present the results of bivariate
differences by ethno-generational group before accounting for individual and family
characteristics. This involves separate comparisons using whites, blacks, and third-generation
Mexicans as references. This analysis then moves to the discussion of the results of a multinomial
logistic regression for downward assimilation event type, distinguishing between disruptive
events, criminal events, and experiencing both types. Finally, this study considers the results of a
Tobit regression of downward assimilation index (or score) for the full sample. I then look at subsamples for females and males to explore whether or not gender and ethno-generation interact to
explain the occurrence of multiple events.

High School Dropout
Table 3 presents the results of a series of nested models of high school dropout, early
childbirth, and arrest.58 Model 1 in Panel A shows the initial ethno-generational differences for
the hazard of high school dropout when compared to white respondents. In Panel A, there are no
significant differences in time-to-dropout for first and second-generation Mexicans when
compared to whites. In fact, second-generation other Hispanics have lower odds of dropping out
compared to whites. Descriptive statistics showed that prevalence of dropout was significantly
different by ethno-generation, but the timing to dropout may be indistinguishable when compared
to whites. Controlling for differences in individual and family characteristics in Model 2 shows

58

Incarceration is omitted as there were very few substantive findings, given the small sample size and lack of detailed
information on offense type which would prove valuable for an analysis of differences in incarceration rates (as opposed to arrest
rates).
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Table 5-3: Survival Analyses of Time to High School Dropout, Early Childbirth, and Arrest
High School Dropout

Panel A (reference non-Hispanic white)

Model 1

Model 2

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Early Childbirth
Model 3

Model 4

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Arrest
Model 5

Model 6

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Hazard Ratios

Hazard Ratios

Time Risk Ratios

Non-Hispanic White

--

--

--

--

--

Non-Hispanic Black

--

1.396***

0.663***

3.248***

1.704***

0.717***

1.089

1st Generation Mexican

1.257

0.668*

1.840*

0.703

1.961**

2.059***

2nd Generation Mexican

0.999

0.569***

1.877**

0.963

0.981

1.092

3rd Generation Mexican

1.058

0.928

0.710+

1.777+

1.275

0.851

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.441**

0.879

2.119***

1.267

0.733**

0.993

1st Generation Other Hispanic

1.066

0.605

0.820

0.501

1.616+

1.634*

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.661+

0.417***

0.832

0.797

1.109

1.114

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

1.174

1.020

1.365

1.619

0.662

0.814

Non-Hispanic White

0.716***

1.507***

0.308***

0.587***

1.394***

0.918

Non-Hispanic Black

--

--

--

--

--

--

1st Generation Mexican

0.901

1.007

0.567+

0.413**

2.733***

1.891**

2nd Generation Mexican

0.716*

0.858

0.578*

0.565*

1.367*

1.003

3rd Generation Mexican

0.665*

1.070

0.547*

0.748

1.186

0.971

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.032

1.325*

0.652**

0.744+

1.021

0.912

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.763

0.912

0.253**

0.294*

2.252**

1.501

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.474**

0.628+

0.256**

0.468+

1.545+

1.023

0.841

1.537

0.420

0.950

0.922

0.748

Non-Hispanic White

1.077

1.409+

0.563+

0.784

1.176

0.945

Non-Hispanic Black

1.504*

0.935

1.828*

1.337

0.843

1.029

1st Generation Mexican

1.355

0.941

1.036

0.552

2.305**

1.946*

2nd Generation Mexican

1.077

0.802

1.056

0.755

1.153

1.032

3rd Generation Mexican

--

--

--

--

--

--

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.553+

1.238

1.193

0.994

0.861

0.939

1st Generation Other Hispanic

1.148

0.853

0.462

0.393

1.899*

1.545

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.712

0.587+

0.468

0.625

1.303

1.053

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Type III Effects

1.264

1.437

0.769

1.270

0.778

0.770

5.15***

4.20***

15.25***

3.53**

6.38***

2.07*

0.832**

0.969

2.917***

3.748***

2.674***

2.133***

Panel B (reference non-Hispanic black)

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel C (reference 3rd-generation Mexican)

Control Variables
Female
High School graduate

--

--

0.158***

0.288***

4.493***

2.337***

Grades in 8th Grade

0.703***

0.907***

0.735***

0.870***

1.434***

1.133***

Grades in High School

0.618***

0.710***

0.750***

0.993

1.468***

1.117***

Household Income-to-Needs Ratio

0.998***

0.999***

0.995***

0.998***

1.001***

1.000
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Family under 18 in 1997

1.124***

1.020

1.247***

1.041

0.961+

1.020

Absence from school (1 month or more)

2.719***

1.680***

3.523***

1.774***

0.372***

0.693***

Parental education in years

0.887***

0.941***

0.848***

0.939**

1.068***

0.981+

Divorced: step-parent

2.607***

1.728***

2.390***

1.308

0.514***

0.757***

Single mother

2.462***

1.580***

3.901***

1.529**

0.494***

0.742***

Single father

2.152***

1.211

1.994*

1.104

0.343***

0.558***

Other family situation

2.499***

1.486*

4.197***

1.521+

0.406***

0.660***

Lives in central city in 1997

1.327***

1.056

1.849***

1.195+

0.821**

1.000

Early Childbirth

4.001***

2.314***

--

--

0.425***

0.725***

N
6835
6835
6835
6835
6835
6835
Data from the NLSY97. Data weighted using NLSY Custom Longitudinal Weights. Survival Analysis of High School dropout uses
Gompertz distribution with coefficients as Hazard Ratios (greater than one = higher hazard of event occurrence). Survival analysis of
early childbirth uses Cox proportional hazards models (greater than one = higher hazard of event occurrence). Survival analysis of
first arrest uses a log-logistic distribution described in Time-Risk ratios (greater than one = slower time to event). Shading highlights
first and second-generation Mexican groups.
+ = p < 0.10 * = p < 0.05 ** = p < 0.01 *** = p < 0.001. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th Generation. Reference
group for family structure is "living with both biological parents."

that first and second-generation Mexicans drop out at slower rates. This presents initial evidence
for neo-assimilation theory, showing that the dropout rates appear to be a function of accounting
for variation in personal and household capital.
Model 1 in Panel B displays different findings. Model 1 shows that second and thirdgeneration Mexicans dropout at slower rates compared to blacks. But controlling for differences
in individual and family background in Model 2 removes the significance of these gaps. The
comparison to third-generation Mexicans in Panel C reveals few significant differences by ethnogeneration before and after controlling for background characteristics. Beyond inter-group
differences, the significant Wald test statistic shows that ethno-generation is an important
predictor of dropout net of other factors. The fact that expected higher hazards of dropout end up
losing significance or switching direction suggest that the disparities in dropout rate were
explained by unequal distributions of individual and family capital, which provides support for
neo-assimilation theory.
Looking beyond ethno-generation, there are a number of measures associated with high
school dropout. Model 2 shows that reporting a stopout is also a predictor of eventually dropping
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out of high school. Moreover, having an early childbirth is associated with more than two times
the hazard of dropping out for those who do not have a child before their 18th birthday. Family
financial and human capital mediates the hazard of dropping out of high school. For example,
each additional year of parental schooling is associated with a 6% reduction in the hazard of
dropout. Increases in the household income-to-needs ratio are associated with a drop in likelihood
of leave high school as well. Interestingly, although women are less likely to drop out of high
school in Model 1, controlling for individual and family background removes the significance of
this relationship.

Early Childbirth
Early childbirth exhibits different ethno-generational patterns from high school dropout.
Model 3 in Panel A shows that all generations of Mexicans as well as forth-plus generation
Hispanics and non-Hispanic blacks have higher hazards of experiencing early childbirth in
comparison to whites. When controlling for individual and family background in Model 4, all of
these differences lose significance with the exception of the coefficient for black respondents.
This provides further support for neo-assimilation theory, as differences with whites appear to be
explained by varying levels of academic success, household wealth, and family structure.
Contrasts with non-Hispanic blacks, found in Model 4 Panel B, suggest that the differences
between Mexicans and black respondents are not fully explained by stratification of capital, at
least for the first and second-generation. Even after controlling for differences in individual and
family capital, first and second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics are substantially less
likely to have an early childbirth. This finding does not support segmented assimilation theory, as
first and second generation Mexicans are less likely to experience this downward assimilation
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event, both before and after controlling for differences in capital. Comparisons to third-generation
Mexicans in Panel C yield few significant findings.
Model 4 also demonstrates that young women are at far greater risk of experiencing early
childbirth compared to men. In addition, children raised by only their mother have more than 1.5
times the hazard of experiencing early childbirth compared to children living with both biological
parents. Providing further support for neo-assimilation theory, the household income-to-needs
ratio and parental education are both negatively associated with early childbirth. High school
graduation and missing more than one month of school are also significantly linked to early
childbirth, however these variables are likely to be interrelated as early childbirth may necessitate
time off from school and inhibit one’s ability to finish on time.

Arrest
To conclude the survival analyses, I focus on first arrest in Models 5 and 6. Model 5 in
Panel A shows that prior to accounting for personal and family background, blacks and fourthplus generation Hispanics have shorter wait times until they are arrested when compared to
whites. Conversely, first generation Mexicans and other Hispanics have times to experience arrest
that are up to twice as long as whites, which corresponds with their overall lower rates of
offending. When accounting for individual and household characteristics in Model 6, first
generation Mexicans and other Hispanics are even less likely to be arrested compared to whites,
contradicting the notion that immigrants are more likely to be arrested.
Comparing ethno-generational groups to non-Hispanic blacks (Panel B) produces only
slightly different results. Model 5 in Panel B shows that both first and second-generation
Mexicans and other Hispanics have longer times to experience an arrest compared to black
respondents. But including controls removes the significance for all groups except first generation

141
Mexicans. In fact, a variation on this finding emerges in Panel C, where initially first generation
Mexicans and other Hispanics both have lower likelihood of arrest compared to third-generation
Mexicans. After accounting for personal and family background in Model 6, only the difference
between first and third-generation Mexicans persists. These findings provide limited support for
segmented assimilation theory, as first generation Mexicans offend at lower rates than the third
generation, non-Hispanic blacks, and non-Hispanic whites. However, second-generation
Mexicans do not mirror these advantages, indicating that acculturation into mainstream society
for the second generation involves offending at mainstream levels.

Multinomial Logistic Regression of Downward Assimilation Type
This analysis now turns to a multinomial logistic regression of downward assimilation
event type. Table 4 presents a series of nested models that compare the odds of predicting a
disruptive event (dropout or early childbirth), a criminal event (arrest or incarceration), or
experiencing both types of events in contrast to the odds of reporting no negative outcomes. I first
examine bivariate relationships before including controls that cover individual and householdlevel factors.
In general, the findings in table 4 coincide with the results of the event history analyses.
Looking at disruptive events (early childbirth and dropout), Model 1 in Panel A shows the ethnogenerational differences compared to whites. This bivariate model has a number of significant
findings. First and second-generation Mexicans are respectively 3.7 and 1.7 times more likely to
experience a disruptive event compared to whites. Accounting for personal and family
background in Model 2 erases most significant differences. In the case of second-generation
Mexicans, the relationship changes sign. Controlling for measures such as grades, household
income, and parental education end up explaining why Mexicans were more likely than whites to
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Table 5-4: Multinomial Logistic Regression of Downward Assimilation Event Categories
Disruptive Events
Model 1

Model 2

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Criminal Events
Model 1

Model 2

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Both Types of Events
Model 1

Model 2

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Panel A (reference non-Hispanic white)
Non-Hispanic White

--

--

--

--

--

--

Non-Hispanic Black

2.701***

1.111

1.300**

0.960

2.323***

0.938

1st Generation Mexican

3.718***

0.786

0.674

0.598+

0.765

0.249***

2nd Generation Mexican

1.659**

0.380***

0.953

0.814

1.375+

0.434***

3rd Generation Mexican

1.515

0.893

1.398

1.082

1.366

0.842

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

2.263***

1.186

1.238

1.048

2.049***

1.098

1st Generation Other Hispanic

2.225**

0.843

0.840

0.714

0.547

0.244**

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

1.209

0.629

1.193

0.971

0.527+

0.297**

1.539

1.311

2.184*

1.756

1.306

0.961

Non-Hispanic White

0.370***

0.900

0.769**

1.042

0.431***

1.066

Non-Hispanic Black

--

--

--

--

--

--

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel B (reference non-Hispanic black)

1st Generation Mexican

1.377

0.707

0.519*

0.623

0.329***

0.266***

2nd Generation Mexican

0.614*

0.342***

0.733+

0.848

0.592**

0.463**

3rd Generation Mexican

0.561+

0.804

1.076

1.128

0.588*

0.898

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.882

1.171

0.838

1.068

0.953

1.092

1st Generation Other Hispanic

0.824

0.759

0.646

0.744

0.236**

0.260**

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.448*

0.566

0.918

1.012

0.227***

0.317**

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
0.570
Panel C (reference 3rd-generation Mexican)

1.180

1.681

1.830

0.562

1.025

Non-Hispanic White

0.660

1.120

0.715

0.924

0.732

1.188

Non-Hispanic Black

1.782+

1.244

0.929

0.887

1.700*

1.114

1st Generation Mexican

2.454*

0.880

0.482*

0.553

0.560

0.296**

2nd Generation Mexican

1.094

0.426+

0.681

0.752

1.006

0.515+

3rd Generation Mexican

--

--

--

--

--

--

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

1.493

1.328

0.886

0.968

1.500

1.304

1st Generation Other Hispanic

1.468

0.944

0.601

0.660

0.400+

0.290*

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

0.798

0.704

0.853

0.898

0.386*

0.353*

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Type III Effects

1.016
9.36***

1.468
2.30***

1.562
9.36***

1.623
2.30***

0.956
9.36***

1.142
2.30***

Female

1.359**

1.894***

0.371***

0.427***

0.410***

0.604***

Grades in 8th Grade

0.584***

0.801***

0.743***

0.877***

0.478***

0.708***

Grades in High School

0.496***

0.584***

0.715***

0.834***

0.412***

0.550***

Household Income-to-Needs Ratio

0.996***

0.998**

1.000***

1.000+

0.996***

0.998***

Family under 18 in 1997

1.238***

1.055

0.973

0.962

1.191***

1.042

Control Variables
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Absence from school (1 month or more)

5.300***

3.612***

1.863***

1.693**

7.101***

4.963***

Parental education in years

0.772***

0.849***

0.971*

1.013

0.807***

0.887***

Divorced: step-parent

2.340***

1.580**

1.323**

1.235+

4.186***

2.813***

Single mother

3.355***

1.770***

1.590***

1.426***

4.566***

2.540***

Single father

1.241

0.792

2.186***

1.968***

5.909***

3.661***

Other family situation

4.059***

2.168***

1.890***

1.703**

6.478***

4.106***

Lives in central city in 1997

1.726***

1.181

1.100

1.023

1.644***

1.164

6835

6835

6835

6835

6835

6835

N

Data from the NLSY97. Data weighted using NLSY Custom Longitudinal Weights. Reference outcome is experiencing no events.
Coefficients are reported in relative risk ratios. Shading included to highlight Mexican generations for comparison.
+ = p < 0.10 * = p < 0.05 ** = p < 0.01 *** = p < 0.001. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th Generation. Reference
group for family structure is "living with both biological parents."

drop out or have an early childbirth. In fact, second-generation Mexicans are less likely to
experience a disruptive event than blacks and third-generation Mexicans. This provides more
support for neo-assimilation theory.
The likelihood of experiencing only a criminal event does not present many substantive
ethno-generational differences and therefore I turn my attention to the co-occurrence of both
types of events in Models 1 and 2. Specifically, Model 1 in Panel A shows that second-generation
Mexicans are more likely to experience both events compared to non-Hispanic whites. But
controlling for personal and family-level characteristics actually reverses for the sign for secondgeneration Mexicans. This suggests that the likelihood of experiencing both a disruptive and
criminal event is tied to disparities in grades, family income, parental education, and family
structure. Furthermore, first-generation Mexicans are even less likely to experience both events.
This pattern is repeated for first and second-generation other Hispanics as well, with firstgeneration other Hispanics having even lower relative odds of experiencing both types of events
in comparison to whites.
When contrasting the likelihood of experiencing both events compared to blacks in Panel
B, the same pattern emerges. Even after controlling for background traits, members of the first
and second generation of Mexicans and other Hispanics are less likely to experience both types of
events, but the first generation have even lower odds. Panel C shows contains the same findings
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when comparing groups to third-generation Mexicans. Here, it is evident that first-generation
Mexicans are much less likely than their third generation counterparts to experience both
disruptive and criminal events, and while this advantage also exists for the second generation, it is
attenuated. This consistent pattern despite comparison group provides the most support for neoassimilation theory, as both first and second generations of Mexicans and other Hispanics are less
likely to experience both types of events, after accounting for stratification in individual and
family capital. This suggests that the variation in first arrest is explained by the various measures
of capital in the model.
Control variables in this model also highlight important distinctions. For example,
females are much less likely to experience arrest or incarceration or a combination of arrest and
incarceration with a disruptive event in general. Increases in household income-to-needs ratio and
years of parental education are also related to lower likelihood of experiencing both types of
events. In addition, family structure is found to be very significant, with children raised in nearly
every household arrangement being more likely to experience either type of event when
compared to children raised in a two-biological-parent home. But this relationship appears to be
emphasized when predicting experiencing both types of events. These findings indicate that
household capital and family structure are important components of downward assimilation
events.

Tobit Regression Analyses of Downward Assimilation Index
To conclude the analyses, Table 5 presents the results of a Tobit regression model of the
count of total downward assimilation index events, ranging from a minimum score of 0 to a
maximum of 4. A score of 4 indicates that a respondent has experienced early childbirth, dropout,
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Table 5-5: Tobit Regression of Downward Assimilation Index
Full Sample

Female Sample

Bivariate

Individual &
Family
Background

Model 1

Non-Hispanic White

--

Non-Hispanic Black

Male Sample

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Bivariate

Individual
& Family
Background

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

--

--

--

--

--

Panel A (reference non-Hispanic white)

0.351***

0.023

0.223***

-0.097*

0.475***

0.140**

1st Generation Mexican

0.008

-0.288***

0.010

-0.316***

0.019

-0.252*

2nd Generation Mexican

0.123*

-0.173**

0.062

-0.236***

0.181*

-0.111

3rd Generation Mexican

0.131

-0.056

0.071

-0.155

0.137

0.027

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.261***

0.030

0.193**

-0.010

0.304***

0.063

1st Generation Other Hispanic

-0.083

-0.262***

-0.226**

-0.400***

0.083

-0.123

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

-0.088

-0.215**

-0.166*

-0.315***

-0.045

-0.120

0.248+

0.107

0.035

0.020

0.322

0.177

Non-Hispanic White

-0.351***

-0.023

-0.223***

0.097*

-0.475***

-0.140**

Non-Hispanic Black

--

--

--

--

--

--

1st Generation Mexican

-0.343***

-0.312***

-0.212*

-0.219*

-0.456***

-0.392***

2nd Generation Mexican

-0.227***

-0.196***

-0.161*

-0.140+

-0.294**

-0.251**

3rd Generation Mexican

-0.220**

-0.079

-0.151

-0.058

-0.338**

-0.113

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

-0.090+

0.007

-0.030

0.086

-0.171*

-0.077

1st Generation Other Hispanic

-0.434***

-0.286***

-0.449***

-0.303***

-0.392*

-0.263+

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

-0.439***

-0.238***

-0.389***

-0.218**

-0.520***

-0.260*

0.083

-0.188

0.117

-0.153

0.037

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
Panel B (reference non-Hispanic black)

3rd Generation Other Hispanic
-0.103
Panel C (reference 3rd-generation Mexican)
Non-Hispanic White

-0.131

0.056

-0.071

0.155

-0.137

-0.027

Non-Hispanic Black

0.220**

0.079

0.151

0.058

0.338**

0.113

1st Generation Mexican

-0.123

-0.233*

-0.061

-0.162

-0.118

-0.279+

2nd Generation Mexican

-0.007

-0.117

-0.009

-0.082

0.044

-0.138

3rd Generation Mexican

--

--

--

--

--

--

4th-plus Generation Hispanic

0.130

0.086

0.122

0.144

0.167

0.036

1st Generation Other Hispanic

-0.214+

-0.207+

-0.297*

-0.246+

-0.054

-0.150

2nd Generation Other Hispanic

-0.219*

-0.159+

-0.237+

-0.160

-0.182

-0.147

3rd Generation Other Hispanic

0.117

0.162

-0.037

0.175

0.185

0.150

18.57***

5.80***

7.39***

6.59***

14.39***

2.82**

Female

-0.313***

-0.166***

--

--

--

--

Grades in 8th Grade

-0.221***

-0.082***

-0.201***

-0.089***

-0.220***

-0.075***

Grades in High School

-0.251***

-0.143***

-0.218***

-0.114***

-0.262***

-0.167***

Household Income-to-Needs Ratio

-0.001***

-0.000***

-0.001***

-0.000***

-0.001***

-0.000**

Family under 18 in 1997

0.063***

0.021*

0.057***

0.019

0.067***

0.022

Type III Effects
Control Variables
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Absence from school (1 month or more)

0.783***

0.500***

0.713***

0.461***

0.857***

0.547***

Parental education in years

-0.069***

-0.022***

-0.065***

-0.020**

-0.073***

-0.024***

Divorced: step-parent

0.425***

0.214***

0.357***

0.163***

0.499***

0.262***

Single mother

0.488***

0.235***

0.488***

0.256***

0.513***

0.207***

Single father

0.552***

0.331***

0.447***

0.227*

0.634***

0.423***

Other family situation

0.677***

0.421***

0.711***

0.435***

0.651***

0.411***

Lives in central city in 1997

0.179***

0.040

0.144***

0.039

0.223***

0.048

N
6835
6835
3312
3312
3523
3523
Data from the NLSY97. Data weighted using NLSY Custom Longitudinal Weights.
+ = p < 0.10 * = p < 0.05 ** = p < 0.01 *** = p < 0.001. Non-Hispanic White and Black are 3rd and 4th Generation. Reference
group for family structure is "living with both biological parents." Shading to specify groups of interest in each panel.

arrest, and incarceration at some point during the study.59 Table 5 presents regression results for
the full sample in Models 1 and 2. I then present separate analyses for females and males. The
results of this regression analysis fit closest to the multinomial logistic regression results for
experiencing both types of events. Panel A in Model 1 for the full model shows that when simply
considering differences in score by ethno-generational group, second-generation Mexicans have
higher predicted downward assimilation scores compared to whites. Controlling for individual
and family capital in Model 2 shows that once again first and second-generation Mexicans and
other Hispanics are predicted to have lower downward assimilation scores. Moreover, the first
generation has lower predicted scores than the second generation. This pattern is consistent when
switching the reference group for non-Hispanic blacks in Panel B. Still, in Panel C it appears that
only first-generation Mexicans maintain their advantage when compared to third-generation
Mexicans.
These findings provide more support for neo-assimilation theory. Accounting for
differences in human and financial capital shows that both first and second-generation Mexicans
and other Hispanics would be expected to experience fewer events compared to whites, indicating
that much of the variation in the bivariate relationship is explained by variation on these
individual and family-level characteristics. In addition, the first generation appears to maintain an
59

Tobit regression appears to be the most applicable method in this case as the interval variable has a floor of 0 and a
ceiling of 4. Poisson regression is not applicable due to the ceiling on possible counts of 4 events.
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edge over the second generation, and differences between second and third generation Mexicans
are negligible. This indicates that the second generation is more similar to later generations.
These findings suggest that there are still substantive differences between the first and second
generation that are explained solely by disparities in capital.
The following models restrict the sample to either female or male respondents to test if
ethno-generational differences persist for women when controlling for individual and family
background. This model is key in illustrating whether ethno-generation interacts with gender for
disruptive turning-point events. The results in Panel A suggest that women follow the same
pattern as the full sample. Specifically, first and second-generation Mexican and other Hispanic
females are predicted to have lower downward assimilation scores compared to white women
after taking into account the control variables. In fact, the ethno-generational differences in the
female model are even more pronounced than in the full sample.60 This advantage persists when
the reference group for ethno-generation is switched to black women in Panel B. When
comparing Mexican women of the first and second generation to their third generation
counterparts, no statistically significant differences are present.
The bivariate Tobit models for males show that, in comparison to non-Hispanic whites,
second-generation Mexican males have a higher predicted downward assimilation score
compared to whites. However, controlling for background measures in model 2 shows that these
differences vanish. Model 2 shows that first-generation Mexicans have a lower predicted score in
comparison to whites, indicating that differences in downward assimilation index are attributed to
personal and family characteristics. Panel B reveals stark differences in experiencing downward
assimilation in comparison to black men. With the exception of third-generation other Hispanics,
all groups have a lower predicted downward assimilation index. When controlling for individual

60

Separate analyses of only males reveals that only first generation Mexican males maintain any gain over non-Hispanic
whites after introducing controls

148
and family characteristics, first and second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics still have a
lower expected score compared to blacks. Model 2 in Panel C shows that after controlling for
background measures, first-generation Mexicans still have a slightly lower predicted downward
assimilation index score. These findings suggest that disparities in downward assimilation index
scores are driven mostly by first and second-generation Mexican and other Hispanic women,
more so than men. They also demonstrate that even after controlling for differences in individual
and household capital, first and second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics still have lower
predicted scores compared to black men.

Discussion and Conclusion
The results for the multivariate models are relatively consistent in their message; support
for neo-assimilation theory exists when examining timing for individual events, co-occurrence of
disruptive and criminal events, and overall number of events of downward assimilation.
Purposive action through academic achievement and the shielding effect of family-level human
and financial capital are important in preventing downward assimilation. Indeed, when
accounting for these traits, not only do differences for first and second-generation Mexicans
reside, but they often change sign. This suggests that downward assimilation events for first and
second-generation Mexicans are linked to their limited level of resources. Hispanic levels of
poverty are substantially higher than non-Hispanic whites. In addition, the percentage of Hispanic
children living in poverty is nearly three times the level for non-Hispanic whites and Hispanic
mothers are much less likely to possess a bachelor’s degree compared to non-Hispanic white
mothers (Child Trends Databank 2015; National Center for Education Statistics 2008; United
States Census 2015b). These findings indicate that the likelihood and timing of experiencing
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these “turning point” events is associated with inequality in financial and human capital at the
individual and household level for Hispanics.
Analysis of high school dropout suggests that family socioeconomic status and human
capital in addition to academic achievement go a long way in explaining variation by ethnogenerational group. These findings support past studies that tie SES to disparities in origin groups
and further support neo-assimilation theory (Harris et al. 2008). They also echo research that
links lower educational attainment to family and neighborhood resources (Zhou et al. 2008;
Rumberger and Lim 2008). Probing adolescent pregnancy also provides support for neoassimilation theory, as gaps between non-Hispanic whites and Mexicans lose significance after
controlling for individual and family capital. These findings also coincide with past studies that
link minorities to higher rates of early family formation (Glick et al. 2006). Findings for time to
arrest bolster segmented assimilation theory, as first-generation Mexican and other Hispanic
respondents simply offend at lower rates in comparison to children of American-born parents,
regardless of race or ethnicity. Furthermore, second-generation Mexicans appear to “regress to
the mean” of mainstream society, given that they show no statistically significant differences in
time to first arrest compared to non-Hispanic whites, blacks, or third-generation Mexicans. This
suggests there is a substantive shift between the first and second generation linked to increased
criminal activity.
In addition, subsequent multinomial and regression analyses of the type and quantity of
downward assimilation events provide support for neo-assimilation theory. After accounting for
group-level differences in capital, first and second-generation Mexicans and other Hispanics have
fewer events than non-Hispanic whites and blacks, although the first generation still maintains an
edge over the second. This gap itself could be evidence of the process of segmented assimilation,
suggesting that the differences between the first and second generation are due to more than
differing levels of capital. Furthermore, regression models that use only female respondents
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suggest that this edge for the first and second generation is driven by lower likelihood of
offending for first and second gen. women. This echoes findings that immigrant women
disproportionately possess traits that are related with lower levels of downward assimilation
(Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005). Models for the male sample also suggest that general differences
in the full sample are driven in part by the concentration of downward events experienced by nonHispanic black males.
As a whole, the descriptive and multivariate results in this investigation have a number of
implications for theories of segmented- and neo-assimilation. First, while dropout and teen
pregnancy are prevalent among Mexican immigrants and their children, differing levels of
individual and family capital explain much of this disparity. Still, when examining arrest, first
and second-generation Hispanics appear to offend at lower levels compared to non-Hispanic
whites and blacks, even when controlling for a respondent’s personal and family background. To
the extent that a process of segmented assimilation exists, it may not be immediately obvious and
appears most evident in the gaps between the combined first and second generations in
comparison to the third and higher generations. This indicates that segmented assimilation and
neo-assimilation theories may explain different pieces of the pie that describe heterogeneity by
race, generation, and national identity in the United States.
Models of downward assimilation index show that the differences between first and
second-generation Mexicans and non-Hispanic whites disappear after controlling for differences
in individual and household capital, but we do not know the mechanisms through which these
relationships work and if they are specific to Mexicans or universal. Comparing first and secondgen. Mexicans to non-Hispanic blacks also demonstrates that Mexicans have lower predicted
turning point events after accounting for individual and family attributes. Further research should
expand on these models but incorporate finer measures of the each individual process and also
dedicate attention to how each process differs for men and women. More qualitative research is
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needed to understand the processes through which concentrated levels of poverty and lower levels
of human capital in the household relate to children experiencing downward assimilation. In as
much as educational and economic success are heralded as signals of acculturation and success in
the United States, future research should continue to analyze these outcomes and increases in
their prevalence as indicators of generational stagnation or regression to the mean.
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Chapter 6

Conclusions
This dissertation considers the process of upward and downward assimilation by ethnogenerational groups, with particular attention paid to Mexican-origin respondents and Hispanics
of other origin as they compare to non-Hispanic whites and blacks. Specifically, this study
explores the process of enrollment into and graduation from college and contrasts this with an
analysis of disruptive events such as high school dropout, adolescent childbearing, and criminal
activity. This investigation employs a nationally representative dataset that has been weighted to
represent the United States youth population, thus inferences from this study can be applied to the
U.S. population in general.
This study first examines college enrollment across ethno-generation for high school
graduates and GED recipients and finds that the processes for two-year and four-year enrollment
are distinct. In particular, second-generation Mexicans enroll in two-year colleges at quicker rates
compared to non-Hispanic whites. This corresponds with research that finds that Hispanics as a
group enroll disproportionately in community colleges (Fry 2003b). However, this pattern of
quicker enrollment in two-year schools is reversed when considering higher value four-year
degrees. After controlling for disparities in individual and household capital, first and secondgeneration Mexicans still enroll in four-year colleges at slower rates compared to non-Hispanic
whites. This has profound implications for persistence and college graduation, as delays in
enrolling are linked with lower probabilities of remaining enrolled at later dates (Niu and Tienda
2013). It also provides evidence for segmented assimilation theory, since first and secondgeneration other Hispanics do not exhibit this delay, and this pattern is actually closer to that of
non-Hispanic blacks.
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Turning attention to college graduation clarifies this process. First, when examining time
to college completion, it is important to note that having experienced inconsistent schooling in
high school as well as delaying college enrollment are both associated with taking a longer time
to graduate from a four-year program. This is important net of the ethno-generational differences
as it confirms past research indicating that delays at any level of schooling can be detrimental to
college graduation. Furthermore, this study finds that while analyses of college graduation
indicate that first and second-generation Mexicans are less likely than non-Hispanic whites to
graduate from either type of school, survival analyses show that there are no differences when
examining two-year schools. Moreover, second-generation Mexicans who enroll in four-year
schools are expected to graduate at quicker rates compared to non-Hispanic whites after
controlling for disparities in human and financial capital, life course events, and the ability to
attend full-time.
The implication then is that second-generation Mexicans would graduate at higher rates if
they had more individual and family resources. Yet auxiliary analyses performed by the author
show that net of controls, for both two- and four-year schools, first and second-generation
Mexicans spend less of their overall time enrolled attending school full-time. This suggests that
more attention needs to be paid on the factors that relate to full-time attendance and provides
support for familism as an explanation for disparities in Hispanic enrollment and graduation
(Desmond and Turley 2009; Fuligni 2007). Future studies of full-time college attendance and
Hispanic familial obligations must take into account research that indicates that Hispanic family
structure is changing (Landale et al. 2006). Ideal investigations would probe motivations for
attending college part-time versus full-time to ascertain stress points during schooling that require
part-time attendance.
Findings for chapter 5 suggest that downward assimilation, if it is happening, is not
distributed evenly across events and is also a gendered process. Moreover, findings suggest that
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ethno-racial differences are explained primarily by inequality in family income, parental
education, individual grades, and family structure. These results support neo-assimilation theory
as an explanation for differences in outcomes by ethno-generation. In general, first-generation
Mexicans were most likely to experience early childbirth and drop out of high school prior to
controlling for individual and family capital. Still, when this inequality was considered, first and
second-generation Mexicans were not any more likely than non-Hispanic whites to experience
dropout or adolescent childbirth. In fact, net of all control variables, first-generation Mexicans
and other Hispanics were simply less likely to be arrested. This finding supports academic
consensus that suggests immigration is not linked to crime but may instead be associated with a
suppressing effect (Bersani 2014b; Lee and Martinez 2009). Furthermore, first and secondgeneration Mexicans and other Hispanics were less likely to experience both types of events and
had lower predicted scores when downward assimilation was considered as a score variable.
Lastly, when examining downward assimilation as a score variable, the relationship proved to be
a gendered one. Sub-analyses of just the female sample indicated that the gaps by ethnogeneration were actually emphasized. This supports research that finds that women have higher
amounts of character traits that are associated with being responsible and not committing crimes
(Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005). Analyses of the male sample indicated that ethno-generational
differences were exacerbated by the high concentration of downward assimilation events for
black men.

Data Considerations
The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 is a complex and rich dataset that
follows children through their formative years and gauges how they study, work, and live. It is
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generally comprehensive when considering the life course events it covers and the breadth and
granularity with which it captures the timing of events or changes. For example, employment is
measured on a week-by-week basis with linked codes for the name and prestige of the
respondent’s employer. Despite this richness, there are still a number of issues that limit the
effectiveness of studying assimilation with this dataset.
First, the overall sample, while expanded to include oversamples of non-Hispanic black
and Hispanic respondents, still raises issues of cell size when studying immigrant groups. For
broad analyses of ethno-racial differences, the included measures suffice. But when the analysis
calls for a detailed examination based on national origin and differences between countries that
fall within the same race or general ethnic label (e.g. comparing Mexicans to Cubans), this dataset
falls short. Moreover, providing actual birthplace information for the first generation but only
providing rough regional categories for biological parents and grandparents unnecessarily
truncates the data and limits the type of analysis one can perform. Beyond comparing Mexicans
with another country, attempting to look at differences by generation for different national origin
groups would prove fruitless.
Conversely, this dataset contains very detailed information that can be used to expand
these analyses in their current format. The analyses of college enrollment can be augmented by
including measures for the number of schools to which a student applied along with measures of
their selectivity. In addition, this analysis could include the state in which the student resides and
the state of the school they apply for, to capture dynamics of state residency and in-state tuition.
These selectivity measures can also be applied to the study of college graduation as an additional
measure of school difficulty that may explain more variation in graduation rates. In addition,
more thorough analyses of full-time attendance could be undertaken, accounting for a student’s
current employment type and the hours they work. This would provide some measure of work
obligations that can interfere with full-time schooling. Moreover, the chapter on downward
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assimilation has the most potential for augmentation, as more detailed information on crime type
and count can be included while also accounting for past victimization.

Policy Implications
Given the nature of this research, the findings are certainly applicable to government and
education policy makers as these institutions attempt to prepare for changing demographics. This
research can also be used in conjunction with population projections to demonstrate the type of
educational disparities policy makers can expect if current enrollment and graduation patterns
persist. The findings in these analyses indicate that disparities in family wealth and human capital
are important predictors of academic success or failure. Correcting wealth disparities by race or
ethnicity are intractable problems and therefore recommendations should be tailored to target the
specific mechanisms through which poverty and lower levels of educational attainment function.

(1)

School Outreach for Immigrants and Children of Immigrants – the study of
time to enrollment in college reveals that second-generation other Hispanic
and Mexican students enroll in community colleges at faster rates, while
second-generation Mexicans enroll in four-year schools at slower rates. This
may be a function of having no other options or finding out too late that
application windows for four-year schools are closed. Although studies often
note that the second generation has more knowledge of the American
schooling system than the first generation, information on postsecondary
education may still be scant. Targeted outreach by schools that explain what
options students have to cover costs for applications and how they should
strategize in the application process may act to diminish ethno-generational

157
differences in four-year enrollment as well as curb Hispanic over-reliance on
two-year schools.
(2)

Full-time Attendance Incentives – Overwhelmingly, attending school fulltime for both two- and four-year schools is associated with quicker times to
graduation. In addition, in auxiliary analyses, including full-time attendance
removed significance from some ethno-generational variables and explained
some of the variation previously explained by stopouts and delayed
enrollment. This intuitively makes sense, as attending full-time is also a
measure of consistent education. Separate analyses of full-time attendance as
a percentage of overall time of exposure for graduation indicate that ethnogenerational gaps in percentage of full-time attendance are a function of
personal and family resources along with other life course events, such as
parenthood and employment. Providing subsidies for students that cannot
afford to attend full-time or cannot fit full-time college attendance into an
unaided lifestyle could result in better levels of persistence and graduation,
which stands to benefit schools (in increased graduation rates and student
satisfaction) and the state (due to a more highly educated workforce).

(3)

Increased Access to Sexual Health Education – One finding from chapter 5 is
that there is a fairly high prevalence of respondents experiencing both
disruptive events, such as high school dropout or childbirth, along with the
criminal events of arrest and potentially incarceration. This analysis also
highlights the endogeneity involved in modeling high school dropout and
adolescent childbirth, as high school students may experience one event right
after the other. Moreover, the highest rates of adolescent pregnancy were
found in non-Hispanic blacks and first-generation Mexicans, two groups that
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also reported overall lower levels of household resources. National estimates
show that non-Hispanic blacks and Hispanics have the highest levels of
poverty and percentage of children growing up in poverty (Child Trends
Databank 2015; United States Census 2015b). Increasing availability and
quality of information on preventing pregnancy and providing resources for
birth control could prove to also increase high school retention rates, and
would result in a more highly educated workforce.

Future Research
The findings from this study contribute to our current understanding of assimilation
through college enrollment and graduation, as well as the process of downward assimilation.
Although this investigation answers several questions on assimilation in secondary and
postsecondary education, the empirical chapters raise many questions as well. Each chapter
provides clarity in certain situations but suggests that further research be conducted to fully
understand the processes involved. In particular, the findings from chapter 3 on time to college
enrollment suggest that more attention should be paid to the application process and how
students’ application strategies vary by ethno-generation and socioeconomic status. I plan to use
the current data along with information on the number of schools a student applied to and to
which schools they applied. In addition, I plan to augment these analyses by appending state-level
information on whether or not undocumented migrant students are allowed to attend colleges at
in-state tuition rates. Although the current study does not touch on documentation status, given
the prevalence of Mexican first generation immigrants in the sample, it is plausible that the
dataset contains undocumented migrants that may feel dissuaded from attending college due to

159
complications with their legal status. I also plan to incorporate information on high school
characteristics, to ground future studies in a classroom context.
In addition to focusing on furthering my research in education, I plan to pursue a series of
studies using the NSLY97 data to explore offending patterns for immigrant youth. Previous
studies have contrasted first and second-generation members to non-Hispanic blacks and whites
of the third or fourth-plus generation (Bersani 2014b). These studies do not account for ethnogenerational differences between the first and second generation, failing to look at how immigrant
patterns differ for Mexican-origin respondents in comparison to other Hispanics. Moreover, these
studies do not explore offending type by ethno-generation, which would provide further insight
into how offending patterns vary by national group and generation.
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Appendix

Graphical Tests for Event History Models

Estimated Hazard Functions for Event History Analyses

Figure A-1: Smoothed Estimated Hazard of Any College Enrollment
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e indicate a longer predicted time-to-event.

Figure A-2: Smoothed Estimated Hazard of Two-Year College Graduation for Two-Year Enrollees

Figure A-3: Smoothed Estimated Hazard of Four-Year College Graduation for Four-Year Enrollees
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e indicate a longer predicted time-to-event.

Figure A-4: Smoothed Estimated Hazard of High School Dropout

Figure A-5: Smoothed Estimated Hazard of Early Childbirth
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e indicate a longer predicted time-to-event.

Figure A-6: Smoothed Estimated Hazard of Arrest
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Cox Snell Pseudo-residuals Plots for Parametric Hazard Distributions

Figure A-7: Cox Snell Pseudo-residual Plot of College Enrollment by Parametric Distribution
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Figure A-8: Cox Snell Pseudo-residual Plot of Two-Year College Graduation by Parametric

Figure A-9: Cox Snell Pseudo-residual Plot of Four-Year College Graduation by Parametric
Distribution
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Figure A-10: Cox Snell Pseudo-residual Plot of High School Dropout by Parametric Distribution

Figure A-11: Cox Snell Pseudo-residual Plot of Early Childbirth by Parametric Distribution
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Figure A-12: Cox Snell Pseudo-residual Plot of Arrest by Parametric Distribution
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