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Research Article

Migrant children and migrants’ children: Nativity differences in
school enrollment in Mexico and the United States

Jennifer E. Glick'
Scott T. Yabiku’

Abstract

BACKGROUND

The growing prevalence of migrant children in diverse contexts requires a re-
consideration of the intergenerational consequences of migration. To understand how
migration and duration of residence are associated with children’s schooling, we need
more comparative work that can point to the similarities and differences in outcomes
for children across contexts.

OBJECTIVE

This paper addresses the importance of nativity and duration of residence for children’s
school enrollment on both sides of a binational migration system: The United States and
Mexico. The analyses are designed to determine whether duration of residence has a
similar association with school enrollment across these different settings.

METHODS

The analyses are based on nationally representative household data from the 2010
Mexican Census and the 2006-2010 American Community Survey. Logistic regression
models compare school enrollment patterns of Mexican and U.S.-born children of
Mexican origin in the United States and those of Mexican and U.S.-born children in
Mexico. Interactions for nativity/duration of residence and age are also included.

RESULTS

The results demonstrate that, adjusting for household resources and household-level
migration experience, Mexican-born children in the United States and U.S.-born
children in Mexico, particularly those who arrived recently, lag behind in school
enrollment. These differences are most pronounced at older ages.
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CONCLUSIONS

The comparisons across migration contexts point to greater school attrition and non-
enrollment among older, recent migrant youth, regardless of the context. The
interactions suggest that recent migration is associated with lower schooling for youth
who engage in migration at older ages in both the United States and Mexico.

1. Introduction

As migration increases around the world, interest in the role of migration for children’s
health and well-being continues to grow. Most needed are comparative studies that give
greater insight into how children’s outcomes vary across diverse migration contexts.
Despite long-term flows of migration such as those between the United States and
Mexico, there is limited understanding of the variations in outcomes among children
who migrate (Donato and Duncan 2011). This dearth of knowledge about the fate of
migrant children is particularly notable for one of the fastest growing groups of
children: U.S.-born children living in Mexico. By 2010, foreign-born residents in
Mexico accounted for approximately 1% of the population, which represents a tripling
of the size of the foreign-born population over 20 years. Over half of the foreign-born
residents in Mexico in 2010 were children under age 15 (INEGI 2012). Research on this
subgroup is timely, given the multiple factors in the United States that led to an increase
in this population: the recession, the increasingly hostile immigration laws passed at the
state level, and a rise in family members’ deportations. These children occupy a unique
niche in the transnational realm because they are migrants themselves and yet, more
often than not, are living with family members who are familiar with what is essentially
the children’s country of settlement. This turns the more traditional intergenerational
pattern of migration and the attendant expectations for incorporation upside down
(Rendall and Torr 2008; Zaiiga and Hamann 2009).

Much of the research on outcomes for children of immigrants tends to be set in
receiving contexts where children migrate with family members. These studies often
draw from assimilation theory, which provides expectations of structural incorporation
— schooling and educational progress being one example — predicated on generational
progression from the first or immigrant generation through their descendants born in the
country of settlement, or delayed incorporation for those facing structural barriers in the
community of settlement (Alba and Nee 2003). These perspectives hold the underlying
assumption that each subsequent generation accrues more knowledge of and
accommodation to the ‘receiving’ society and less knowledge of the ‘sending’ society.
This perspective is less well positioned to anticipate outcomes for transnational
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families, those families with continued connections and communications across national
boundaries (Levitt 2001). Nor do we have strong theories of incorporation that might
lead to a clear prediction of migrant children’s schooling or educational progress in the
case of return migration to parents’ origin communities. Thus there is limited guidance
for predicting how duration of residence in these settings of return migration might be
associated with children’s schooling.

This paper considers the role of nativity and duration of residence on children’s
school enrollment in two different migration contexts: Mexico, which has seen an
increase in return migration and a new influx of foreign-born children, and the United
States, which receives many foreign-born children and where studies of these children’s
educational experience are more plentiful. The analyses address whether there is a
consistent role of nativity and duration of residence in these different receiving
contexts. Foreign-born children may face similar constraints to school enrollment,
particularly among recently arrived youth, regardless of the country under study. In
both settings, families and youth may face difficulties navigating school enrollment
procedures, lowering school enrollment for the most recently arrived (Medina 2012;
Lukes 2013). But among immigrants in the United States there is considerable variation
in educational outcomes by age and age at arrival, as well as a significant age pattern to
school enrollment in general. In this case, nativity differentials in school enrollment in
Mexico and the United States are likely to diverge according to children’s age. This
paper takes advantage of national-level data for each context and considers the
importance of migration, duration/age at arrival, and age when looking at school
enrollment.

2. Migration and schooling in the United States

What factors contribute to the differential schooling experiences observed among
children of immigrants? How much of a difference in outcomes should we expect
between children who have experienced migration (i.e., they are living outside of their
country of birth) and children whose families have experienced migration but who are
not migrants themselves (i.e., children living in their country of birth with immigrant
family members)? One of the common ways to address these questions is to rely on the
expectations of assimilation theory or its variants. This perspective, most often applied
to contexts that primarily receive migrants (Alba and Nee 2003; Zhou 1997), suggests
that recent migration is disruptive, and adjustment to a new environment takes time.
Much of the research on the educational trajectories of children of immigrants in the
United States finds lower initial achievement among foreign-born youth, with greater
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improvements over time and across generations consistent with this framework (White
and Glick 2009).

Studies of Mexican-origin youth in the United States demonstrate that educational
progress and attainment has been negatively impacted by structural barriers such as
unauthorized status of parents, segregation into low-resourced communities and
schools, and the difficulty immigrant parents may have navigating these institutions
(Bean et al. 2011; Crosnoe 2006; Telles and Ortiz 2009). Parents’ unauthorized status is
particularly disadvantageous to the structural incorporation of Mexican-origin youth
(Bean et al. 2014). In such a setting, U.S.-born children with unauthorized parents face
challenges despite their United States citizenship. Yet, even in the presence of these
barriers, within the Mexican-origin population in the United States there is greater
educational attainment among the second and higher generations than among the
Mexican-born (White and Glick 2009; Zsembik and Llanes 1996).

Some of the variation in schooling is also associated with the timing of migration
in the life course and the availability of alternatives to schooling. Some studies point to
better educational outcomes among youth who come to the United States at younger
ages (White and Glick 2009). Among immigrants to the United States from Mexico,
approximately one-third of those who arrived before age 12 failed to earn a high school
diploma as compared to two-thirds of those who arrived between ages 12 and 18 (Baum
and Flores 2011). One reason for these differences is that many Mexican immigrants
who arrive in the United States as adolescents do not enroll in school in the United
States at all (Oropesa and Landale 2009). Older children have alternatives to schooling
in the form of the labor market, either formal or informal, and this competes with
schooling. This implies a differential selection process for migration among older youth
than among younger children and different incorporation patterns following migration.

3. Return migration and schooling in Mexico

As economic conditions changed in the United States during the late 2000s, there was
an increase in the number of Mexican-origin families returning to Mexico (e.g., Dreby
2010; Onoda 2007; Medina 2012). The census numbers, combined with anecdotal
reports of increased school enrollment in schools on the Mexican side of the border,
indicate that the number of U.S.-born children in Mexico is still growing (Medina
2012). The context and availability of schooling is quite different in Mexico and in the
United States. Universal access to schooling and compulsory school enrollment for
children means that school enrollment overall is very high in the United States among
the population aged approximately 5—17. In Mexico, however, school enrollment is
lower, and compulsory education for adolescents is relatively new. Rendall and Torr
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(2008) find that even though second-generation Mexican American children have lower
school enrollment than other children in the United States, their rates of school
enrollment still outpaces their counterparts in Mexico (Rendall and Torr 2008).
Mandatory schooling in Mexico now extends to secondary education, suggesting that
the majority of children under age 15 or so can be expected to be enrolled in school
(Creighton and Park 2010). But the availability of secondary schooling is less universal
across Mexico than in the United States, leading to considerable variation in school
enrollment at older ages and in rural areas (Vargas and Camacho 2015).

Overall, the body of research focusing on schooling outcomes among children who
return to their parents’ countries of origin is somewhat smaller than research focusing
on children migrating with parents to a new context. It is unlikely that the patterns
associated with nativity or duration of residence observed among children of
immigrants to the United States will also be observed among the children of returning
migrants. Therefore we may not be able to rely on the assimilation frameworks and the
underlying assumption that succeeding generations have better knowledge of the
destination context. In the case of children of migrants who return to their parents’
country of origin, it is more likely that parents know more than their children about this
destination’s language, customs, and schooling system. Thus, typical assimilation
frameworks may not hold (Zufiiga and Hamann 2009).

Prior studies have examined children of refugees who return with their parents to
their country of origin years after a conflict has passed (Cornish, Peltzer, and
MacLachlan 1999). Children with no experience in their parents’ homeland often have
problems adjusting to their new setting and dealing with issues of identity and
belonging (Cornish, Peltzer, and MacLachlan 1999). Another body of research has
studied the experiences of children of mobile, highly skilled professional parents who
work abroad for many years and then return to their home countries. These children are
either born outside their parents’ home countries or have little socialization in them.
Even for these relatively advantaged parents, navigating the school system is
challenging (Liu 2012), and the children have adjustment problems adapting to what is
supposed to be their ‘home’ culture (Hatfield 2010). Probably the most researched
group of children that experienced these challenges are the kikokushijo — Japanese
children born overseas who return to Japan. As Japanese businesses grew
internationally in the 1960s and 1970s, many Japanese professionals in international
corporations lived outside Japan for extended periods of time, and their children had
little exposure to Japanese culture (Fry 2009; Yoshia et al. 2002; Enloe and Lewin
1987). When their children returned to Japan it was extremely difficult for them to enter
the highly structured Japanese schooling system, and they were described as
“educational refugees” (Fry 2009).
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Although U.S.-born children returning to Mexico with their parents are not
experiencing the strife of war and forced migration like refugee children, nor are most
of the returning Mexican parents highly advantaged professionals like the parents of the
kikokushijo, they may still face difficulties entering Mexican schools. Enrolling children
in Mexican schools involves a lengthy bureaucratic process and families may find the
process cumbersome (Medina 2012). Thus, we might expect some delay in school
enrollment among recently arrived U.S.-born children in Mexico. But even if returning
Mexican families face barriers to school enrollment, should we expect the same
association in Mexico between duration of residence and school enrollment as observed
in the United States, such that all U.S.-born children of Mexican origin lag behind their
Mexican-born peers? On the one hand, the pattern may look similar if U.S.-born
children face difficulties adapting to schools in Mexico, perhaps leading to higher levels
of attrition from school than their Mexican-born peers (Zhiliga and Hamann 2009). On
the other hand, U.S.-born children moving to Mexico may be more motivated to enroll
and stay in school because they aspire to return to the United States and find
employment, which their birthright citizenship gives them the legal right to do. In this
case, U.S.-born children and their parents in Mexico may envision these children’s
futures as connected to the job market and employment patterns available in both
Mexico and the United States. The knowledge of the returns that schooling provides in
the United States labor market could therefore boost U.S.-born children’s enrollment
relative to Mexican-born peers, even if there is some delay immediately upon entrance
to Mexico.

4. Life course, schooling, and migration

In both the United States and Mexico, schooling has established life course patterns
regarding school enrollment and attainment. In both contexts, children typically enroll
around age 5 or 6. In the United States, public schooling is widely available through
grade 12 and school attendance is compulsory until age 16—18, depending on the state
of residence (NCES 2013). As noted earlier, Mexico has also moved to make secondary
education compulsory, with varying levels of school availability across the country.
These overall patterns set the context for schooling in each country, but how the
migration or return migration experience affects an immigrant child’s enrollment in
relation to native-born children is likely to depend on the timing of migration in the
child’s life course.

We might expect few differences by duration of residence or age at arrival in
school enrollment among very young children. For young children, parental motivation,
familiarity with schools, and bureaucratic barriers are likely the primary factors that
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influence school enrollment. But among older children, age at arrival in the destination
country may be more important. Those who arrived at younger ages and have lived in
their new context the longest have had time to overcome bureaucratic barriers to school
enrollment and will have experienced the new school system earlier in their schooling
careers, perhaps increasing motivation to remain in school (Zufiiga and Hamann 2009).
But older and more recently arrived youth will have less experience in the new school
system and may be less motivated to enter and/or remain in school in their new context
(Vargas and Comancho 2015). Further, from age 15 or so, viable alternatives to
schooling — in the form of the labor market — become possible, creating competing
choices for these youths.

5. Hypotheses

Based on previous research, we rely on nationally representative data to test hypotheses
about school enrollment among U.S.-born children living in Mexico compared with
Mexican-born children in Mexico and in the United States. Duration of residence (i.c.,
more or less than five years in the country of settlement) is also used to account for
variation with increased experience. Interactions with age and nativity/duration of
residence also help evaluate whether these differences are more pronounced at older
ages. The analyses predict school enrollment among children aged 5-17 in households
throughout Mexico and the United States. Furthermore, school enrollment is likely to
decline around age 15 for all children in Mexico because this is the age at which
compulsory education is completed in Mexico (Rendall and Torr 2008). Thus, the
hypotheses account for a different age pattern of enrollment by nativity in Mexico than
in the United States, where school attrition (or non-enrollment) is expected to be more
prevalent among the Mexican-born at older ages.

HI: In the United States a classic assimilation pattern is likely to be observed, in which
U.S.-Born children have the highest enrollment, followed by “Foreign-born” children
in the United States for 5 years or more, and then “Foreign-born” children in the
United States for less than 5 years.

H2a: In Mexico, U.S.-born children will have higher school enrollment than their
Mexican-born peers.

H2b: In Mexico, U.S.-born children’s enrollment will be reduced by barriers to

schooling in Mexico. U.S.-born children living in Mexico less than 5 years will have
lower enrollment than U.S.-born children living in Mexico 5 years or more.
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H3: In both countries, differences in school enrollment across nativity/duration of
residence groups will be most pronounced at oldest ages when competing alternatives
to schooling in the form of employment become available.

6. Data and methods

The data are drawn from the 2010 Mexican Census and the 2006-2010 five-year
American Community Survey data (ACS). Both datasets were accessed through the
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) (Minnesota Population Center 2014;
Ruggles et al. 2010). The samples consist of children aged 5-17, in order to observe
differences in entry and exit from school enrollment. For the United States the sample is
further restricted to individuals of Mexican descent or ancestry. This includes anyone
who identifies as Mexican on the Hispanic ethnicity question, was born in Mexico, or
identifies Mexican as their first ancestry’. The advantages of relying on these data
sources include a sufficiently large sample size across nativity and age groups and the
comparability of many variables. The dependent variable of interest is school
enrollment for all household members between the ages of 5 and 17. The vast majority
of children aged 5-17 are currently enrolled in school in Mexico (88.2%), with even
higher enrollment across these ages in the United States (96.2%). But there are
significant decreases in enrollment observed at later ages in both countries. To predict
child school enrollment, logistic regression models are conducted in STATA, which
allows for appropriate consideration of the clustering of children within households and
reliance on appropriate weights for both the ACS and Mexican Census samples.*

The key predictor variable is based on country of residence and country of birth
(Mexico or the United States). Children born in other countries are not included in the
analyses. We compare the school enrollment of three groups of children in each
country. For the United States, we compare school enrollment among children born in
Mexico who arrived in the United States within the previous 5 years (Mexican born, <5
years in U.S.), children born in Mexico who arrived in the United States more than 5
years ago (Mexican born, >5 years in U.S.), and children of Mexican ancestry/ethnicity
born in the United States (U.S.-born). Unfortunately, the measure of year of arrival in

? There is likely some coverage error for the Mexican-origin population in the American Community Survey,
particularly for the children of Mexican-born mothers (Van Hook et al. 2014). But the coverage error appears
to have declined in the 2000s. There is also a small chance that some children are counted in both datasets.
This would occur only if children we observe from the 2006-2010 ACS surveys migrated to Mexico in time
to be counted in the 2010 Mexican Census.

* We note that appropriate weighting with ACS data may include the use of replicate weights with a Jackknife
method to estimate the variance of parameters. We ran identical models to those presented here with the
replicate weights and arrived at largely the same conclusions as with the person weight.
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the United States available in the ACS may not accurately represent duration of
residence for adults who make multiple entries to the United States (Redstone and
Massey 2004). It is likely a more accurate measure of residence duration in the case of
children, but we may be underestimating exposure to the United States. This will be
particularly true for children who live in proximity to the border and move back and
forth. This is one reason we include border residence as a control variable, as described
below.

In the Mexican data, the question we use to establish duration of residence refers
to location of residence five years ago. This allows us to create comparison groups in
Mexico: children born in the United States who have lived in Mexico for less than 5
years (U.S.-born <5 years in Mexico), children born in the United States who have lived
in Mexico for five years or more (U.S.-born >5 years in Mexico), and children born in
Mexico (Mexican-born). We do not make an attempt to pool the datasets with these
somewhat different measures but rather look to comparisons across groups of children
within each context.

The other predictor variables reflect individual measures associated with school
enrollment and family and household resources. Age is an important predictor, which
indicates variations in entry to school, variations in school attrition, and age-graded
opportunities that are alternatives to schooling. Age is used as a continuous measure
and age squared is included to account for the non-linearity of age and school
enrollment. To assess whether nativity/duration of residence groups diverge in
enrollment at older ages, the final models include an interaction term with
nativity/duration of residence and age.

The models also include an indicator for child gender. Gender differentials in
education have decreased considerably in Mexico, with boys and girls both attending
school at similar rates in recent years (Creighton and Park 2010). Nonetheless, the
levels of schooling completed still vary, suggesting that the timing of school departure
will still look different when boys and girls are compared. The other predictors reflect
family and household characteristics that are likely associated with variations in school
enrollment. Family structure can be identified similarly in data for both countries. The
measure of family structure is a categorical variable indicating the presence of both
parents in the household (reference group), a single parent, or neither parent present.
Children who migrate to the United States without parents will be included in this last
group, as will those who are separated from their parents due to deportation or other
family arrangements made to ensure children’s well-being while parents return (Dreby
2010). In Mexico, some of the children living without parents will also be separated due
to migration (Dreby 2010; Hagan, Eschbach, and Rodriguez 2008). Parental education
is included to assess available human capital. The measure reflects the highest level of
parental education when both parents are present or the resident parent’s education in
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the case of single parents. Parental education is not available for children who are not
coresident with at least one parent. When neither parent is present, the education of the
householder is used. Parental education is measured as less than high school (reference
group) and more than high school. The least comparable measure for both data sources
is household income. For the United States, the analyses include a dummy variable
indicating the household is below the federal poverty line. For Mexico, we rely on an
index of household assets for Mexico (i.e., whether the home has a solid roof, floor,
running water, a refrigerator, a washing machine, a computer, or a car. Principal
Components Analysis (PCA) reveals these items all load consistently on one factor
(eigenvalue = 3.0).

It is also important to consider the proximity to the migration experience within
the household. Research on children in origin communities has found important
variations in children’s schooling, health, and development according to whether the
household has migrant family members (Creighton, Park, and Teruel 2009; Dontato and
Duncan 2011; Kandel and Kao 2000; Nobles 2011). In receiving contexts, living in a
household with recent arrivals is also associated with differences in children’s
schooling and development (Baum and Flores 2011; Crosnoe 2006; Jackson, Pebley,
and Goldman 2010). Here the analyses include a variable indicating whether there has
been any recent migration experience in the household. In the United States, this
measure reflects those households in which a household member has moved to the
United States within the previous five years. In Mexico, this measure reflects those
households in which a household member has left to live abroad within the previous
five years.

Finally, we include a measure for whether the household is located in the border
region, because the experience of recent migration and schooling is quite different there
than in the rest of the country, in both countries under consideration (Vargas Valle
2012). In the United States, this includes households located in Arizona, California,
New Mexico, and Texas. In Mexico, this refers to households located in Baja
California, Coahuila, Chihuahua, Nuevo Le6n, Sonora, and Tamaulipas.

7. Results

Overall, U.S.-born children of Mexican origin have significantly higher levels of school
enrollment than their Mexican-born counterparts in both Mexico and the United States
(Rendall and Torr 2008). In the United States, 97% of U.S.-born children of Mexican
origin and 91% of Mexican-born children are enrolled in school. In Mexico there is a
smaller gap, with almost 90% of U.S.-born children enrolled in school compared to
approximately 85% of their Mexican-born counterparts. Although these differences
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appear small in the aggregate, the age patterns of school enrollment suggests greater
diversity within and across groups when we consider recently arrived migrant youth.
Figure 1 demonstrates the age pattern of school enrollment across groups of youth in
the United States and Mexico, respectively. There is greater divergence in school
enrollment among youth at the youngest and oldest ages in both countries. School
enrollment increases with age and levels off around age 7. Among 7-year-olds, for
example, nearly all U.S.-born children of Mexican origin in the United States and in
Mexico are enrolled in school (98.5% for U.S.-born, 96% for Mexican-born in the
United States for 5 years or more, and 95% among Mexican-born children in the United
States for less than 5 years). This nearly universal level of school enrollment by age 7 is
also apparent in Mexico, but highest enrollment is found among U.S.-born youth in
Mexico for more than 5 years (97%). There is increasing divergence in school
enrollment by nativity and duration of residence at older ages. In the United States,
school enrollment remains high and does not diverge much until after age 14. Among
16-year-olds, for example, well over 90% of Mexican-origin U.S.-born youth are
enrolled in school compared to approximately 70% of Mexican-born 16-year-olds who
arrived within the previous 5 years. We note that this latter group represents 16-year-
olds who migrated to the United States during their early adolescence (age 12 and
above). In Mexico, there is also increasing divergence by nativity and duration of
residence with age. Here the highest school enrollment is observed among the U.S.-
born who have lived in Mexico for more than 5 years (70% of 16-year-olds enrolled),
with lower levels of enrollment among recent arrivals in Mexico and the Mexican-born
(60% of 16 year olds enrolled). Again, age minus duration of residence also represents
age at arrival, so that the U.S.-born 16-year-olds who have resided in Mexico for more
than 5 years presumably entered Mexico prior to adolescence.

Some of the variation in school enrollment may be associated with the variations
in family and household characteristics that are also associated with immigration and
return migration (Landale, Thomas, and Van Hook 2011). Tables 1a and 1b present the
descriptive statistics for children in each nativity/duration group. In the United States,
children who have lived in the country for longer than 5 years are slightly older on
average than the other groups. There are similar proportions of boys and girls
represented in each group. Mexican-born children are more likely to live below the
poverty line and have parents with less education than U.S.-born Mexican-origin
children. Family structure also varies, but in this case Mexican-born children in the
United States for more than 5 years are the most likely to live with both parents present.
Note that children who arrived in the United States within the last five years are the
most likely to live in households without a parent present. Finally, recently arrived
children in the United States are more likely to live in a household that has received
other recent migrants when compared to the other groups of children in the United
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States. In Mexico, there is less variation in child characteristics by nativity. On average,
immigrant children (i.e., U.S.-born) live in households with more resources and have
parents with higher education than Mexican-born children — a pattern that is the
opposite of the United States. Similar to the United States, however, immigrant children
in Mexico are more likely to live in a household that has sent recent migrants abroad.
There is less concentration in states along the border, with a higher percentage of U.S.-
born children in Mexico for more than 5 years living in these states than those with
more recent arrival in Mexico or Mexican-born.

Table 1a:  Descriptive statistics by child’s nativity, United States

Mexican-born; Mexican-born; U.S.-born (Mexican
<5 years in U.S. >5 years in U.S. ancestry)
Child characteristics
Percentage enrolled in school (all ages) 88.3% 93.8% 96.8%%
Age (in years) 11.0 13.0 10.6
Sex
Male 52.8% 51.6% 51.0%
Female 47.2% 48.4% 49.0%
Family/Household characteristics
Percentage below poverty 40.3% 35.7% 24.5%
Family structure
Two parents present 62.2% 71.3% 63.9%
Single parent 23.2% 21.4% 30.6%
No parents 14.6% 7.3% 5.5%
Parental education
Less than high school 60.8% 63.0% 36.8%
More than high school 39.2% 37.0% 63.3%
Recent migration into household (%) 80.8% 13.4% 4.1%
Located in a border state (%) 61.5% 62.8% 70.8%

Source: 2006—2010 American Community Survey; Data accessed via IPUMS; Unweighted means
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Table 1b:  Descriptive statistics by child’s nativity, Mexico

U.S.-born; < U.S.-born;
5 years in Mexico >5 years in Mexico Mexican born

Child characteristics
Percentage enrolled in school (all ages) 84.7% 89.5% 85.3%
Age (in years) 8.2 9.8 10.8
Sex

Male 50.4% 50.8% 50.5%

Female 49.6% 49.2% 49.5%
Family/Household characteristics
Household Asset Index

Lowest quartile 16.4% 14.6% 25.5%

Second quartile 31.5% 26.0% 22.7%

Third quartile 32.7% 32.3% 31.3%

Highest quartile 19.4% 27.1% 20.7%
Family structure

Two parents present 64.3% 64.9% 74.9%

Single parent 27.5% 25.7% 17.8%

No parents 8.2% 9.4% 7.3%
Parental education

Less than high school 76.4% 70.2% 81.8%

More than high school 23.6% 29.8% 18.2%
Recent migration out of HH (%) 12.9% 11.1% 5.2%
Located in a border state (%) 18.6% 32.8% 10.0%

Source: 2010 Mexican Census. Data accessed via IPUMS; Unweighted means
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Figure 1: Observed school enrollment by age and nativity, United States
and Mexico
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The descriptive results suggest that Mexican immigrant children in the United
States are disadvantaged relative to their U.S.-born counterparts in terms of family
resources, while U.S.-born children in Mexico have more resources than their Mexican-
born counterparts. These factors may reduce the variations in school enrollment
observed in Figure 1. Logistic regression models predicting school enrollment are
estimated separately for children in the United States (Table 2a) and Mexico (Table 2b).
First, Model 1 demonstrates that Mexican-born children in the United States have lower
levels of school enrollment than their U.S.-born peers, even when adjusting for age and
gender. Children in the United States for less than five years have the lowest levels of
school enrollment even when adjusting for their older age profile. Model 2 also
demonstrates the importance of family and household characteristics. Children living in
households below the poverty line, without both parents present and with parents who
have the lowest level of education, are less likely to be enrolled in school. Living in a
household with recent immigrants is also associated with lower probability of school
enrollment. Living in a border state is associated with a higher probability of school
enrollment among Mexican-origin children in the United States when compared to
Mexican-origin children living elsewhere in the country. Overall, these family and
household characteristics reduce the size of the ‘immigrant child’ effects. The biggest
reduction is for Mexican-born children with less than 5 years’ duration in the United
States, which highlights the large role of family and household factors in explaining
recently arrived children’s lower schooling levels. But even after considering these
factors, all Mexican-born children are still less likely to be enrolled in school than their
U.S.-born peers, and this is especially the case for those who arrived in the United
States within the last five years.

Models 1 and 2 illustrate the importance of family and household characteristics in
explaining differences in school enrollment among Mexican-origin youth by
nativity/duration of residence. Model 3 includes interactions of nativity/duration and
age. The interactions are significant and suggest that the pattern of school enrollment by
age diverges between U.S.-born and Mexican-born children in the United States. For
Mexican-born children with less than 5 years’ duration in the United States there is a
linear reduction in in the log-odds of enrollment, suggesting a steady drop in enrollment
at higher ages. For Mexican-born children with more than 5 years’ duration in the
United States, this interaction is quadratic (both the linear and squared terms are
significant; linear term is negative but the squared term is positive). The shape of this
quadratic shows that the drop in enrollment at older ages is not as steep for Mexican-
born children with more than 5 years’ duration in the United States as it is for newly
arrived Mexican-born children.
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Table 2a:  Logistic regression models predicting school enrollment, children
aged 5-17, United States

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Child characteristics
Nativity/Migration status (vs. Born in the U.S.)
Mexican-born child < 5 years in U.S. -1.49 -1.00 0.80
Mexican-born child > 5 years in U.S. -0.79 -0.67 1.91
Age 1.63 1.59 1.61
Agé? -0.07 -0.07 -0.07
Male -0.10 -0.09 -0.08
Family/Household characteristics
Household below poverty line -0.06 -0.07
Family structure (vs. 2 parents)

Single parent -0.31 -0.30

No parents -1.08 -1.01
Parental education (vs. less than high school)

High school or more 0.21 0.20
Recent immigration into HH -0.35 -0.33
Border state 0.41 0.40
Interactions
Mexican-born < 5 years in U.S. *age -0.18

Mexican-born < 5 years in UAS.*age2 0.00
Mexican-born > 5 years in U.S. *age -0.48

Mexican-born > 5 years in U.S.*age? 0.02
Constant -4.11 417 -4.36
Pseudo R2 11.6 13.6 14.1

Note: Logistic regression without weights with cluster for households
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Some of these differences likely reflect the importance of age at arrival in the
United States. The lower school enrollment among Mexican-born teens is consistent
with the observation that some recent immigrant youth never enroll in school in the
United States in the first place (Oropesa and Landale 2009). Likewise, the results are
consistent with the expectation that those who have lived in the United States for longer
periods of time, and therefore entered at younger ages, evidence higher school
enrollment and have higher English language proficiency and academic achievement
(Stevens 2014; Stiefel, Schwartz, and Conger 2010; White and Glick 2009). The more
gradual decline in enrollment for Mexican-born children with more than 5 years’
duration in the United States is consistent with an assimilation process in which longer
duration in the receiving country allows children to follow schooling patterns that are
more similar to normative expectations for native-born children.

The models predicting school enrollment in Mexico are presented in Table 2b.
Model 1 suggests there is little variation in the school enrollment of U.S.-born children
who arrived very recently in Mexico when compared to their Mexican-born peers,
unlike the pattern observed for duration of residence and school enrollment in the
United States. However, children born in the United States who have lived in Mexico
for five years or more are more likely to be enrolled in school than their Mexican-born
peers.

Model 2 suggests that the pattern of predictors of school enrollment is similar in
the United States and in Mexico. In both countries, children living with a single parent
or neither parent are less likely to be in school. Children whose parents have low levels
of education are also less likely to be enrolled in school. Living in a household with
recent migrants out of Mexico is associated with a higher likelihood of school
enrollment, while proximity to the U.S.-Mexican border is associated with a lower
likelihood of school enrollment, in contrast to the same model for the United States.
But adjusting for family and household characteristics in Model 2 reveals different
findings than for the United States. In the Mexican case, once family and household
characteristics are controlled for, U.S.-born children who recently arrived in Mexico
have a significantly lower probability of school enrollment. The results may mean that
recently arrived U.S.-born children face barriers to school enrollment that are evident
once their more advantaged family and household characteristics are taken into
consideration. For U.S.-born children with more than 5 years’ residence, controlling for
family and household characteristics greatly reduces differences in enrollment between
them and their Mexican-born peers, similar to the findings in Table 2a, Model 2.
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Table 2b:  Logistic regression models predicting school enrollment,
children aged 5-17, Mexico

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Child characteristics
Nativity/Migration status (vs. Born in Mexico)
U.S.-born child < 5 years in Mexico -0.06 -0.30 -0.81
U.S.-born child > 5 years in Mexico 0.43 0.13 -0.88
Age 1.07 1.13 1.13
Agé? -0.06 -0.06 -0.06
Male -0.01 -0.05 -0.05
Family/Household characteristics
Household Asset Index (vs. Highest quartile)

Lowest quartile -1.41 -1.41

Second quartile -0.89 -0.89

Third quartile -0.73 -0.73
Family structure (vs. 2 parents)

Single parent -0.05 -0.05

No parents -0.87 -0.87
Parental education (vs. less than high school)

More than secondary 0.98 0.98
Recent immigration out of HH 0.02 ’ 0.02
Border state -0.24 -0.24
Interactions
U.S.-born < 5 years in Mexico *age 0.13

U.S.-born < 5 years in Mexico*age2 -0.01
U.S.-born > 5 years in Mexico *age 0.20

U.S.-born > 5 years in Mexico*age® -0.01
Constant -1.98 -1.15 -1.14
Pseudo R2 16.7 21.7 21.7

Note: Unweighted regression coefficients, robust standard errors adjust for clustering within households.
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Model 3 includes a multiplicative interaction between nativity and child age to
examine whether differences in the enrollment of U.S.- and Mexican-born children
varied by age. Child age significantly moderates nativity differences in enrollment in
the case of Mexico. As with the models for the United States, the interaction terms
suggest greater divergence in school enrollment among older children.

To make these interactions easier to interpret, Figure 2 presents predicted school
enrollment by age for immigrant and native youth of Mexican origin in the United
States and Mexico. In the United States there is little divergence in school enrollment
until adolescence, when U.S.-born youth are most likely to be in school, longer resident
Mexican-born youth are somewhat less likely to be in school, and those most recently
arrived are least likely to be enrolled. The lower school enrollment is particularly
notable among older youth who have lived in the United States for less than five years,
who would have entered the United States at older ages than their age peers that have
longer duration of residence in the United States.

In Mexico, there is a rather modest suggestion of delayed entry to school among
recent migrant children (i.e., the U.S.-born in Mexico with less than 5 year’s duration),
which may be consistent with barriers to school enrollment faced by returning migrant
families (Medina 2012). However, there is little evidence that migrant children lag
behind their ‘native-born’ peers at older ages. Even when adjusting for the advantages
of U.S.-born children in Mexico such as higher levels of parental education, the U.S.-
born with greater duration in Mexico have a higher probability of school enrollment at
older ages than their native-born peers. As in the case of the United States, however,
recent migrant youth — those who have been in Mexico for less than five years — are less
likely to be enrolled in school.
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Figure 2: Predicted probability of school enrollment by age, nativity, and
duration of residence, United States and Mexico
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8. Discussion

Although there is great interest in the importance of migration for children’s well-being,
there is no one theoretical framework that addresses potential impacts of migration on
children across settings and for different types of migration. The assimilation
framework has been widely applied to studies of immigrant and higher-generation
youth in receiving contexts, but there is no clear analogous theoretical framework to
guide expectations for outcomes among children who move to their parents’ origin
communities. These children, many of whom move with returning migrant parents, may
face barriers to schooling that are similar to those faced by immigrant youth in the
United States, such as limited familiarity with the instructional language or institutional
expectations of schools in their new communities (Zuiiga and Hamann 2009). Yet
U.S.-born children in the parents’ origin country may also have an advantage, shared by
higher-generation children, if they benefit from their parents’ institutional knowledge -
knowledge that is not anticipated by the assimilation framework.

To understand the dynamics of nativity and duration of residence in children’s
schooling, the analyses here compare the experiences of Mexican-origin children in the
United States and U.S.-born Mexican-origin children in Mexico. The results indicate
that recent migration — which we conceptualized as duration in the receiving country of
less than 5 years — is associated with lower school enrollment when compared to native-
born children in either context. This suggests that migration itself induces a lag in
school entrance or discourages school enrollment entirely, particularly among older
youth. However, this disadvantage is not shared by youth who migrated more than five
years ago in either context.

Although the data employed here are useful for comparison of the differences in
school enrollment by nativity and duration of residence, they do not lend themselves to
drawing conclusions about the direct effects of migration on children’s school
progression. There are several possible explanations when considering causes of
differences in school enrollment. First, assimilation theory and variants posit that
migrant children and their families will face barriers to schooling and educational
attainment that may create a disadvantaged position relative to their native peers. We
find such a model is consistent with our observations in a ‘receiving’ country like the
United States. But the assimilation framework does not as easily account for differential
school enrollment among children in Mexico. In contrast to what an assimilation
framework would predict, older U.S.-born children with five or more years of residence
in Mexico are even more likely to be enrolled than their Mexican-born peers.
Differences in school enrollment among children at older ages in Mexico are somewhat
explained by family resources, but nativity/duration of residence continues to be
associated with school enrollment even net of these resources. It may be that returning
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families from the United States to Mexico have a greater commitment to schooling than
non-migrants and that greater duration of residence in Mexico allows families to
overcome enrollment barriers. Further, these U.S.-born youth may be motivated to
higher educational attainment if they anticipate moving back to the United States.
Regardless, the pattern of school enrollment by nativity observed in Mexico is more
reminiscent of the higher educational attainment of some children of immigrants in the
United States when compared to their native-born peers, a phenomenon most often
observed among some Asian-origin youth, than it is of the pattern predicted by a simple
assimilation framework (White and Glick 2009).

The analogy to Asian-origin youth in the United States is particularly appropriate
when considering the second explanation of the differences we observe in Mexico. It
seems likely that school enrollment variation is partially due to the differential selection
of return migrants to Mexico (Feliciano 2005). There is considerable variation in the
temporal pattern of return migration (Rendall, Brownell, and Kups 2011; Van Hook and
Zhang 2011). The most recently returned families in our data will have moved at a time
of worsening economic conditions and increased scrutiny of the unauthorized
population in the United States between 2006 and 2010. These families may differ from
those who made the decision to return to Mexico earlier. Further, the observation that
older U.S.-born youth with longer residence in Mexico are more likely to be in school
than their recently arrived peers could reflect differential selection of the returning
youth themselves (Dustmann 2003). Adolescents may be less likely to return with their
families than younger children. This will particularly impact the results for school
enrollment if families find alternatives to migration to Mexico for those children who
excel in school, but bring along children or adolescents with less attachment to their
schooling in the United States. The need to unravel these selection dynamics means we
also need more comparative and longitudinal data, so researchers can consider pre-
migration and pre-return conditions of families and gain better understanding of these
dynamics in children’s outcomes (Glick 2010).

Overall, our analyses suggest that family resources and proximity to the migration
experience are also important for understanding school enrollment among youth,
regardless of context. The greater family resources of U.S.-born youth that have been in
Mexico for five years or more explains some (but not all) of their higher school
enrollment. Likewise, having fewer family resources explains some (but not all) of the
disadvantage of Mexican-born youth in the United States when compared to their U.S.-
born counterparts, especially for recently arrived immigrant children. And recent
migration (i.e., immigration or return migration) at the household level is associated
with lower school enrollment among children in the United States, including the U.S.-
born who constitute second- or higher-generation children. These children live in
mixed-nativity households with greater proximity to the migration experience than their
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U.S.-born counterparts in households that have not received migrants in the last five
years. The results for living in a household that has recently sent migrants to the United
States are different in the models for Mexico. We found that recent migration out of the
household in Mexico is positively associated with children’s enrollment. Mixed results
have been attained in prior work looking at the role of migration in schooling in
Mexico. In the case of Mexican households that send migrants to the United States
there may be less school engagement among children who view migration as an
alternative strategy to education (Kandel and Kao 2000), but there may also be greater
access to resources that can facilitate continued school enrollment.

In conclusion, in the United States receiving context a standard assimilation model
applies: newly arrived immigrant families have the fewest resources, and these
disadvantages attenuate with duration and across subsequent generations. We observe
substantial changes in enrollment differences by nativity/duration when we control for
family and household resources and migration experiences. In other words, in the U.S.
immigrant experience, nativity/duration and household resources are correlated
monotonically and strongly coupled. Policy to reduce barriers to schooling among
children of undocumented migrants and policy focused on children in resource-poor
environments could potentially further close the gap in schooling among migrant
children and improve economic trajectories across generations. In Mexico, on the other
hand, it is the immigrant children’s households — the U.S.-born children — who are most
advantaged, despite their foreign nativity, and those with migration activity ongoing in
the household also see positive returns to school enrollment. Despite this national view,
barriers to schooling experienced by some recently returned families in some parts of
Mexico (Medina 2012; Zuafiga and Hamann 2009) may indeed exacerbate educational
disparities into the future. Recent action by the Mexican government to facilitate access
to education among children in recently returned families could help lower these
barriers (Secretaria de Gobernacion 2015). Such action may help ensure fewer
educational gaps or schooling delays if the increase in families returning to Mexico
with their US-born children continues (Vargas Valle and Camacho Rojas 2015).
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