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Are Immigrant Youth Faring Better
in U.S. Schools?

Richard Fry
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In spite of the growing numbers and geographic dispersion of foreign-born
children, the school outcomes of foreign-born teens improved during the
1990s. Analysis of Decennial Census data reveals that fewer immigrant
youth dropped out of school and their English language proficiency
improved. Some of the improvement is due to compositional change in
the foreign-born teen population. Levels of parental education increased
over the decade. Poverty among foreign-born adolescents declined. Other
youth background characteristics did not change in a favorable direction.
Multivariate analysis reveals that there was a large decline in the likelihood
of immigrant teens dropping out of schoo% above and beyond the
demographic changes over the decade. For example, the likclil?n'ood that
a Mexican-born teen educated in U.S. schools drops out of school declined
by an estimated 43 percent over the 1990s. There is little evidence,
however, that U.S. schools have improved in their English language
instruction over the decade.

INTRODUCTION

During the 1990s more immigrants came to the U.S. than in any previous
decade. Demographers estimate that 16 million immigrants arrived in the
1990s (Passel, 2004). The flow at the end of the decade was more robust than
at the start of the 1990s, with at least 1.5 million immigrants arriving per year
at the peak (Passel and Suro, 2005). As of 2000, over 31 million foreign-born
persons resided in the U.S., about 11 percent of the population. Some of the
new arrivals were children. The school-age foreign-born population increased
by 1 million over the 1990s, and by 2000, 6 percent of the nation’s school-age
children were born in another country. This paper examines the changes
over the 1990s in some fundamental educational outcomes of foreign-born
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high-school-age youth and reveals that there has been some marked improvement
in their educational outcomes. Other indicators show that our nation’s schools
have made little progress in educating foreign-born youth.

The focus herein is restricted to children born outside the United States.?
This ignores the large population of native-born children with at least one
foreign-born parent or second-generation children. In 2003 about 14 percent
of high school students were native-born children of immigrant parents
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). The narrow focus on foreign-born children is
appropriate because they alone experienced the dislocation of an international
move. Foreign-born children differ in many ways from native-born children
with foreign-born parents (Johnson ez 4/, 2005). Furthermore, it is difficult
in the Decennial Census data utilized herein to pristinely identify second-
generation high-school-age youth since some teenagers do not reside with their
parents (Hirschman, 2001).

In tracking the changes in the educational outcomes of foreign-born
teenagers the analysis delineates teenagers that arrived early in childhood (and
thus are the product of U.S. schools) from recently arrived teenagers that were
schooled abroad. The outcomes of teens that arrived early in childhood are
emphasized because the intent is to gauge how effectively U.S. schools are
educating foreign-born children.

The task of educating the increased numbers of foreign-born children
during the 1990s occurred in the context of growing demands on our nation’s
schools. In the wake of the baby boom, total high school enrollments ebbed
during the 1980s. High school enrollments rose during the 1990s as the
children of the baby boomers matured, and enrollments surpassed the previous
1977 enrollment peak in 1997 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001). So the growth in
the number of foreign-born children during the 1990s was accompanied by
growing numbers of native-born children as well.

Many communities experienced the challenges and opportunities of
educating foreign-born youth for the first time in the 1990s. Immigration was
not only at an all-time high level during the decade, it was also more geographi-
cally dispersed than during the 1980s. The foreign-born population more than
doubled in 19 states during the 1990s, and these high-growth states do not
include the six large traditional receiving states (Capps, Fix, and Passel, 2002).
The six large traditional receiving states educated 67 percent of all foreign-born
high-school-age youth in 2000, down from 77 percent in 1990. Numerous

ZFollowing convention, youth who are born abroad of American parents are not considered
foreign-born.
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states received large numbers of newly arrived immigrants and began the
task of developing the educational infrastructure and resources to meet the
needs of these newly arrived children. Given the volume and new character of
immigration, we might not expect the degree of success of foreign-born youth
in U.S. schools to remain unaltered.

In spite of the fact that foreign-born youth tend to have disadvantaged
families and have experienced the dislocation of an international move,
generally they often display a high degree of resiliency and success relative to
native-born children. The major assessment of the adjustment of immigrant
children concluded that “along a number of important dimensions, children
and adolescents in immigrant families appear to experience better health and
adjustment than do children and youth in native-born families” (Hernandez,
1999).

The evidence on educational outcomes suggests that foreign-born teens,
on average, have less success than their native-born peers. Numerous studies
have examined the high school dropout rates of foreign-born adolescents.
Studies using household-based surveys uniformly show that nationally, on
average, foreign-born youth are less likely to be in school or have finished high
school than native-born youth (Wojtkiewicz and Donato, 1995; Vernez and
Abrahamse, 1996; Van Hook and Fix, 2000). This assertion is based on the
uncontrolled school dropout rate and does not adjust for the teens’ background
characteristics. The average immigrant teen dropout rate conceals substantial
diversity by country of origin. Dropout rates of foreign-born youth from many
Asian countries and from other countries outside Mexico and Central America
tend to be modest and often below the rate of native-born teens (Hirschman,
2001). Studies based on longitudinal samples of students, rather than the
entire population of youth, corroborate the household-based studies (White
and Kaufman, 1997; Perreira, Harris, and Lee, 2005).3

Recent studies of the educational achievement of foreign-born students
do not yield consistent evidence on their performance on standardized tests.
Among 1990 high school sophomores, Glick and White (2003) find that
immigrant students that arrived early in childhood score better than native-born

3Using the recent National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Perreira, Harris, and Lee
(2005) report that the rate at which students graduate high school with a regular high school
diploma varies only slightly by generation. They also find that native-born students are
significantly more likely to finish high school by obtaining a General Educational Development
(GED) credential. By inference, therefore, Perreira, Harris, and Lee (2005) also find that
immigrant students are less likely to finish high school by graduating with a diploma or obtaining
a GED, and hence are more likely to have “dropped out” of school.
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students of native parentage on mathematics tests and no worse on reading
tests. The 2003 OECD PISA assessments of 15-year-olds indicated that
foreign-born students in the U.S. performed significantly worse than native-
born students of native parentage in both mathematics and reading (OECD,
2006). Sweetman (2002) examines the performance of 13-year-olds in the Third
International Math and Science Survey (TIMSS) and finds that immigrants
score below native-born children in mathematics and substantially below
natives in science, with the gaps being more pronounced for males than
females.

To date there has been little careful analysis of the nature of change over
time in the educational outcomes of foreign-born children. Urdan and Garvey
(2004) mention in passing that school participation rates of foreign-born teens
residing in California increased over the 1990s, but analyzing the change over
the decade is not the focus of their analysis.

This investigation carefully examines the change over the decade in the
school outcomes of foreign-born high-school-age youth. After presenting
the general trends for youth from a large array of countries of origin, we
examine the national changes in the demographic and family background of
foreign-born teens. The nature of foreign-born teens clearly changed over the
decade, reflecting both shifts in international migration flows and improve-
ments in the economic well-being of immigrant households as a result of the
robust labor market of the late 1990s. In order to distill whether U.S. schools
are more effectively educating foreign-born teens, the key analyses control
for the changing background characteristics of foreign-born youth that impact
on their educational outcomes. Admittedly, the analysis does not directly
measure the inputs that schools are directly devoting to the education of
immigrant youth. But the study does carefully disentangle the role of changes
in national origin and other demographic characteristics in improving the
educational outcomes of foreign-born youth from the secular improvement
over the decade.

Since the majority of immigrants arrive in the U.S. during adulthood, the
outcomes and adjustment of foreign-born children is only part of the much
larger assessment of the contributions and adjustment of immigrants in our
society. Nonetheless, some of the more contentious policy debates surround-
ing immigrant adjustment involve the educational and language practices
occurring in our schools. A reasoned understanding of the success and
challenges facing foreign-born children in American schools will assist educa-
tional decision makers to better allocate the limited school resources devoted
to these young newcomers.
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DATA AND DEFINITIONS

The analysis uses all the foreign-born 15- to 17-year-old respondents in the
1990 and 2000 Integrated Public Use Micro Samples of the Decennial Census.
Youth born in Puerto Rico are included in the analysis. There are 31,313
immigrant youth and 46,718 immigrant youth in the 1990 and 2000 samples,
respectively (Appendix Table 1). The descriptive analyses use the appropriate
sample weights. Youth residing in institutions are included; however, some
independent variables (such as poverty status) are not defined for
institutionalized youth. Analyses including such variables omit youth in
institutions.

The narrow 15- to 17-year-old age span has conceptual and practical
advantages. First, this is the age span in which most American youth attend
high school. Second, after age 17 youth increasingly do not reside with their
parents and thus linking children to their parental characteristics becomes
increasingly problematic. Third, our intent is to measure how foreign-born
youth fare in U.S. schools. As is well-known, some recently arrived foreign-
born teenagers have never enrolled in U.S. schools. Estimates from a Current
Population Survey special supplement reveal that nearly 30 percent of foreign-
born youth between the ages of 16 and 24 were never enrolled in U.S. schools
(NCES, 1997). Assuming that migration for the purposes of securing job
opportunities in the U.S. increases with age, we can presumably limit the
proportion of foreign-born youth in the sample that have never enrolled in
U.S. schools by examining a younger age span.

Two secondary school outcomes are analyzed. The first is the school
dropout rate, or the fraction of youth that are not enrolled in school at the date
of interview and have not completed high school. The second is the limited
English proficiency rate or the fraction of youth who do not speak only English
at home and self-report speaking English “well,” “not well,” or “not at all.”
Although this measure is solely based on self-reported English-speaking abilities,
Van Hook and Fix (2000) report that it closely proxies school-based survey
estimates of LEP status. A teenager’s English-speaking abilities reflect his familial
linguistic background as well as schooling. Nonetheless, elementary and
secondary schools devote significant resources to English language acquisition
and it seems entirely apropos to interpret limited English speaking as a school
outcome for 15- to 17-year-old youth.

#The National Center for Education Statistics presents three types of dropout rates: status, event,
and cohort (NCES, 2006). The dropout rate in this paper is the status dropout rate.
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TABLE 1
ScHooL OUTCOMES FOR 15- TO 17-YEAR-OLD YOUTH, BY NATIVITY (IN PERGENT)
Limited English
Dropout Speaking
Nativity 1990 2000 1990 2000
Foreign-Born Youth? 12.4 11.6 39.1 39.0
Early childhood immigrant® 7.8 5.1 21.3 204
Recent immigrant 16.3 16.3 54.2 52.2
U.S.-Born 6.5 3.5 2.9 3.1
Notes: *Foreign-born youth includes youth born in Puerto Rico.
bEarly childhood immigrants arrived mote than 8 years before the Census ation. Recent immig arrived

within 8 years of the Census.
Source: 1990 and 2000 Decennial Census 5% Integrated Public Use Microdata Samples (IPUMS).

THE IMPROVEMENT IN ADOLESCENT FOREIGN-BORN BASIC
SCHOOL OUTCOMES

High school dropout rates for American youth in foto have been declining for
the past 30 years (NCES, 2006). Between 1990 and 2000, the high school
dropout rate for 16- to 19-year-old youth declined for most racial/ethnic
groups (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). School dropout rates for foreign-born
youth also declined during the 1990s (Table 1). For 15- to 17-year-old youth
the dropout rate fell from 12.4 percent in 1990 to 11.6 percent in 2000.

Educational outcomes for foreign-born youth are often disaggregated
by time of arrival in the U.S. Early childhood arrivals received all or nearly all
of their schooling in the U.S. Thus, foreign-born youth that arrived early in
childhood all had experienced U.S. schooling to some degree and we know that
their outcomes largely reflect their experience in U.S. schools. As discussed
above, some recently arrived youth never have enrolled in U.S. schools. Out-
comes for recently arrived youth thus are not a pristine reflection of recently
arrived youth’s experience in U.S. schools and are not an exact indicator of the
performance of U.S. schools.

Following Hirschman (2001), I define early childhood arrivals as youth who
arrived more than eight years before the Census enumeration.’ Early childhood
arrivals arrived no later than age 8 or before third grade. In 2000 about 40 percent
of foreign-born 15- to 17-year-olds arrived in the U.S. early in childhood.

5The 2000 Census provides the exact year in which the person first entered the United States.
The 1990 Census provides the year of entry only in intervals. So for the 1990 Census the person’s
exact age at arrival cannot be imputed. For this reason, recency of arrival is defined in terms of
date of entry to the United States rather than an exact age at arrival.
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The dropout rate for early childhood arrivals declined by nearly
3 percentage points, similar to the measured decline for native-born youth. The
dropout rate for recently arrived youth remained unchanged at 16.3 percent
from 1990 to 2000.

The decline in dropout rates since 1990 that is apparent in the Decennial
Census data is corroborated in other data sources. The dropout rate series
published by the National Center for Education Statistics (based on the
Current Population Survey) shows a decline since 1990 (NCES, 2006). The
decline in the dropout rate is probably because more youth are remaining
enrolled in school and not because more youth are completing high school.
The long increase in high school completion peaked in 1990 and has been flat
since then (NCES, 2006). However, neither the decline in the dropout rate nor
the constancy of high school completion is necessarily inconsistent with the
well-publicized fall in high school graduation rates. It is possible that a larger
fraction of youth are remaining in school and trying to complete their high
school education (in which in case they are not dropouts) and yet fewer youth
are completing their high school education within four years via graduation
with a high school diploma (as opposed to completing via equivalency exams
such as the GED). Researchers are trying to reconcile these divergent trends
(Warren and Halpern-Manners, 2006).

Complementing the improving school enrollment rate of foreign-born
youth, the English-speaking abilities of immigrant youth increased as well over
the 1990s. The percent of early childhood arrivals that had limited English-
speaking abilities fell from 21.3 percent to 20.4 percent (Table 1). Analysis
reported below documents that this is a statistically significant decline in the
limited English-speaking rate.

Foreign-born youth’s school enrollment propensities vary substantially
by country of origin (Hirschman, 2001). Generally, youth from Mexico and
some Central American countries are much more likely to be out of school than
other foreign-born youth. There is also considerable diversity in the English-
speaking skills of foreign-born teens. Unlike Van Hook and Fix (2000), however,
the 2000 Census data do not reveal a marked Asian advantage among foreign-
born teens (Table 2). Youth from some Asian countries have nearly as high
limited English-speaking rates as their counterparts from Mexico and some
Central American countries.

The overall improvement in the school outcomes of foreign-born teens
from 1990 to 2000 is not due to change in the country of origin composition
over the decade. Table 2 reports school outcomes for 39 countries or regions
of origin. In the majority of cases school outcomes improved for youth from

—
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TABLE 2
ScrHooL DroPouT AND LiMiTED ENGLISH RATES OF 15- TO 17-YEAR-OLDS, BY PLACE OF BIRTH (IN PERCENT)
Early Childhood Immigrant Recent Arrival

School Dropout  Limited English ~ School Dropout  Limited English
Place of Birth 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000
Canada 33 2.8 4.5 25 7.7 4.7 5.1 4.5
Mexico 11.1 8.1 29.6 29.0 36.4 32.6 74.5 70.2
El Salvador 7.5 5.3 226 25.1 20.6 23.9 62.7 68.3
Guatemala 5.5 6.5 18.1 17.6 23.5 26.9 68.6 66.0
Nicaragua 4.4 4.0 13.1 15.2 8.5 8.1 66.9 56.3
Other Central America® 5.2 6.9 12.4 17.4 9.7 164 51.2 53.6
Cuba 9.1 11.0 16.2 16.0 11.0 4.9 56.8 50.0
Dominican Republic 11.1 4.7 26.5 24.6 9.8 5.5 59.7 47.8
Haiti 12.3 2.8 26.0 21.0 5.9 6.8 53.0 48.9
Jamaica 23 1.8 2.4 3.7 7.5 3.9 1.7 25
Puerto Rico 14.9 6.5 214 179 11.2 12.9 46.2 43.9
Other Caribbean® 7.2 3.2 3.7 35 5.1 1.3 4.7 28
Colombia 6.4 22 135 109 7.0 4.4 47.6 54.8
Ecuador 32 4.8 15.1 18.0 12.3 15.2 49.4 56.8
Guyana/British Guiana 5.2 0.5 0.7 3.2 12.0 0.0 1.9 6.1
Peru 1.8 4.1 264 16.0 3.7 4.7 48.1 46.7
Other South America® 4.5 1.8 9.6 5.9 7.4 4.2 42,7 425
England 3.2 5.1 1.6 5.7 5.9 19 22 33
Germany 15.8 6.1 9.7 4.1 1.9 3.0 144 20.1
Poland 6.0 0.9 17.4 5.3 7.1 25 42.0 30.7
Russta 5.0 32 14.4 13.9 7.4 3.0 69.4 29.9
Other Europe? 8.4 3.0 113 83 5.8 43 260 32.8
China 1.9 2.5 320 24.0 5.9 53 74.8 59.7
Hong Kong 3.9 3.1 219 20.6 33 0.0 55.1 58.7
Taiwan 1.3 0.9 11.7 114 3.0 1.6 43.6 53.0
Japan 0.0 0.4 26.6 18.0 4.3 20 61.7 55.5
Korea 2.8 0.9 10.7 7.5 4.7 3.2 52.2 51.4
Laos 5.1 1.9 35.1 39.4 7.7 37 72.5 66.9
Philippines 48 11 84 120 49 29 327 298
Thailand 2.0 5.3 24.7 30.9 2.2 4.6 57.0 63.2
Vietnam 2.6 4.4 27.1 44.4 6.3 2.6 69.0 67.5
Other Indochina® 5.7 2.2 29.0 15.5 6.7 22 61.2 45.9
India 1.9 1.2 29 7.8 6.3 0.8 25.7 24.6
Pakistan 2.7 1.5 10.5 14.8 6.7 2.4 2.7 237
Iran 3.0 1.2 10.8 15.2 4.9 4.1 40.4 374
Isracl/Palestine 2.0 2.2 17.9 14.5 4.3 1.4 30.7 27.3
Other Asian’ 5.3 0.5 12.7 11.4 104 5.7 37.0 39.8
Africa 3.1 1.4 5.4 8.7 33 34 379 29.2
Aust., NZ, and other Oceania 4.6 2.2 14.6 14.3 3.6 3.0 37.1 14.6
Residual Other® 12.9 15.4 25.7 20.3 19.4 8.0 489 39.3

Notes: *Includes youth born in Belize/British Honduras, Costa Rica, Honduras, and Panama.
bIncludes youth born in Anguilla, Antigua-Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, British Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands, Dominica,
Grenada, Montserrat, St. Kitts-Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Trinidad & Tobago, Turks & Caicos, Aruba, Netherlands
Antilles, Guadeloupe, Martinique, and West Indies NS.
“Includes youth born in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, Suriname, Uruguay, Venezuela, and South America NS.
4Includes youth born in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Scotdand, Wales, Ireland, Belgium, France,
Netherlands, Switzerland, Albania, Greece, Macedonia, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Austria, Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary,
Yugoslavia, Croatia, Bosnia, Byelorussia, Ukraine, Armenia, and Uzbekistan.
“Includes youth born in North Korea, South Kotea, Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysi and Indochina NS.
fincludes youth born in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Burma, Sri Lanka, Nepa.l lraq ]ordzn Kuwait, Lebanon, Saudi
Arabia, Syria, Turkey, and Yemen Arab Republic.
8Includes youth born in Bermuda, Cape Verde, Greenland, and abroad, NS.

Source: 1990 and 2000 Decennial Census 5% Integrated Public Use Microdata Samples (IPUMS).
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specific countries of origin. Consider the numerically most important case,
youth of Mexican origin. Whether we examine outcomes among early
childhood arrivals or recent arrivals, unambiguously school dropout rates and
limited English-speaking rates declined among Mexican-born youth.

Standard shift-share analysis reveals that the change in the country of
origin composition from 1990 to 2000 tended to increase the aggregate school
dropout rate and limited English-speaking rate. The aggregate school outcome
for any period is simply the weighted average of the outcomes from each
country of origin:

N
5= 3 ror x5

=l
where S is the rate for the ith country of origin and POP is the share of foreign-
born youth who originate from that country. To evaluate the impact of change
in the national origin composition of immigrant youth, shift-share analysis
calculates the school outcome keeping the individual country rates constant
and alters the weight put on that rate. Evaluating the 1990 rates using the 2000
population shares, the school dropout rate and the limited English-speaking
rate are 13.4 percent and 39.6 percent, respectively. Since these are above the
1990 rates reported in Table 1, the change in the composition of the stock of
foreign-born youth from 1990 to 2000 tended to increase the aggregate rates.
The improvements in school outcomes over the decade were not due to
compositional change in the countries of origin of foreign-born youth.

THE BACKGROUND OF FOREIGN-BORN YOUTH

The school outcomes of foreign-born youth are influenced by their family and
demographic background (Kao, 1999; Hirschman, 2001). Examination of
these characteristics reveals that there were some modest changes in family
background that could have contributed to the decrease in foreign-born
dropping out and limited English speaking.

Recent Census Bureau tabulations reveal a significant improvement in
the parental education levels of foreign-born children residing with a parent
(Johnson et al., 2005). The education levels of the head of the households in
which foreign-born adolescents reside significantly increased (Table 3). In
1990 a majority of the household heads had not finished high school. By 2000
less than a majority had not finished high school. Research shows that parental
education is a “very powerful predictor of teenagers staying in school”
(Hirschman, 2001).

.
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TABLE 3
DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR FOREIGN-BORN 15- TO 17-YEAR-OLDS, 1990 AND 2000 (IN PERCENT)
Characteristic 1990 2000
Age=15 30.2 30.1
Age=16 32.8 333
Age=17 36.9 36.6
100.0 100.0
Male 52.6 53.5
Recent Arrival 54.1 58.5
Born in Mexico 28.9 37.5
No Parent in Household 17.4 18.8
One Parent in Household 222 20.7
Both Parents in Household 60.4 60.5
100.0 100.0
Houschold Head no High School 53.0 48.5
Household Head Completed High School 15.2 17.3
Household Head Completed Some College 31.8 34.1
100.0 100.0
In Poverty 30.7 29.7
Mean Number of Siblings 1.9 1.7
No Siblings 22.1 26.1
1 Sibling 239 27.8
2 Siblings 226 214
3 or More Siblings 314 24.8
100.0 100.0
Resided Same House 5 Years Ago 31.6 337
Resided Different House in U.S. 36.4 354
Resided Different House Abroad 32.0 30.9
100.0 100.0
Ever Married 3.1 44
Female with Baby 1.1 1.3
Sample Size 31,313 46,718

Note: All figures in percent, except the average number of siblings.
Source: 1990 and 2000 Decennial Census 5% Integrated Public Use Microdata Samples (IPUMS).

Child poverty reached a historical low in 1999 and 2000 (Federal
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2003). Poverty among
foreign-born children also fell during the 1990s (Fix and Passel, 2003). Poverty
among foreign-born teens fell only modestly, declining from 30.7 percent in
1990 to 29.7 percent in 2000 (Table 3).

Changes in other characteristics of foreign-born teens did not move in a
favorable direction. A larger proportion of teens were recently arrived in the
U.S. Changes in family structure also moved in an adverse direction. For all
U.S. children i toto (including native-born), the proportion living with two
married parents fell from 1990 to 2000. This decline is not apparent among
foreign-born 15- to 17-year-olds. However, the proportion of foreign-born
15- to 17-year-olds residing with no parents in the household did modestly
increase from 17.4 percent to 18.8 percent. This is likely related to the increase
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in recently arrived foreign-born youth over the decade, as recently arrived youth
are much more likely to not be residing with any parents in the household than
early childhood arrivals.

IS THE IMPROVEMENT IN FOREIGN-BORN
YOUTH'S SCHOOL OUTCOMES SIMPLY DUE TO
DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE?

Using multivariate analysis we can determine how much of the improvement
in immigrant schooling outcomes reflects changes in their background family
and demographic characteristics. Table 4 reports the results of logistic
regression analysis of dropping out of school. Table 5 reports the parallel results
of analysis of limited English capability. Since not all recently arrived youth
were enrolled in U.S. schools, separate models are estimated for early childhood
arrivals and recent arrivals. The tables report the odds ratios. An odds ratio of
1.0 indicates that an immigrant youth with a particular characteristic is no
more likely than to be out of school or have limited English-speaking skills
than an immigrant with the omitted reference characteristic. For example, the
odds ratio of 1.734 on age 16 in column (1) of Table 4 indicates that 16-year-
old early childhood arrivals are 73 percent more likely to be out of school than
15-year-old early childhood arrivals (age 15 being the omitted reference category
for age).

The key results of interest are in the first row, the odds ratio on the Census
2000 dummy variable (the omitted category being an observation from the
1990 Census). The odds ratios on the Census 2000 dummy variable indicate
the nature of the change in the school outcome after controlling for other
factors.

Columns (1) and (5) only control for the youth’s age and gender and
Census year, and replicate the results we observed in Table 1. In the baseline
model of Table 4, there is a statistically significant drop in early childhood
arrivals’ propensity to be out of school from 1990 to 2000. Early arrivals in
2000 are 37 percent less likely to be out school than their counterparts in 1990.
The school enrollment status of recent arrivals is unchanged from 1990 to
2000. For both groups of immigrant youth, there appears to be a modest
decline in limited English-speaking skills in the raw data (Table 5).

As noted above, the countries of origin of adolescents shifted over the decade
to countries that tend to have higher dropout rates and more limited English-
speaking rates. This shift obscures some of the improvement in school outcomes
| among foreign-born teens from 1990 to 2000. Columns (2) and (6) of Tables 4
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and 5 control for the foreign-born youth’s place of birth. Accounting for the
youth's country of origin does not explain the decline in the immigrant dropout
rate from 1990 to 2000. Country of origin does play some role in explaining
the improvement in English-speaking skills. Controlling for place of birth,
there no longer appears to be a statistically significant improvement in the
English skills of early childhood arrivals.

As noted in the introduction, foreign-born youth were not educated in
the same states in 2000 compared to 1990. Columns (3) and (7) of the tables
show the model including controls for state of residence. Geographic dispersion
does not explain any of the decline in the likelihood of being out of school from
1990 to 2000.

Columns (4) and (8) present the results of the full model specification
that takes account of all the changes in the background demographic and
economic characteristics of foreign-born teens identified in the previous section.
Accounting for the changes in the characteristics of foreign-born teens over the
decade renders ambiguous results as to how immigrant children are faring in
U.S. schools. I emphasize the results on early childhood arrivals since these youth
indubitably are educated in U.S. schools. On the one hand, early childhood
arrivals are clearly more likely to stay in school in 2000 in comparison to 1990.
The results shown in column (4) indicate that early childhood arrivals are 44
percent less likely to be school dropouts in 2000 as compared to 1990. That is
a very large decline in the dropout rate. Unfortunately, the results on English-
speaking proficiency indicate that foreign-born teens are not less likely to have
limited English-speaking skills. The English-language skills of U.S.-educated
foreign-born teens do not appear to have improved over the decade above and
beyond the contribution of compositional change.

The school outcomes of Mexican-born youth are of particular concern.
Over a third of foreign-born teens are from Mexico and, as Hirschman (2001)
remarks, other countries of origin individually only contribute a small share of
foreign-born youth. Furthermore, youth from Mexico, on average, have the
most elevated, or nearly most elevated, school dropout rates and limited English-
speaking rates of foreign-born teens. In 2000, Mexican-born teens account for
nearly three quarters of foreign-born teen school dropouts.® Tables 6 and 7
report the results of a similar logistic regression analysis confined to Mexican-
born teens. The results are quite similar to the results for the full sample of
foreign-born youth. Mexican-born youth that arrived early in childhood are

SThis is based on the 2000 Decennial Census. Thus, some of the “dropouts” (from Mexico and
elsewhere) never were enrolled in U.S. schools, or never “dropped in.”
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estimated to be 43 percent less likely to be out of school in 2000 compared to
1990 (column (3)), but their limited English-speaking skills seem unchanged

over the decade.

ADJUSTED CHANGES IN SCHOOL DROPPING OUT AMONG
FOREIGN-BORN AND NATIVE YOUTH

Foreign-born teens are much more likely to be in school in 2000 than 1990
and this does not simply reflect changes in their background characteristics.
Table 1 suggests, however, that native-born youth are also much more likely to
be in school in 2000 than 1990. There are reasons to surmise that the school
outcomes of foreign-born teens would differ from those of native-born teens.
Foreign-born teens do not attend the same schools as native-born teens. In
2000, 67 percent of foreign-born teens resided in the six large immigrant-
receiving states. In comparison, 36 percent of native-born teens were educarted
in these states. Schools in the large immigrant-receiving states tend to have
different characteristics than schools elsewhere in the United States. Furthermore,
state compulsory schooling laws presumably impact the propensity to drop out
of school. These laws vary across states.

Table 8 reports the salient results of a logistic regression analysis of the
likelihood of not being enrolled in school that includes over 1 million native-
born 15- to 17-year-olds from the 1990 and 2000 Census micro samples.
Table 8 reports the results of full models that include all of the background
covariates. Among the model specifications shown in column (1), the year effect
is not allowed to vary between native-born and foreign-born teens. Ceteris
paribus, the likelihood of a 15- to 17-year-old dropping out of school declined
by 42 percent between 1990 and 2000. In column (2), the Census 2000 year
effect is interacted with a dummy variable for foreign-born status. The inter-
action term is statistically significant. Foreign-born youth did not experience
the same decline in the likelihood of dropping out of school as native-born
youth over the decade. Foreign-born teens experienced a smaller improvement
than natives. However, this is not an accurate reflection of foreign-born teens’
experience in the U.S. school system. Many of these foreign-born teens were
educated abroad and some of them were never enrolled in U.S. schools.
Column (3) reports the results of estimating the same specification as reported
in column (2) but omits the 43,309 recently arrived foreign-born 15- to 17-
year-olds from the sample. On the basis of foreign-born youth that have a high
degree of exposure to U.S. schools, namely, early childhood arrivals, column
(3) shows that the foreign-born interaction term is statistically insignificant.
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So, foreign-born teens educated in U.S. schools had a very similar improve-
ment in their enrollment outcome over the decade to that of native-born
youth.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Foreign-born youth are a rising percentage of American youth. Few studies
have carefully examined the trends in immigrant youth outcomes. The major
activity of youth is schooling and this study has examined recent national
trends in some basic schooling outcomes of foreign-born youth of high school
age. Discussions of the education of foreign-born youth often emphasize the
inordinately high dropout rates of foreign-born youth. On this criterion there
are grounds for optimism. The foreign-born high school dropout rate declined
during the 1980s (Vernez and Abrahamse, 1996). Progress continued during
the 1990s. Dropout rates fell markedly for all U.S. teenagers during the 1990s
and foreign-born teenagers were no exception.

Though immigrant teenagers are more likely to stay in school, changes
in educational programs and practices may not have contributed to the
improved school enrollment rates. Parental educational levels of foreign-born
teens improved over the decade. Although it is not precisely clear why youth
with better-educated parents are more likely to stay in school, they are, and
foreign-born youth are no exception. The improvement in parental education
levels would be expected to lower the foreign-born dropout rate. After controlling
for this and other compositional changes in our foreign-born youth population,
the evidence suggests that schools may have played a role in the decline in the
foreign-born dropout rate. The likelihood of an early childhood arrival not
being in school fell by 44 percent from 1990 to 2000, after adjusting for
background factors influencing school attrition.

Much of the foreign-born school dropout problem is concentrated
among recently arrived immigrant youth. In 2000, more than 80 percent of
foreign-born school dropouts are recently arrived youth. Recently arrived
youth are also more likely to be in school in 2000 than in 1990, but it is even
more difficult to infer whether U.S. schools contributed to this improvement
than in the case of early childhood arrivals. Recently arrived youth received
some education abroad, and hence the observed improvements in school
enrollment propensities might be due to improved schools abroad rather than
U.S. schools.

Schooling is of value for the skills it produces. The English language
proficiencies of foreign-born youth have marginally improved over the 1990s,
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but this appears to be due entirely to compositional change. Furthermore, the
fraction of foreign-born teens lacking English-speaking proficiency in high
school continues to be high. Among early childhood arrivals, one out of five
teens has limited English-speaking skills. These are youth that are almost
entirely U.S. educated. This skill deficiency is not limited to youth from Latin
America. Significant percentages of Asian-born youth lack English proficiency.
This basic skill deficiency will, on average, diminish these youth’s future
educational and labor market prospects. Young adults with limited English-
speaking abilities are less likely to enroll in postsecondary education and
complete postsecondary degrees. They are also more likely to be employed in
traditionally low-wage occupations (NCES, 2004). Recent evidence indicates
that they are paid much less in adulthood, but much of that may be attributable
to their lower educational attainment (Bleakley and Chin, 2003).

In sum, more immigrant teens seem to be staying in school. There is no
evidence, however, that U.S. schools have increased their success in developing
the English abilities of foreign-born children.

APPENDIX TABLE 1
UNWEIGHTED SAMPLE S1ZES 15- TO 17-YEAR-OLDS, BY PLACE OF BIRTH
Early Childhood
Immigrant Recent Arrival

Place of Birth 1990 2000 1990 2000

Canada 267 304 172 316
Mexico 4,758 7,404 4,809 10,733
El Salvador 329 486 815 663
Guatemala 164 355 287 530
Nicaragua 95 318 397 191
Other Central America? 127 286 264 467
Cuba 357 78 196 315
Dominican Republic 153 432 413 667
Haici 86 207 219 422
Jamaica 217 350 334 463
Puerto Rico 915 1,075 816 828
Other Caribbean® 150 288 239 311
Colombia 146 299 183 472
Ecuador 61 143 76 249
Guyana/British Guiana 103 117 140 126
Peru 58 178 154 247
Other South America® 197 373 248 710
England 150 132 146 133
Germany 91 183 144 346
Poland 71 165 156 357
Russia 189 218 232 453
Other Europe! 652 953 588 1,582
China 136 279 408 524
Hong Kong 103 121 180 171
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APPENDIX TABLE 1 (CoNTINUED)
UNWEIGHTED SAMPLE SiZES 15- TO 17-YEAR-OLDS, BY PLACE OF BIRTH

Early Childhood
Immigrant Recent Arrival

Place of Birth 1990 2000 1990 2000

Taiwan 164 173 330 239
Japan 48 86 190 153
Korea 440 693 489 541
Laos 538 209 308 59
Philippines 557 759 770 943
Thailand 45 564 57 154
Vietnam 1,268 532 892 931
Other Indochina® 345 427 370 305
India 330 383 309 622
Pakistan 66 148 64 230
Iran 137 195 157 111
Israel/Palestine 98 82 85 58
Other Asian® 264 267 278 453
Africa 173 286 211 818
Aust., NZ, and Other Oceania 69 85 87 116
Residual Other® 411 33 572 43

Notes: “Includes youth born in Belize/British Honduras, Costa Rica, Honduras, and Panama.
bInchades youth born in Anguilla, Antigua-Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbades, British Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands,
Dominica, Grenada, Montserrat, St. Kitts-Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Trinidad & Tobago, Turks & Caicos, Aruba,
Netherlands Antilles, Guadeloupe, Martinique, and West Indies NS.
“Includes youth born in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, Suriname, Uruguay, Venezuela, and South
America NS,
9Includes youth born in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, Scotland, Wales, Ircland, Belgium, France,
Netherlands, Switzerland, Albania, Greece, Macedonia, ltaly, Portugal, Spain, Austria, Bulgaria, Romania,
Hungary, Yugoslavia, Croatia, Bosnia, Byelorussia, Ukraine, Armenia, and Uzbekistan.
“Includes youth born in North Korea, South Korea, Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Indochina NS.
fincludes youth born in Afghani Bangladesh, Bh Butma, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait,
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey, and Yemen Arab Republic.
EIncludes youth born in Bermuda, Cape Verde, Greenland, and abroad, NS.

Source: 1990 and 2000 Decennial Census 5% Integrated Public Use Microdata Samples (IPUMS).
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