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Abstract 
Utilizing data on approximately 16,000 children from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey-Kindergarten Cohort 
and a rich set of mediating factors on 16 immigrant groups, this paper examined the associations between children’s 
immigrant generation status and their academic performance. The changes in academic achievements during 
kindergarten and first-grade were also examined to explore the varying learning paces exhibited by children from 
different countries of origin. Results indicate that, compared to third and later generation non-Hispanic white 
children, children of Latin American regions tended to have lower reading and math scores, while children of Asian 
regions tended to have higher reading and math scores. In addition, although children of immigrants may have either 
higher (e.g., children from East Asia) or lower scores (e.g., children from Mexico) by first-grade compared to third 
and later generation non-Hispanic white children, the former generally learned skills at faster paces, thus widening 
(e.g., for children from East Asia) or narrowing (e.g., for children from Mexico) academic achievement gaps. Child and 
family characteristics accounted for a large share of the differences in children’s academic achievements. Home, 
school, and neighborhood environments may also matter but to a lesser extent. Research implications are discussed. 
Keywords: academic achievements; immigrants; immigrant generation status; neighborhood characteristics; school 

environments. 

  

INTRODUCTION  

Academic Achievements of Children in Immigrant  

Families  

The United States is a nation shaped by immigration. In the 1930s, the 14.2 million foreign-born individuals had 

migrated mainly from Northern or Western Europe and made-up 12 percent of the total population, while in 2003 

the 33.5 million foreign-born individuals had migrated mainly from Latin America or Asia and represented 11.7% 

of the total population. Now nearly 17 percent of children under age 18, or 11.5 million children, are living with 

a foreign-born householder, and the percentage is almost double for children under 6 years old (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2004). The unique cultural traditions of the new immigrant groups present challenges to understanding 

their children's developmental trajectories. Despite a large body of research demonstrating the importance of early 

childhood experiences to later cognitive and social development (for review see Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000), 

there is a noticeable void in research on preschool and school-aged children of immigrants (Board on Children 
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and Families, 1995; Booth, Crouter, and Landale, 1997; Nord and Griffin, 1999), as well as a lack of longitudinal 

research to help us understand a variety of time-dependent aspects of their development.   

This paper examines the developmental experiences of young children of immigrants in the context of several 

individual, family, home environment, and school and neighborhood characteristics that theories and empirical 

studies have suggested are important to children’s development. Specifically, using a longitudinal dataset with a 

large, contemporary sample of children from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey-Kindergarten Cohort 

(ECLS-K), the academic achievements of native-born (i.e., third and later generations) and foreign-born (i.e., 

first- or second-generation) children entering kindergarten in the fall of 1998 are examined.  

This approach allows us to explore the likely mechanisms by which immigrant generation status (hereafter, 

generation status) may be associated with child development.  

Child Development Theoretical Framework  

Ecological models developed by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986) have substantially benefited the child development 

field over the past 30 years. Specifically, this model emphasizes that the family's interaction with other groups 

and institutions will influence how children adapt to nonfamilial environments (e.g. school), and has identified a 

variety of risk and protective factors for children’s optimum development, such as child, parent, family, and 

environmental characteristics (for reviews, Belsky, 2001; Bornstein et al., 2001; Lamb, 1998; Johnson, et al., 

2003; Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000; Weinraub and Jaeger, 1990). Protective and/or risk factors attributable to the 

children themselves may involve age, gender, health, or temperament; factors attributable to parents may involve 

demographic characteristics (e.g., age, education, marital status, employment) and the quality of the parent-child 

relationship (e.g., maternal depression, home environment); and factors attributable to the family and the external 

environment may involve resources available inside or outside the home (e.g., family income, the presence of two 

parents, and the type and quality of early child care).  

While Bronfenbrenner’s theory is generally valuable in understanding child development, issues important to 

children’s development in immigrant families such as culture (Ogbu, 1978, 1981, 1988), discrimination, racism, 

and segregation are more fully addressed by the integrative model developed by García Coll and her colleagues 

(1996, 2004). Drawing upon social stratification and ecological theory, this model assumes that, in addition to 

children’s (e.g., age, temperament, biological factors) and families’ (e.g., structure and roles, values and goals) 

characteristics, children’s daily experiences and surrounding environments contribute to their behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive development and are closely tied to a social position significantly influenced by 

discriminatory and oppressive forces. The model further assumes that neighborhood and school environments are 

in turn affected to either promote or inhibit the development of minority children and families. Social position 

(e.g., race/ethnicity, social  class,  and gender), racism (e.g., prejudice, discrimination, institutionalized or 

symbolic oppression), and segregation (e.g., residential, economic, and social and psychological segregation) are 
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considered important components of school and neighborhood's impact on learning environments. Borrowing 

from all of this research, child development in immigrant families is hypothesized to be related to (at least) 1) 

family background, 2) parental expectations, aspirations, and educational practices, and 3) school and 

neighborhood resources (Chao, 2001; Conchas, 2001; García Coll, et al., 1996; Fuligni, 1997; Fuligni, Tseng and 

Lam, 1999; Kao and Tienda, 1995; Louie, 2001; Rumbaut, 1994, 1995; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2001).  

In regard to the first hypothesis, theory and previous empirical evidence suggest that family socioeconomic 

background may partially explain the academic success of many European and Asian immigrants and the 

academic struggles experienced by many Latin American immigrants. This is most likely linked to the fact that, 

compared to the native-born population, European and Asian immigrants have similar or even higher parental 

educational achievement and household incomes, while Latin American immigrants tend to have lower levels of 

both (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).1 However, even when studies have controlled for family socioeconomic status, 

a significant association between generation status and academic achievement persists (Fuligni, 1997; Kao and 

Tienda, 1995; Rumbaut, 1997). This suggests that family socioeconomic status alone would not be sufficient to 

explain the variations in academic achievements between foreign-born and native-born children.  

Ethnographic and qualitative studies help explain such variations. There is some evidence to show that children 

from Central America, Vietnam, India, and East Asia may be raised in family environments that strongly support 

academic achievement (Caplan et al., 1991; Chao, 1994, 2001; Gibson, 1991; Gibson and Bhachu, 1991; Fuligni, 

1997; Louie, 2001). For example, personal accounts from a recent study describe a Latin American father who 

sat with his children while they were doing homework despite not understanding the material, which conveyed 

his dedication to education to his children and helped shape their commitment to academic performance (Pérez 

Carre n, Drake and Barton, 2005). Serious attitudes such as this are a manifestation of high academic expectations 

and aspirations for their children, and significantly influence adolescents’ own attitudes and behavior. Consistent 

with this, previous studies have shown the great effort and time devoted by adolescent children of immigrants to 

doing homework with the desire to achieve academic success (Caplan et al., 1991; Gibson, 1991; Gibson and 

Bhachu, 1991; Fuligni, 1997; Louie, 2001; Rosenthal and Feldman, 1991). Thus, the second hypothesis 

incorporates the family’s values, beliefs, and goals to account for their intergenerational transfers to their children. 

Although previous studies have found many factors related to home environment and parental educational 

practices, 9 variables seem to be the most important (Smolensky and Gootman, 2003): maternal depression, family 

routines, and the parents’ educational expectations, the importance they place on having skills before attending 

kindergarten, their participation in school events, the difficulty they face in attending school events, the learning 

materials they provide at home, provision of extracurricular activities that may promote academic performance 

 
1 For example, in 2004, for the population aged 25 and over, the percentages of foreign-born immigrants from Europe and Asia that held a bachelor’s 
degree or above were 36% and 50%, respectively, compared to 26% of the native-born population. Only about 11% of the foreign-born population from 
Latin America had achieved the same education (with only 4% of immigrants from Mexico having achieved such education) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).  
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and/or physical/artistic skills, and use of physical discipline. For example, previous studies indicate that children 

benefit more cognitively if they have less depressed mothers (NICHD early Child Care Research Network 

[NICHD ECCRN], 1999; Peterson and Albers, 2001), a high-quality home environment (enriched by the 

availability of and frequent interaction with books) (Bradley, 1995; Bradley et al., 1989), or attend center based 

care (NICHD ECCRN, 1999, 2000, 2002a).  

Children benefit more socioemotionally if they participate in well-organized, positive extracurricular activities 

(such as sports, lessons, and clubs) (Mahoney, 2000; McNeal, 1995; Moore and Halle, 1997).  

A third hypothesis concerns the impact of school and neighborhood resources. Previous studies have shown that 

schools serving primarily children of color or living in poverty, for example, are likely to have fewer resources, 

weaker academic focus, lower teacher expectations, and constricted curriculum (Griffith, 2000; Matute-Bianchi, 

1986; Ogbu, 1991; Ogbu and Simons, 1998; Valencia, 2000; Valenzuela, 1999), which may adversely affect 

children’s learning experiences and academic performance (Masten, 1994) and is essentially a form of segregation 

affecting children’s learning (García Coll, et al., 1996, 2004). Previous studies have also shown that differential 

treatment of students by race or ethnicity – such as viewing Mexican children as less industrious than Asian 

American children – has hindered the achievement of some groups of children (Conchas, 2001; Moody, 2001; 

Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 1995, 2001). A large body of educational literature has identified factors 

important to the promotion of children’s learning (Bernard, 1991; Borman and Overman, 2004; Crosnoe, 2005; 

Griffith, 2000, 2003; Herdenson and Milstein, 1996; Huff and Trump, 1996; Lee and Burkham, 2002; McNeal, 

1997; Moody, 2001). Among them, 7 factors that may tap contextual (dis)advantages are teachers’ and school 

administrators’ qualifications, school student composition (e.g., minority representation), students’ academic 

performance, school’s efforts in providing an optimal learning experience (e.g., school’s communication to 

parents about children’s learning process and curriculum, teacher’s efforts in helping students’ learning process), 

parental involvement, and school safety. These attributes have been identified largely through their associations 

with student achievement test scores. In addition, studies have shown that a safe and orderly school environment 

is linked to the affirmation of healthy social behavior that is characteristic of resilient children (Lee, Winfield and 

Wilson, 1991; Masten, 1994).  

Regarding the influence of neighborhoods, it is known that the majority of new immigrants to the U.S. settle and 

live in inner-city areas, where the urban problems of poverty, unemployment, crime, and social disorganization 

have historically been most intense (Sampson and Groves, 1989; Wilson, 1987) and which exacerbate the negative 

effects of the low socioeconomic status observed in some immigrant families (e.g, Latin American) (Pessar, 1995; 

Portes and MacLeod, 1999). Research has consistently found associations between stressful environmental 

conditions, such as poverty or unemployment, and negative parental psychological functioning and parenting 
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behavior, all of which adversely affect child cognitive and socio-emotional development (Conger et al., 1992; 

Elder et al., 1992; McLoyd, 1990; McLoyd and Wilson, 1991).  

Taken together, developmental theories and the integrative model put forward by García Coll and her colleagues 

(1996, 2004) identify a rich set of factors related to children's learning experiences and possible links between 

generation status and child development. All of these theoretical perspectives emphasize the importance of 

examining child development in an ecological context, given that children’s learning is heavily influenced by 

culturally guided family practices and interactions. At the same time, children’s surrounding environments (e.g., 

relatives, neighborhood, and ethnic community) shape their daily learning experiences. However, given that 

previous research on child development has mainly focused on middle-class white children and research on 

immigrants has mainly focused on adolescents, we do not know whether the conclusions from previous studies 

apply to young children from different cultural backgrounds (Hernandez, 1999; Siantz, 1997).  

Taking advantage of the large-scale, longitudinally designed ECLS-K data set, this study carefully categorizes 

immigrant groups based on their country of origin, reasons for migrating to the US, and cultural background to 

examine whether generation status is associated with children’s academic achievements. Additionally, 

child/parent/family characteristics, home environment and parental educational practices (e.g., learning activities 

at home, participation in extracurricular activities and school events), and school (e.g., student composition and 

average academic performance, parent- tal involvement, school safety) and neighborhood (e.g., residential 

neighborhood quality) environments are considered possible mediating factors for any such associations. Three 

hypotheses are derived from the above research and models. First, if the child and family characteristics are 

important to the links between generation status and children’s academic achievements, then we should see a 

reduction in the magnitude of the estimate of generation status after controlling for child and family characteristics 

(i.e., child and family characteristics may mediate the association between generation status and children’s 

academic achievements). Second, if home environment is crucial to the links between generation status and 

children’s academic achievements, then we should see a reduction in the generation status magnitude after 

controlling for home environment. Finally, if school and neighborhood environments are critical to the links 

between generation status and children’s academic achievements, then we should see a reduction in the generation 

status magnitude after controlling for the school and neighborhood backgrounds.  

DATA  

The ECLS-K, collected by the U.S. Department of Education's National Center for Educational Statistics, consists 

of a nationally representative cohort of 21,260 children who entered kindergarten in the fall of 1998 and who will 

be followed longitudinally until twelfth grade. These children were drawn randomly from a nationally 

representative sample of about 1,000 U.S. public and private schools that offer kindergarten. In addition, the 

ECLS-K includes an over-sampling of Asian/Pacific Islander children, which allows for more detailed analyses 

than other national data sets that lack sufficient numbers of children of Asian origin. Given that slightly more than 
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1% of children in the ECLS-K did not complete a direct assessment of academic measures due to limited English 

proficiency, the study sample may not truly be nationally representative and may particularly affect the 

representation of children of Hispanic or Asian origin as detailed below.  

The present study utilizes the data available as of this writing, including the fall and spring of kindergarten and 

the spring of first grade in which the full sample of children were interviewed (a random sample of approximately 

27% of the children were also interviewed in the fall of first grade, mainly about their experiences during the 

summer between kindergarten and first grade). Direct assessments of children’s academic achievements (i.e., 

reading and math skills) are examined, as well as information gathered from parents on family characteristics and 

parental involvement in home learning and school activities; from teachers and school administrators on parental 

involvement and classroom and school characteristics; and from observational ratings of school environments by 

study supervisors. More information on the ECLS-K can be found in the NCES (2002) codebooks, in research 

reports published by Denton and West (2002) and Lee and Burkham (2002), and in a research article by Magnuson 

et al (2004).  

The study sample consists of approximately 16,000 children for whom information was available on country of 

origin, immigrant status, and at least one outcome variable at the spring of first-grade. Over 90% of the 4,000 

excluded cases were not used because of missing generation status or country of origin data. The raw data suggest 

that the children with missing information tended to be shorter and lighter, have mothers who are younger, less 

educated, and less likely to be married at child’s birth, and to have lower family socioeconomic status and move 

more frequently. The regression estimates may be thus biased downward due to these attributes.  

MEASURES  

Immigrant Generation Status and Country of Origin  

The parent respondent was asked in the spring of first grade to report whether s/he was born in the U.S., and in 

the spring of kindergarten whether the child was born in the U.S.2 These two questions were used to identify a 

family’s immigrant status and whether or not the child was a first- (child not born in U.S.) or second-generation 

(child born in U.S. with at least one parent born outside of U.S.) immigrant. If the parent reported s/he or the child 

was not born in the U.S., the parent was also asked to report the country from which s/he came. A total of 16 

regions were identified in this study based on country of origin, cultural background, and reasons for migrating 

to the U.S. (e.g., Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos were categorized together primarily because they are 

countries of refugee origin resulting from the Vietnam War): North America (e.g., Canada), Europe (e.g., 

Denmark, Greece, France, Hungary, including Russia), Puerto Rico (U.S. commonwealths such as Virgin Islands 

[n=20], Guam [n=3], and American Samoa [n=3] were not included due to small sample sizes and their different 

cultural backgrounds from Puerto Rico) 3 , the Caribbean (e.g., Bahamas, Jamaica, Haiti; including mainly 

 
2 Because the interview only asked the nativity of one parent, it is likely that not all children of immigrants would be identified in the ECLS-K (e.g., if we 

only had information on the mother for a native-born child with a native-born mother and a foreign-born father). Thus, estimates presented here may be 

biased downward.  
3 It is important to note that although children from Puerto Rico were also identified as first- or second-generation if they themselves or their parent(s) 

were not born in the U.S. mainland, these children are U.S. citizens. However, this paper acknowledges the importance of the geographical and cultural 

differences between children from Puerto Rico and those born in the U.S. and thus separates them in the analyses.  
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Englishspeaking or French-speaking countries), Central America (e.g., Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador), South 

America (e.g., Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Peru), Dominican Republic, Mexico, Cuba, East  

Asia  (e.g.,  China,  Japan, Korea), Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos, other Southeast Asia (e.g., 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines), India, South-Central/Western Asia (e.g., Armenia, Iraq), Africa (e.g., Ethiopia, 

Chad, Sudan, South Africa, Ghana) , and Oceania (e.g., Solomon Islands, Marshall Islands; Australia was 

excluded due to its significant cultural difference from other Oceania countries and because there was only 1 case 

from Australia available in the sample). Because previous studies have found that second-generation immigrant 

adolescents generally perform better academically than their firstgeneration counterparts (e.g., Kao and Tienda, 

1995), immigrant generation status (2 generations) and country of origin (16 regions) were combined to create 32 

dummy variables. Details on the distribution of generation status by country of origin are provided in Table 1. 

Approximately 16% of the ECLS-K sample is identified as either a first- (3%) or second-generation (13%) child 

of immigrants. About 40% of first-generation children originated from Latin American regions (with more than 

half of those from Mexico), another quarter from Asian regions, and then followed by Oceania. Approximately 

50% of second-generation children had parents who came originally from Latin American regions (again more 

than half from Mexico), followed by another third originating from Asian regions.  

For children of third and later generations (both child and parent born in the U.S.), race/ethnicity was identified 

with five groups: nonHispanic white, non-Hispanic black, Hispanic, Asian, and other (including multiracial). 

Table 2 provides the distribution of these groups, with non-Hispanic white occupying more than half of the total 

sample. It is important to note that a sample as young as this is more likely to have second-generation children 

compared to samples used in previous studies of adolescent immigrants (who were more likely to be first-

generation). 

Table 1. Percentage Distribution of Country Origin by Immigrant Generational Status.  

 First  

Generation  

Second 

Generation  

North America (e.g., Canada) (n=46)  3.13  1.30  

Europe (including Russia) (n=282)  13.78  9.34  

Caribbean (e.g., Bahamas, Jamaica; including mainly English-

speaking or French-speaking countries) (n=91)  

0.84  2.72  

Puerto Rico (n=74)  3.13  2.55  

Central America (e.g., Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador) (n=165)  2.30  6.66  

South America (e.g., Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Peru) (n=168)  5.01  6.22  

Dominican Republic (n=60)  1.46  3.33  

Mexico (n=897)  25.68  33.46  

Cuba (n=46)  1.25  1.73  

East Asia (e.g., China, Japan, Korea) (n=212)  10.65  6.96  

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos (n=147)  1.46  6.05  

Other South East Asia (e.g., Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines) (n=262)  7.31  9.81  

India (n=109)  4.38  3.80  
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Academic Achievements  

Direct assessments of children’s competence in reading (language and literacy) and mathematics were collected 

during the fall and spring of kindergarten and the spring of first grade via oneon-one testing sessions. These 

assessments were created especially for the ECLS-K study with some items adapted from existing instruments 

such as the Peabody Individual Achievement Test-Revised and the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational 

Battery-Revised. A brief language screening was administered to 15% of children who were identified by teachers 

or school records as having a non-English language background. Approximately 51% of these children (7% of 

the overall sample) scored below the cutoff point and received a reduced version of the assessments in order to 

be included in the analyses.4 Among low-scorers who did not complete the assessment and thus were not included 

in the analyses (n=317 in this sample), 75% were originally from Mexico, followed by another 5% who were 

third and later generation Hispanic. All in all, approximately 90% of the cases were of Hispanic and 9% of Asian 

origin, and the raw data suggest that these children had different attributes from their counterparts (e.g., more 

children under 18 and more adults over 18 at home, poorer and lower socioeconomic status, younger and less-

educated mothers, parents less likely to work full-time, child less likely to attend center-based care before 

kindergarten). Given these different family backgrounds, it is possible the coefficients in the regression analyses 

might be underestimated for children of Hispanic origin, and to some extent for children of Asian origin. However, 

it is not clear whether the coefficients would be underestimated after controlling for the three sets of mediators as 

described above given children may respond differently (or have different resilience) to various environments.  

Regression results of teacher reported data are not presented but were similar to those presented here. It is worth 

noting that because children who did not complete the assessment and thus were excluded may have valid teacher-

reported data, it may then be possible to use teacher’s assessments to evaluate the possibility of “biased” 

coefficients estimated from direct assessments. The raw data suggest that children who were not included in the 

direct assessment analyses had significantly lower scores on teacher reported reading and math outcomes 

compared to their counterparts. However, similar estimates were obtained for children of Hispanic and Asian 

origin, indicating that the direct assessment results may not be seriously biased or underestimated due to the 

exclusion of children with limited English proficiency.   

 
4 It should be noted that by taking reduced versions of the tests, the test scores might not reflect the “true” ability of the child.  

South-Central/West Asia (e.g., Armenia, Iraq) (n=78)  0.63  3.24  

Africa (e.g., Ethiopia, Chad, Sudan, South Africa, Ghana) (n=46)  1.25  1.73  

Oceania (Solomon Islands, Marshall Islands; excluding Australia) 

(n=110)  

17.74  1.08  

N  479  

(2.78%)  

2313  

(13.44%)  
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The standardized T-scores (with a full sample mean of 50 and standard deviation of 10) developed by the ECLS-

K were used in this analysis. Thus, the scores represent children’s abilities relative to their peers, and the change 

in mean T-scores over time would reflect a change in the child’s abilities relative to their peers. Test reliabilities 

were high -- between .92 and .95 for all assessment points for reading and math. Average reading and math 

outcomes at each assessment point are reported in Table 2 by children’s immigrant generation status and 

additionally by detailed country of origin in Table 3.  

The language and literacy (reading) assessment contained 72 questions designed to measure basic skills (letter 

and word recognition), receptive vocabulary, and comprehension (listening and words in context). It covered five 

proficiency levels: (1) identifying upper- and lower-case letters by name, (2) associating letters with sounds at the 

beginning of words, (3) associating letters with sounds at the end of words, (4) recognizing common words by 

sight, and (5) reading words in context.  

The mathematics test consisted of 64 items measuring skills in conceptual and procedural knowledge and problem 

solving and were grouped into five proficiency levels: (1) identifying some one digit numbers, recognizing 

geometric shapes, and counting up to ten objects by ones; (2) reading all one-digit numerals, counting beyond 

ten, recognizing a sequence of patterns, and using nonstandard units of length to compare objects; (3) reading two 

digit numerals, recognizing the next number in a sequence, identifying the ordinal position of an object, and 

solving a simple word problem; (4) solving simple addition and subtraction problems; and (5) solving simple 

multiplication and division problems and recognizing more complex number patterns. 

able 3. Mean Academic Skills by Country of Origin/Immigrant Generational Status and Race/Ethnicity of 

Children in Third and Later     Generation.  

  Reading Skills  Math Skills  

  Fall 

kindergart

en  

Spring 

kindergart

en  

Fall 

Firstgra

de  

Fall 

kindergart

en  

Spring 

kindergart

en  

Fall 

Firstgra

de  

First generation              

North America  54.24  

(11.46)  

55.61 (9.04)  53.59 

(7.84)  

52.37 (8.31)  52.73 (9.62)  53.22 

(7.45)  

Europe (including Russia)  52.30  

(10.34)  

51.58  

(10.10)  

54.05 

(7.79)  

51.49 (8.60)  50.87 (8.57)  52.98 

(7.41)  

Caribbean  42.90 (3.05)  44.28 (6.07)  48.15 

(6.43)  

41.38 (7.22)  43.87  

(11.28)  

47.72 

(4.07)  

Puerto Rico  46.72  

(15.36)  

42.23  

(14.75)  

44.09  

(15.39)  

44.74  

(12.97)  

43.10 (9.74)  41.57  

(12.88)  
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Central America  51.85 (4.82)  53.92 (6.82)  51.42 

(8.21)  

48.52 (8.48)  49.54 (7.12)  49.87 

(7.50)  

South America  45.32 (9.86)  46.78 (8.40)  47.97 

(9.41)  

47.01  

(10.73)  

47.24 (7.38)  45.32  

(11.36)  

Dominican Republic  45.68 (5.14)  48.18 (7.84)  44.95 

(5.92)  

42.85 (6.80)  42.74 (7.29)  44.22 

(6.79)  

Mexico  47.95  

(12.95)  

45.34 (9.72)  45.17 

(8.46)  

42.95 (9.12)  43.75  

(10.25)  

46.29 

(8.98)  

Cuba  

East Asia  

42.67  

(7.72)  

55.09  

(9.40)  

46.37  

(6.65)  

55.67  

(7.83)  

46.07  

(3.75)  

56.42  

(8.14)  

45.21  

(5.93)  

55.48  

(9.08)  

49.12  

(3.44)  

56.11  

(7.88)  

48.25  

(7.91)  

54.68  

(10.62)  

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/

Laos  

56.02 (5.47)  53.15  

(10.65)  

54.99 

(7.44)  

59.39 (9.71)  59.34  

(12.17)  

54.21 

(9.15)  

Other Southeast Asia  52.25  

(10.55)  

53.83  

(10.40)  

55.20 

(7.98)  

52.50 (9.86)  51.43 (9.24)  49.28 

(8.37)  

India  59.22 (9.24)  55.92  

(10.48)  

55.69 

(8.49)  

55.02 (9.23)  54.79 (9.16)  52.14 

(8.69)  

South-Central/Western Asia  50.60 (0.00)  52.15 (0.50)  37.91 

(0.64)  

40.84  

(13.88)  

43.50 (5.48)  41.11 

(7.26)  

Africa  55.59 (4.54)  55.79 (7.97)  57.81 

(6.96)  

59.49 (2.70)  57.86 (8.70)  53.62 

(7.27)  

Oceania (excluding Australia)  52.26 (9.26)  50.92 (9.24)  50.88 

(7.17)  

50.78 (8.69)  50.78 (9.39)  49.85 

(9.40)  

Second generation              

North America  52.00 (9.16)  52.84  

(10.59)  

52.02  

(10.35)  

54.03 (7.07)  52.17 (9.80)  50.88  

(10.49)  

Europe (including Russia)  52.74  

(10.01)  

52.31 (9.90)  52.69 

(9.69)  

53.28  

(10.03)  

53.75  

(10.14)  

53.09 

(9.18)  

Caribbean  51.40 (9.13)  51.56 (9.65)  50.31 

(9.53)  

47.89 (8.10)  47.66 (9.60)  46.33 

(9.36)  

Puerto Rico  47.81 (9.26)  47.54  

(10.91)  

47.38 

(9.58)  

44.74 (9.08)  44.74  

(12.16)  

45.48  

(11.67)  
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Central America  48.01 (9.62)  49.67 (9.79)  48.63 

(9.11)  

44.60 (9.43)  47.02 (9.42)  46.69 

(9.27)  

South America  51.54  

(10.43)  

52.22 (9.22)  51.80 

(8.74)  

51.17 (9.33)  51.44 (9.09)  50.76 

(9.42)  

Dominican Republic  47.29 (8.63)  45.18  

(10.23)  

46.28  

(10.69)  

43.18 (9.10)  42.40  

(10.44)  

43.52 

(9.91)  

Mexico  43.84 (9.23)  45.72 (9.57)  45.88 

(8.73)  

42.39 (8.97)  43.47 (9.66)  46.26 

(9.50)  

Cuba  51.53  

(10.45)  

55.08 (8.25)  52.17 

(8.68)  

50.15 (9.62)  53.77 (8.53)  52.60 

(9.03)  

  Note. Outcome measures of Reading and Math are standardized scores with mean of 50 and standard deviation 

of 10. Standard deviations are in parentheses. See Appendix Table 1 for detailed definitions of sample 

characteristics.  

Mediating Factors   

To test the three hypotheses described above, information collected from parents, teachers, and school 

administrators as well as a facility checklist completed by the study’s field supervisors were included in the 

analyses (variables described and detailed in Appendix Table 1). Selected characteristics are provided in Table 2 

for the full sample as well as separately by children’s generation status and racial/ethnic groups (for children of 

third and later generations). To allow children with missing values to be included in the analyses, a set of dummy 

variables was constructed for  

covariates with missing variables (1=missing; 0=not missing), and the missing values were replaced with a value 

of zero. 5  Rates of missing data were less than 1% for the demographic, family, and home environment 

characteristics measured in the fall and 3% for the spring of kindergarten. Rates of missing data were higher for 

school characteristics, but generally below 20%.  

METHODS  

Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression was used to estimate the associations between generation status and 

children’s academic achievements while controlling for an extensive set of child, parent, family, and school and 

neighborhood characteristics. Because schools were the primary sampling unit in the survey, the HuberWhite 

method was used to correct for standard errors in all analyses. To test each set of hypotheses, the characteristics 

of the child and family, home environment (including maternal depression, parent-child relationships, and parental 

 
5 There are several options as to how to handle missing values, including dropping cases with missing values, keeping those cases but indicating that 
the information is missing by use of a dummy variable, and imputing the missing values. The second option was chosen because it is both the most 
conservative and widely agreed upon. In future work, it would be of interest to explore imputing missing values on all of the key variables used in the 
analysis; however, this is beyond the scope of the current paper.  
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educational practices and expectations), and school and neighborhood environments were added increasingly to 

the regression models. Additionally, these factors may help to avoid some potential bias and more fully explain 

the relationships under study.  

The first model includes only generation status by country of origin and race/ethnicity (for third and later 

generations) variables, without any other covariates. Thus, the coefficients represent the mean differences 

between children who were third and later generation non-Hispanic white and those who were not. The second 

model adds controls for child, parental, and family characteristics including: child’s gender, age in months, birth 

weight, premature status, height and weight, number of moves since birth, and attending center-based care before 

kindergarten; mother’s age, marital status at child’s birth, current employment status, and parental education; and 

number of persons under 18 in the household, family socioeconomic status (SES), home language (a dummy 

variable of English or not), and location and region of residence.  

The third model is the same as Model 2, but adds controls for the home environment information that was 

collected from parental surveys in the fall or spring of kindergarten. The home environment is proxied by 

considering parental emotional well-being (i.e., depression) and educational practices (i.e., educational 

expectations, importance of having skills before entering kindergarten, participating in and difficulty attending 

school events), and the general home environment (i.e., the home learning materials and activities, attending 

extracurricular activities, frequency of spanking, and family routines) (see Appendix Table 1). The fourth model 

is the same as Model 3, but adds controls for the quality of school and neighborhood environments. Neighborhood 

quality is a composite score derived from parental reports on the prevalence of drugs, crimes, and abandoned 

buildings in the family’s residential neighborhood. School environment was measured by surveying teachers in 

the fall and spring of kindergarten and school administrators in the spring of kindergarten. Covariates were 

included for teacher surveys to account for the efforts devoted by parents (parental involvement in school 

activities) and teachers (i.e., communicating to the parent about the child; efforts to ease transition into  

kindergarten  for children) to children’s learning experiences. Controls for school characteristics were proxied by 

the school’s student minority composition and average student performance compared to the national mean. 

Information collected from school administrators included the number of years served as principal, school 

neighborhood quality, and school safety rated by the field supervisor. School neighborhood quality is a composite 

variable pertaining to safety, drugs, gangs, and tension stemming from racial/ethnic/religious differences. These 

variables are detailed in Appendix Table 1.  

In addition to assessing the impact of all these mediators, it may be equally important to understand the learning 

paces of children of immigrants, how they might shape long term developmental trajectories, and the extent to 

which changes in academic achievements over time are associated with the mediating factors. Examining these 

learning paces may shed light on how certain groups of children lag behind or catch up to each other. In addition, 
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examining the influence of each set of mediating factors may provide insight into different responses to the same 

environment. For example, previous studies have suggested that disadvantaged populations (e.g., youth from 

racial/ethnic minority groups and poor youth) may benefit to a greater extent from positive school characteristics 

compared to their counterparts (Bryk, Lee, and Holland, 1993; Johnson et al., 2001) because these students may 

be more reactive to school contexts. If so, assessing the changes in academic achievements over time would reveal 

a particular school context’s initial and later effect on student  performance.6 To answer these questions, a residual-

change model to relate changes in children’s academic achievements over time is utilized (e.g., school following 

the same procedure described above (models 1 to 4) with each model also controlling for the cognitive skills 

children safety) had already acquired by the end of kindergarten.  

The full set of OLS coefficients is presented in Appendix Tables 2 and 3. Consistent with previous literature on 

immigrant families, non-Hispanic white children (US native born third and later generation) were used as the 

reference group.7 Table 4 evaluates the extent to which each set of factors may explain the association between 

generation status and children’s academic achievements, and Table 5 evaluates the extent to which each set of 

factors may explain the association between generation status and children’s progress over time (the residual-

change model). In addition, whenever appropriate, effect sizes, d (i.e., coefficients divided by standard deviation 

– standard deviation units with a mean of 0 and pooled standard deviation of 1) are reported to reveal what is 

important beyond the rather arbitrary standards of statistical significance (which are influenced by sample sizes). 

A commonly used set of standards based on Cohen (1977) is that an effect size of .20 is “small,” .50 “moderate,” 

and .80 “large.”  

RESULTS  

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics for the average kindergarten and first grade academic achievements by 

generation status by country of origin. Two general trends are revealed. The first is that although we tend to see 

lower scores in academic achievements for the first- and second-generation children in Table 2, there are 

tremendous differences within these groups by country of origin. Compared to third and later generation 

nonHispanic white children (hereafter, non-Hispanic white children), first-generation children from East Asia, 

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos, India, and Africa, as well as second-generation children from East Asia, other 

Southeast Asia, and India tended to have higher scores on reading and math at all assessment points, while both 

first- and second-generation children from Latin American regions tended to have relatively lower scores in 

 
6 It is worth noting that gain scores are typically negatively correlated with initial status (so the children who started the lowest may artificially “gain” the 

most). Thus, factors that are positively associated with children’s initial scores may be negatively associated children’s change scores. For example, 

attending center-based care before kindergarten may be positively associated with children’s initial scores, but may be negatively associated with children’s 

progress over time and thus would lead to a narrowed achievement gap.  
7 Previous literature on immigrant families has also questioned the appropriateness of comparing immigrant families with a group that possesses markedly 
different cultural and historical backgrounds (e.g., non-Hispanic whites). Unfortunately, because the data set does not provide country of origin data for 
third and later generation children, it would not be possible to categorize them into the 16 immigrant groups as detailed in the measures section.  
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reading and math at all assessment points. Second, generally speaking, second-generation children whose parents 

originally came from Latin-American regions (except Central America) as well as Asian regions (except 

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos) tended to be doing better academically compared to their first-generation 

counterparts. In addition, while the first- and second-generation children from Latin American regions tended to 

have relatively lower scores in reading and math compared to third and later generation Hispanic children 

(hereafter, Hispanic children), the first- and second-generation children from Asian regions tended to have 

relatively higher scores in reading and math compared to third and later generation Asian children (hereafter, 

Asian children).  

Academic Achievements in the Spring of First-Grade  

Table 4 presents the differences in regression estimates (from Appendix Table 2) of generation status by country 

of origin on reading and math outcomes in the spring of first-grade (panel A for Latin American regions, panel B 

for Asian regions, and panel C for North America, Europe, the Caribbean, and Africa) using Models 1 to 4, which 

allows us to determine the influence of each set of mediating factors on the estimates of generation status by 

country of origin on children’s academic achievements by the end of first grade. For example, the first number 

(3.29) in the first column, first row represents the difference in reading scores between first- and second-

generation children from Puerto Rico: a positive number indicates that first-generation children performed better 

than the second-generation children and a negative number indicates otherwise. T-tests were used to determine 

the significance level of the differences in academic achievements between the two comparison groups.  No 

significant results were found for children from South-Central/Western Asia and Oceania and thus were not 

presented here.  

Latin American children: Looking at the figures from Models 1 to 4 in Panel A of Table 4, results consistently 

show that Latin American children had significantly lower reading and math scores compared to non-Hispanic 

white children. In addition, first-generation children tended to have lower reading and math scores compared to 

their second-generation counterparts (except for first-generation children from Central America on math scores). 

Specifically, compared to non-Hispanic white children, the effect sizes for reading scores ranged from 0.4 (for 

first-generation children from South America and second-generation from Central America) to 0.8 (for first-

generation from Puerto Rico and from the Dominican Republic); and the effect sizes for math scores ranged from 

0.2 (for second-generation from South America) to 0.9 (for first-generation from Puerto Rico and first- and 

second-generation from the Dominican Republic). These significant and large differences were accounted for 

either wholly (such as with the reading scores of second-generation children from Puerto Rico and Central 

America, and with the math scores of first-generation children from Mexico) or in large part (about 75%, such as 

with the reading scores of first-generation children from the Dominican Republic and Mexico, and with the math 

scores of second-generation children from Central America) by child and family characteristics. In addition, first-
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generation children from Cuba (d = 0.6 on reading) and South America (d = 0.6 on math) performed significantly 

worse than their second-generation counterparts. These significant differences persisted even after considering 

the three sets of mediating factors (although each set of mediating factors did partially reduce the magnitudes of 

the differences).  

In addition to child and family characteristics, home environment was also important for some groups of children. 

Specifically, after controlling for home environment, the significantly lower reading scores for (1) first-generation 

children from Puerto Rico compared to non-Hispanic white children became non-significant, and (2) first-

generation children from Cuba compared to their second-generation counterparts changed from 1% to 5% (the 

magnitude of the reduction in coefficients was 26%), and compared to non-Hispanic white children changed from 

0.1% to 1%.  

Controlling for school and neighborhood environments also partially explained the significantly lower reading 

scores, compared to non-Hispanic white children, for second-generation children from Mexico (the magnitude of 

the reduction in coefficients was about 46%) and for first-generation children from Cuba (the magnitude of the 

reduction in coefficients was about 14%). Similarly, these factors to some extent explained the significantly lower 

math scores, compared to non-Hispanic white children, for second-generation children from Puerto Rico, Central 

America, and Mexico (the magnitudes of the reductions in coefficients were about 10%, 22%, and 46%, 

respectively).  

Asian children: Panel B of Table 4 presents the reading and math results for children of Asian origin. Generally 

speaking, first- and second-generation children performed significantly better than non-Hispanic white children 

on reading skills, the effect sizes ranged from 0.2 (for first- and second-generation children from South-

central/Western Asia) to 0.5 (for second-generation children from East Asia). In contrast, all groups of children 

tended to have significantly lower math scores compared to non-Hispanic white children (except for second-

generation children from East Asia who performed significantly better). No significant differences were found 

between first- and second-generation children on reading and math.  

Child and family characteristics seemed to make little difference in accounting for the significantly better reading 

scores for children of Asian origin; in some cases, the differences became even larger after controlling for these 

factors (e.g., for the reading skills of second-generation children from  

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos, and first- and second-generation children from other Southeast Asia). The 

significant differences in math scores between second-generation children from East Asia and non-Hispanic white 

children also increased with each set of mediators. Child and family background, however, were able to account 

wholly for the significantly lower math scores of the first- and second-generation children from other Southeast 

Asia and of second-generation children from  

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos as compared to nonHispanic white children.  
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After controlling for home environment, the differences in reading scores between first- and second-generation  

Note. Model 1 controls only for immigrant generation status by country of origin and race/ethnicity (for the 3rd 

and later generation) variables without any other covariates. Model 2 adds controls for child’s gender, age, being 

low birth weight, being at least 2 weeks premature, current weight and height in the fall of kindergarten, number 

of moves since birth, attending center-based care before kindergarten, mother’s age in the fall of kindergarten, 

parental education (either mother or father, whichever is higher), mother married at child’s birth, number of people 

age < 18 in household, mother working full-time, family’s SES prestigious score, home language is not English, 

region of residence, location of residence, and a set of dummy variables indicating missing values for controlled 

covariates. Model 3 adds controls for the home environment. Model 4 adds controls for the quality of 

neighborhood and school environment. Additional details about covariates are presented in Appendix Table 1. T-

tests were used to determine the significance level of the differences in estimated coefficients between generations 

(based on the regression results shown in  

children from Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos and nonHispanic white children, and the difference in math 

scores between second-generation children from Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos and non-Hispanic white 

children, became larger and significant. Similarly, after controlling for the school and neighborhood 

environments, the differences became larger in the reading scores between first- and second-generation children 

from Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos and nonHispanic white children and between first-generation children 

from other Southeast Asia and non-Hispanic white children, and in the math scores between secondgeneration 

children from Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos and non-Hispanic white children.  

North American, European, Caribbean, and African children: Panel C of Table 4 presents the reading and 

math results for four groups of children. Regarding the reading results as shown in the top panel of Panel C, first-

generation children from Africa performed significantly better than both non-Hispanic white children and their 

second-generation counterparts after considering child and family backgrounds. These significant performance 

gaps became larger with each set of mediating factors (the effect sizes increased from 0.6 to 0.8). There is some 

indication from the data that the one African child who is white may be driving the significantly better 

performance by first-generation children from Africa. Still, even if the analyses are limited to only black children 

from Africa, the significant results hold for the reading comparisons between first- and second-generations.  

Two patterns are evident from the math results (second panel of Panel C). First, second-generation children from 

North America performed significantly worse than nonHispanic white children after considering child and family 

characteristics, and the significance persisted after considering the other two sets of mediating factors (d = 0.5). 

Second, first-generation children from the Caribbean performed significantly better than their secondgeneration 

counterparts after considering the three sets of mediating factors (d = 0.4), while both generations performed 

significantly worse than non-Hispanic white children (d = 0.5 and d = 0.7, respectively). Child andfamily 
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characteristics were able to account wholly for the first-generation’s lower math scores, while all three sets of 

mediators were only able to partially account for those of the second-generation (the magnitude of the reduction 

in coefficients was 34% with controls for child and family backgrounds).  

Change Model  

Table 5 presents the estimates of generation status by country of origin (obtained from Appendix Table 3) for 

academic achievements in the spring of first grade for children with non-missing academic achievement data 

during the kindergarten year. Models 1 to 4 were analyzed with controls for earlier measures from the kindergarten 

year to evaluate the additional effects that extend beyond their individual initial effects on the changes in academic 

achievements over time. The regions in Table 5 were grouped the same as in Table 4. Generally, adding each set 

of mediating factors to the analyses did not change the results substantially for all groups, with a few exceptions. 

Child and family characteristics (i.e., child’s health status, number of moves since birth, mother’s education, 

marital status at child’s birth, work hours, and family SES), parental educational practices and home environments 

(i.e., parental educational expectations, home learning activities, frequency of spanking, and family routines), and 

school and neighborhood environments (i.e., student minority composition, average student performance, number 

of years served as principal, teachers’ efforts to ease the transition into kindergarten for children, teacher reported 

parental involvement, school neighborhood safety, and observer ratings of overall school safety measures) all 

have the same directions of the effects as in Appendix Table 2 when the academic achievements by first-grade 

were examined. Thus, for example, school diversity may adversely affect not only the first-grade academic 

performance but also the progress in academic achievements of children of immigrants. The exceptions were 

children who attended center-based care before kindergarten, had a non-English home language, and attended 

extracurricular activities. Specifically, children who attended center-based care before kindergarten or attended 

more extracurricular activities had slower learning paces compared to those who did not, although the former 

groups had significantly higher initial and first grade scores compared to the latter. In other words, the difference 

in academic achievements between these groups may become narrower over time. In contrast, although children 

with non-English home language had significantly lower initial scores than their counterparts, the former had a 

faster learning pace, thus narrowing the gap between them over time.  

Regarding results for children of Latin American origin, first-generation children from Central America had a 

significantly faster learning pace for reading compared to non-Hispanic white children (and thus may have better 

scores over time), while first-generation children from the Dominican Republic had a significantly slower learning 

pace for reading compared to their second-generation counterparts and to non-Hispanic white children (suggesting 

they may lag behind over time). Also, compared to non-Hispanic white children, first-generation children from 

Puerto Rico not only had significantly lower initial math scores, but also a significantly slower learning pace for 

math, suggesting this score gap may widen over time. In contrast, first- and second-generation children from 

Mexico had lower initial scores but significantly faster learning paces than non-Hispanic white children, 

suggesting their score gaps may narrow over time.  

Of the results for children of Asian origin, the significantly higher reading scores by first-generation children from 

East Asia compared to non-Hispanic white 
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children (from the top panel of Panel B of Table 4) became wider over time judging by the significant positive 

difference in the top panel of Panel B of Table 5. Although there were no significant differences in firstgrade 

reading scores between first- and secondgeneration children from East Asia as shown in the top panel of Panel B 

of Table 4, the former appeared to have a significantly faster learning pace than the latter as shown by the 

significant positive difference in the top panel of Panel B of Table 5. Likewise, first- and secondgeneration 

children from other Southeast Asia not only had significantly higher reading scores by first grade compared to 

non-Hispanic white children (as shown in the top panel of Panel B of Table 4), but also had a significantly faster 

learning pace for reading compared to non-Hispanic white children as shown by the significant positive difference 

in the top panel of Panel B of Table 5. Although first- and second-generation children from other Southeast Asia 

had a slower learning pace for math compared to non-Hispanic white children, this was accounted for entirely by 

child and family backgrounds. Panel C of Table 5 presents results for children from North America, Europe, the 

Caribbean, and Africa. First, with  respect  to  the  reading  results,  first-generation  

children from Europe had a significantly faster learning pace compared to non-Hispanic white children, even 

though the former’s first-grade scores were not significantly different from the latter. Second, firstgeneration 

children from the Caribbean had a significantly faster learning pace compared to their second-generation 

counterparts after controlling for child and family backgrounds and compared to non-Hispanic white children 

after controlling for all three sets of mediators. Third, first-generation children from Africa had a significantly 

faster learning pace compared to their second-generation counterparts and non-Hispanic white children. Results 

from first-generation children from Africa suggests that they not only had significantly higher reading scores by 

first-grade (as shown on the top panel of Panel C of Table 4), but also that these differences may become wider 

over time. Regarding math results, first-generation children from North America had a significantly faster learning 

pace compared to their second-generation counterparts. First-generation children  

from Europe had a significantly faster learning pace compared to their second-generation counterparts and to non-

Hispanic white children. And second-generation children from the Caribbean had a significantly slower learning 

pace compared to non-Hispanic white children, while first-generation children from Africa had a significantly 

slower learning pace compared to their second-generation counterparts and to non-Hispanic white children.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS  

Taking advantage of a large-scale longitudinal data set (ECLS-K), this paper examined the developmental 

experiences of young children in immigrant families with a rich set of factors that have been theoretically and 

empirically related to individual, parental, family, home environment, and school and neighborhood 

characteristics. In addition, a change model was examined to see whether the academic learning paces during 

kindergarten and first grade differed by generation status by country of origin.  

Consistent with prior research (e.g., Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000; Smolensky 

and Gootman, 2003), the analyses suggest that child and family characteristics were the most important factors 

to these young children’s academic achievements (effect from moderate to large before and small to moderate 

after controls), which is understandable given children are heavily influenced by their own characteristics and 

their family in the early years of life. To a lesser degree, the analyses also suggest that home, school, and 

neighborhood environments exerted some influences on these children’s learning experiences. Analyses that were 
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conducted separately by racial/ethnic origin suggest that (results not shown), in addition to the uniform influence 

of child and family characteristics on both children of Latin  

American and Asian origin, home and school environments seemed to matter more to the academic achievement 

of children of Latin American (i.e., particularly effects of maternal depression, parental educational expectations, 

participation in and difficulty attending school events, home learning activities, frequency of spanking, student 

body composition, average student performance, teachers’ efforts to ease the kindergarten transition, teacher-

reported parental involvement, and school safety were significant at at least p < .05) than of Asian children (i.e., 

effects of parental educational expectations, importance of obtaining skills before kindergarten, number of years 

served as principal, teachers’ efforts to ease the transition, and teacher reported parental involvement were 

significant at at least p < .05). The discussion below expands upon these results and the mediating factors that 

were significant in the regression models by country of origin.  

Child and family characteristics were important to the academic differences between all first- and second-

generation children and non-Hispanic white children. Latin American children in particular seemed to improve 

through later generations, which may be largely due to earlier generations' relatively disadvantageous family 

socioeconomic status and to a lesser extent to home, school, and neighborhood environments. Specifically, the 

mediating factors suggest that this difference was due in part to lower maternal education, lower family SES, and 

having a non-English language spoken in the home (and lower attendance in center-based care before kindergarten 

for first-generation children from the Dominican Republic and Cuba). Although previous studies have shown that 

families who moved more frequently may be less likely to establish and accumulate social capital to benefit 

children’s cognitive and social development (Coleman, 1988; Hagan, MacMillan, and Wheaton, 1996), the 

present math-score estimates for first- and second-generation children of frequent movers were positive, which 

may reflect parent(s)’ investment in their children by continually moving to better areas. First-generation children 

from Mexico and Cuba also had significantly higher percentages of low birth weight compared to non-Hispanic 

white children. On the whole, children from Mexico tended to have the most challenging family backgrounds, 

which put them in a disadvantaged position from the start.  

Moreover, home environments accounted partially for the lower reading scores for first-generation children from 

Puerto Rico and Cuba compared to non-Hispanic white children. Specifically, although the former group lived 

with higher parental educational expectations than nonHispanic white children, they tended to have parents who 

participated significantly less in school events, had their children attend fewer extracurricular activities, had more 

difficulty in attending school events, had less communication with teachers, and provided fewer home learning 

activities. First-generation children from Puerto Rico also had mothers with higher levels of depression, while 

first-generation children from Cuba also had mothers who spanked them more. It is worth noting that all first- 

and second-generation children tended to live with higher parental educational expectations than nonHispanic 

white children, but these expectations can only partially account for the differences in children’s academic 

achievements, other child, family, and home characteristics (e.g. SES and home language) matter, too.  
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School and neighborhood environments were also important to some groups of Latin American children. 

Compared to non-Hispanic white children, second-generation children from Mexico and first-generation children 

from Cuba had significantly lower reading scores, and second-generation children from Puerto Rico and Central 

America and second-generation children from Mexico had significantly lower math scores. These significant 

differences either disappeared (for second-generation children from Mexico in reading and math) or became less 

significant (for first-generation children from Cuba on reading from 1% to 5%, and for second-generation children 

from Puerto Rico and Central America in math from 1% to 5%). Compared to nonHispanic white children, these 

children tended to live in less safe neighborhoods (except for children from Central America) and attend schools 

with high student minority compositions, generally poor student academic performance (except for first-

generation children from Cuba), and poor school safety. It is worth noting that almost all first- and second-

generation children from Latin American regions tended to live in these school and neighborhood conditions.  

Comparatively, children of Asian origin performed significantly better than non-Hispanic white children on both 

reading and math skills (except for children from other Southeast Asia who had significantly lower math scores). 

Even after controlling for all three sets of mediators, children of Asian origin still had significantly higher scores 

(although the differences became smaller). In some cases (particularly for children from 

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos), the differences became larger with each set of mediators. On one hand, 

compared to non-Hispanic white children, children of Asian origin tended to move more frequently, to have 

mothers with higher education and more likely to be married at the child’s birth (except for children from 

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos and other Southeast Asia), to have families with higher SES (except for 

children from Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos and other Southeast Asia), to have parents with higher 

educational expectations and who valued obtaining skills before entering kindergarten, to have higher family 

routines, and to attend schools with higher average student academic performance (for children from East Asia 

and India). On the other hand, they tended to be less likely to speak English at home, to be spanked more (for 

children from East Asia, other Southeast Asia, and India), to have parents who had more difficulty attending 

school events and communicated less with teachers, and to attend schools with a higher student minority 

composition. Children from  

Vietnam/Thailand/Cambodia/Laos and other Southeast Asia areas in particular had less advantageous 

characteristics. For example, compared to non-Hispanic white children, they were less likely to attend center 

based care before kindergarten, more likely to have parents who provided fewer home learning activities, and to 

have poor school and neighborhood safety.  

Children from North America, Europe, and Africa tended to have more advantageous child and family 

characteristics (higher maternal educational attainment, more pre-kindergarten center-based care, and higher 

family SES). The change from non-significant differences to significant and negative ones for children from North 

America compared to non-Hispanic white children may further be explained by the advantaged home and school 

and neighborhood environments experienced by the former, who tended to have parents with higher expectations 

and family routine, provided more home learning activities, had their children attend more extracurricular 
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activities (except for first-generation children), have schools with higher average student academic performance 

and parental involvement, and safer residential neighborhoods (except for second-generation children). Children 

from Africa tended to have similar advantageous school and neighborhood environments, which most likely aided 

them in outperforming non-Hispanic white children.  

It is also important to note that although children of immigrants tended to have either higher or lower scores by 

first-grade, they usually learned skills at faster paces, which widened (for children of Asian origin) or narrowed 

(for children of Latin America) the initial gaps in academic achievements. For example, although children from 

Mexico had significantly lower math scores than nonHispanic white children by first grade, the former narrowed 

the gap over time. Children from East Asia and other Southeast Asian countries not only had significantly higher 

reading scores than non-Hispanic white children by first-grade, but also learned the skills faster during 

kindergarten and first grade, thus widening the initial performance gap. Similarly, children from Europe, North 

America, and Africa learned reading and math skills at faster paces, which may widen the gaps in academic 

achievements over time.  

All in all, the results in this paper indicate that the weaker academic achievements by Latin American children 

could largely be attributed to their less advantageous family socio-demographic backgrounds, and to a lesser 

extent their less stimulating home environments and worse school and neighborhood environments. In other 

words, if all children of Latin American origins had family backgrounds and quality of schools similar to non-

Hispanic white children, the former would have had similar, and sometimes even better, academic achievements 

than the latter. In contrast children of Asian origin tended to have advantageous family backgrounds that 

contributed to their better academic performance compared to non-Hispanic white children. The former also had 

more stimulating home environments and attended higher quality schools compared to the latter, and even after 

controlling for these advantages, they still performed better academically. The higher parental educational 

expectations coupled with more stimulating home learning activities, attending more extracurricular activities, 

higher family routines (despite participating less in school events, having more difficulty in attending them, and 

communicating less with teachers), and advantageous school environments have demonstrated the strong 

emphasis parents of Asian origin have on children’s academic achievements (Zhou and Bankston, 1994, 1998). 

These results suggest that the degree of influence of each mediator is different for children of different cultures. 

For example, while parents in Latin American or Asian societies tend to use more physical discipline than western 

parents (Baldwin, Baldwin, and Cole, 1990; Portes, Dunham, and Williams, 1986), children in these families do 

not tend to have more behavioral problems later on (McLoyd and Smith, 2002). Likewise, parents' participation 

in school activities is positively associated with academic achievements, but only for native-born non-Hispanic 

white children; children in immigrant families (such as the children of Asian origin in this study) might achieve 

similarly even without the same level of parent involvement, perhaps partially because of the higher parental 

educational expectations that have been noted in prior ethnographic studies.  

Although a rich set of factors related to child, parental, family, home environment, and school and neighborhood 

characteristics were considered in this study, several limitations should be considered when interpreting the 
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results. First, although this analysis has distinguished among generations for many countries of origin, ethnic 

groups themselves are replete with individual differences and distinct historical backgrounds, thus making it 

difficult to define a culture (Bean et al., 1997; Bean and Stevens, 2003; Portes and Rumbaut, 1996; Portes and 

Zhou, 1993). Second, the results may be biased due to the exclusion of some children who did not complete a 

direct assessment (especially for children from Mexico and to a lesser extent from Asian countries). Such 

limitations also reflect the need to include diverse cultures and languages in future data collection and 

measurement development. Third, given the context of the research questions under examination, the importance 

of home language on children’s academic learning experiences and in turn on their academic achievements should 

be acknowledged. Although the current analyses controlled for this factor and the results indicate that home 

language exerts strong effects in all models – with a significant negative effect on initial academic achievements 

and a  

significant positive effect on the changes in academic achievements over time – finer-grained analyses are needed 

to explain these associations. Fourth, obtaining accurate measurements of socioeconomic status for immigrant 

families is far more complicated than simply identifying parental education, occupation, or family income 

(Fuligni and Yoshikawa, 2004), especially because it has been observed that parents in immigrant families tend 

to have lower-level occupations in the U.S. than they did in their native countries (Portes and Rumbaut, 1996). In 

addition, many immigrant families remit a large proportion of household income to relatives in their country of 

origin (Schiller, 1999). Thus, this study's measure of family socioeconomic status may be invalid and biased for 

many immigrants. Fifth, despite many covariates, the author was still unable to control for some characteristics 

that might help explain these associations. For instance, information on children's interactions with their teachers 

and peers, as well as the attitudes of teachers toward children from different cultural backgrounds, may have 

proved fruitful given previous findings on the importance of these variables for children’s academic achievements 

(e.g., Conchas, 2001; NICHD ECCRN, 2002b; Suárez-Orozco and SuárezOrozco, 2001). Additionally, despite 

including some school-level variables (e.g., student minority composition and average student performance) that 

have been found to be associated with inadequate educational resources and academic failure (Wang and Gordon, 

1994) to proxy the segregation and oppression, the data at hand did not allow this study to fully consider factors 

unique and important to children's daily experiences in immigrant families and likely their academic development, 

such as racial discrimination and oppression (García Coll, 1996, 2004). Future studies should utilize both 

qualitative and quantitative methods to understand the broad patterns as well as the rich and intricate diversity of 

this subject area.   

The results from this paper also show that examining a variety of individual, family, and external environments 

allows us to better understand some of the factors important to the developmental experiences of children in 

immigrant families. The heterogeneity of these children as described above further highlights the need for more 

research consisting of intricate analyses of the ways that familial and social factors intersect in shaping families’, 

and especially, children's experiences. Specifically, future research should attempt to account for as many aspects 

of children's culturally shaped social and educational environments as possible because they are essential pieces 
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to our understanding of children's cognitive and emotional development. In addition, while this paper has 

attempted to provide a general overview of the developmental experiences of young children in many immigrant 

groups, future research focusing on the similarities and differences within particular immigrant and cultural 

groups is needed to provide us with a more in-depth understanding of young children in immigrant families. 

Without a detailed understanding of these complex interactions, we cannot construct informed and effective 

policies to address the needs of immigrant families today.  
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