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ABSTRACT
New Evidence of Generational Progress for
Mexican Americans*
U.S.-born Mexican Americans suffer a large schooling deficit relative to other Americans,
and standard data sources suggest that this deficit does not shrink between the 2nd and
later generations. Standard data sources lack information on grandparents’ countries
of birth, however, which creates potentially serious issues for tracking the progress of
later-generation Mexican Americans. Exploiting unique NLSY97 data that address these
measurement issues, we find substantial educational progress between the 2nd and 3rd
generations for a recent cohort of Mexican Americans. Such progress is obscured when we
instead mimic the limitations inherent in standard data sources. Similar patterns emerge for
cognitive test scores and for annual earnings.
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1. Introduction
Understanding the progress that takes place across immigrant generations is crucial for
assessing the long-term impact of immigration on society. In many respects, 2nd-generation
immigrants—the U.S.-born children of foreign-born migrants to the United States—show signs
of rapid integration. On average, the 2nd generation as a whole and 2nd-generation members from
most contemporary national origin groups meet or exceed the schooling level of the typical
American (Duncan and Trejo 2018). Not conforming to this pattern, however, are Mexican
Americans, who because of historical continuity and demographic size constitute arguably the
most significant U.S. immigrant flow.
Panel A of Table 1 illustrates the seemingly persistent educational disadvantage of
Mexican Americans. These calculations of average years of schooling for men use 2003-2016
data from the Current Population Survey (CPS).1 Mexican Americans display impressive growth
in educational attainment between the 1st generation (9.5 years) and the 2nd generation (12.7
years), but no further improvement is evident for the 3rd+ generation (the grandchildren and later
descendants of Mexican immigrants). As a result, even when the comparisons are confined to
individuals whose families have lived in the United States for at least a couple of generations
(i.e., the 3rd+-generation), Mexican Americans possess schooling deficits of more than a year
relative to non-Hispanic whites and almost one-third of a year relative to African Americans.
Considering the low levels of schooling, English proficiency, and other types of human
capital brought to the United States by the typical Mexican immigrant, it is not surprising that
their U.S.-born children do not eliminate all of these enormous socioeconomic deficits in a single
generation (Perlmann 2005; Smith 2006). Of potentially greater concern, however, is the
1
See the note to Table 1 and Duncan and Trejo (2018) for further details about the data and calculations. Patterns for
women are very similar.
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evidence that progress seems to stall after the 2nd generation for Mexican Americans.2 Certainly,
Mexican immigrants to the United States confront obstacles that might account for slowed or
stalled progress among later generations (Portes and Rumbaut 2001), including discrimination
(Telles and Ortiz 2008) and widespread undocumented status (Bean et al. 2011).
In addition, Huntington (2004) points to several other factors that could slow the pace of
generational integration by Hispanics today as compared to Europeans in the past. These factors
include the large scale of current immigration flows from Mexico and other Spanish-speaking
countries, the substantial (though lessening) geographic concentration of these flows within the
United States, and the fact that such flows have remained sizeable over a much longer period of
time than did the influx from any particular European country. In addition, the close proximity
of Mexico to the United States facilitates return and repeat migration. These unique features of
Hispanic immigration might foster the growth of ethnic enclaves in the United States where
immigrants and their descendants could, if they so choose, live and work without being forced to
learn English or to Americanize in other important ways.3 Because of these and other concerns,
Mexican Americans’ prospects for future upward mobility are subject to much recent debate.4
In evaluating such theoretical arguments for slower integration by Mexican Americans,
however, it is important to consider several potentially serious limitations of the existing
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Table 1 suggests educational stagnation beyond the 2nd generation for Mexican Americans, and the same pattern has
been observed for earnings. Studies reporting limited progress in education and/or earnings after the 2 nd generation for Mexican
Americans include Trejo (1997, 2003), Fry and Lowell (2002), Farley and Alba (2002), Grogger and Trejo (2002), Livingston
and Kahn (2002), Duncan, Hotz, and Trejo (2006), Blau and Kahn (2007), Telles and Ortiz (2008), Ortiz and Telles (2017), and
Duncan and Trejo (2018).
3
Contrary to Huntington’s thesis, however, available evidence suggests rapid linguistic assimilation for the U.S.-born
descendants of contemporary immigrant groups (Alba et al. 2002). This holds even for Hispanics who live in areas with high
concentrations of Spanish-speaking immigrants. In Southern California, for example, 96 percent of 3 rd-generation Mexican
Americans prefer to speak English rather than Spanish at home, and only 17 percent of 3 rd-generation Mexican Americans retain
the ability to speak fluent Spanish (Rumbaut, Massey, and Bean 2006).
4

See, for example, Perlmann (2005), Portes (2006), Telles and Ortiz (2008), Alba et al. (2011), Alba, Kasinitz, and
Waters (2011), Haller, Portes, and Lynch (2011a, 2011b), Perlmann (2011), Alba, Jimenez, and Marrow (2014), Park, Myers, and
Jimenez (2014), Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier (2015), and Ortiz and Telles (2017).
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empirical evidence. We consider, in turn, the following three measurement issues: (1)
comparisons of immigrant generations in cross-sectional data, (2) ethnic attrition, and (3) the
inability to distinguish the 3rd generation from higher generations.
First, as noted by Borjas (1993, 2006) and Smith (2003, 2006), generational comparisons
in a single cross-section of data—like those reported in Panel A of Table 1—can be misleading
because they do a poor job of matching parents and grandparents in an earlier generation with
their actual descendants in later generations. If we assume that schooling is essentially complete
by the age of 25 and changes little thereafter, we can use CPS data to conduct an analysis of
generational changes in educational attainment similar in spirit to Smith (2003). Panel B of
Table 1 reports the relevant calculations. This panel presents average schooling levels for
Mexican Americans similar to those displayed in Panel A, except that now separate calculations
are reported for two particular age groups: 25-34 and 50-59. By choosing age groups 25 years
apart, we create a situation in which the older age group from a particular generation potentially
represents the parental cohort for the younger age group in the next generation. For example, the
cohort of 1st-generation men aged 50-59 includes fathers of the 2nd-generation cohort of sons
aged 25-34.
Panel B reveals only slightly more progress beyond the 2nd generation for Mexican
Americans than did Panel A. When we compare age/generation groups that potentially match
Mexican-American fathers with their sons (by moving northeast between the connected cells
with similar shading in Panel B), average schooling rises from 12.6 years for the older 2nd
generation to 12.7 years for the younger 3rd+ generation, a positive but small gain.5 Therefore,
the evidence of educational stagnation for later-generation Mexican Americans does not seem to
5
Note, however, that calculating schooling progress between 1st- and 2nd-generation Mexican Americans in this same
way produces even bigger gains than those observed in Panel A: 4.2 years in Panel B compared with 3.2 years in Panel A.
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derive largely from biases associated with comparing immigrant generations in a cross-section.
Further, note in Panel B that young 3rd+-generation Mexican Americans continue to trail the
average schooling of their non-Hispanic white and African-American peers by the same
substantial amounts observed in Panel A.
Potential measurement bias arising from “ethnic attrition” is a second issue that might
make it difficult to track progress across immigrant generations. In Table 1, 1st- and 2ndgeneration Mexican Americans are identified using the relatively “objective” information
collected by the CPS on the countries of birth of the respondent and his parents (e.g., a 2ndgeneration Mexican American is a U.S.-born individual with at least one parent born in Mexico).
Virtually no large, nationally-representative data sets, however, provide information on the
countries of birth of an adult respondent’s grandparents. As a result, 3rd-and-higher-generation
Mexican Americans (or the so-called 3rd+ generation) must be assigned using more “subjective”
measures of racial/ethnic identification. In Table 1, we follow standard practice in defining 3rd+generation Mexican Americans as those who are U.S.-born, have two U.S.-born parents, and
identify as “Mexican” or “Mexican American” in response to the Hispanic origin question.
Given data limitations, researchers seeking to study later-generation Mexican Americans seldom
have a better option. Nevertheless, the problem with using subjective measures of racial/ethnic
identification is that assimilation and intermarriage can cause ethnic attachments to fade across
generations (Alba 1990; Waters 1990; Perlmann and Waters 2007). Consequently, subjective
measures of racial/ethnic identification might miss a significant portion of the later-generation
descendants of immigrants. Furthermore, if such ethnic attrition is selective on socioeconomic
attainment, then it can distort assessments of integration and generational progress. For Mexican
Americans, Duncan and Trejo (2007, 2011, 2017) provide evidence that ethnic attrition is
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substantial and could produce significant downward bias in standard measures of attainment for
later generations. In this way, measurement biases generated by ethnic attrition could create a
misleading appearance of socioeconomic stagnation after the 2nd generation for Mexican
Americans, similar to what is observed in Table 1.
A third but related measurement issue is that the data limitations just described also imply
that, for adults, researchers typically cannot distinguish the “true” 3rd generation from higher
generations. For this reason, Table 1 and the discussion so far refer to the “3rd+” generation.
This is potentially a problem because Mexican Americans in generations beyond the 3rd are
disproportionately descended from ancestors who came of age in places (e.g., Texas rather than
California) and times (e.g., before the Civil Rights era) where Mexican Americans faced
discrimination that was more severe and often institutionalized (Foley 1997; Alba 2006;
Montejano 1987). The more limited opportunities for advancement experienced by these
families may result in lower attainment for Mexican Americans in the 4th and higher generations
compared with their 3rd-generation counterparts whose families experienced less hostile
environments. Alba et al. (2011) and Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier (2015) provide evidence of
this pattern for schooling levels, highlighting the importance of distinguishing 3rd-generation
Mexican Americans from higher generations. Kosack and Ward (2018) report much slower
socioeconomic progress for Mexican Americans across immigrant generations before 1940 than
afterward, and for the pre-1940 period they find that Mexicans Americans are particularly
disadvantaged in Texas compared with California or U.S. states that do not border Mexico.
In the current paper, we exploit previously untapped information from the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97) that allows us to address the last two
measurement issues just discussed: ethnic attrition and distinguishing the 3rd generation from
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higher generations. For our purposes, a key feature of the NLSY97 is that it reports the countries
of birth of respondents’ grandparents. This means that we can minimize ethnic attrition by
identifying 3rd-generation Mexican Americans using ancestors’ countries of birth rather than
subjective ethnic identification. It also means that we can distinguish 3rd-generation Mexican
Americans from higher generations.
We use these data to analyze educational progress between 2nd- and 3rd-generation
Mexican Americans. Once we address the measurement issues just described, we find a
substantial increase in educational attainment between these generations. Moreover, we show
that such progress is largely hidden when we mimic standard data sets and aggregate the 3rd and
higher generations into a “3rd+” generation. Similar patterns emerge for cognitive test scores and
for annual earnings. Our analysis thus provides promising evidence of generational progress for
a recent cohort of Mexican-Americans. Indeed, for this birth cohort, the high school graduation
rate of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans is only slightly below that of non-Hispanic whites
from the 4th and higher generations.6
Our paper relates most closely to two important recent studies of Mexican Americans
that, through ambitious data collection efforts for specific locations, are also able to distinguish
the 3rd generation from higher generations and, at least in part, account for ethnic attrition.
Starting with a survey conducted in 1965 of Mexican-American families living in Los Angeles
and San Antonio, Telles and Ortiz (2008) re-interview in 2000 available original respondents and
their U.S.-born children. They find little evidence of educational or earnings progress beyond
the 2nd generation. Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier (2015) rely on survey information collected
from multiple generations of Mexican-origin individuals living in the greater Los Angeles
6
This finding is consistent with other recent evidence of improving high school completion rates for U.S.-educated
Hispanics (Murnane 2013, Gramlich 2017).
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metropolitan area in 2004. Their analysis does suggest significant schooling and earnings gains
for Mexican Americans between the 2nd and 3rd generations.
Our analysis contributes in several important ways to the ongoing scholarly debate over
Mexican-American progress after the 2nd generation. First, we employ nationally-representative
data from the NLSY97. In this way, we avoid issues of selective geographic mobility that can
make it difficult to interpret results from studies of particular locations (Alba, Jimenez, and
Marrow 2014). Second, we are in a better position to assess and account for the effects of ethnic
attrition, because roughly half of our Mexican-American respondents come from a sampling
design that did not screen on race or ethnicity. In contrast, most of the original 1965 respondents
in Telles and Ortiz (2008) and the Mexican-origin respondents in Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier
(2015) had to subjectively identify as being of Mexican descent to be included in these surveys.
Third, in addition to examining the educational and labor market outcomes that have been
studied previously, we also analyze a commonly-used measure of cognitive ability. Finally, the
recency and youth of our sample—described in greater detail below—imply that our analyses
provide better information about the future trajectories of U.S.-born Mexican Americans than
previous work could.7

2. Data
The NLSY97 provides longitudinal information for a nationally-representative sample of
just fewer than 9,000 youth born in the years 1980-84 who were living in the United States when
the survey began in 1997. Importantly for our purposes, there are two subsamples: a “crosssectional sample” that is representative of all U.S. youth in the sampling universe at the time the
7
Our paper assesses patterns of generational progress for Mexican Americans in the contemporary period. Kosack and
Ward (2018) take up similar questions for the period 1880-1940.

8
survey began, and a “supplemental sample” designed to oversample black and Hispanic youth.
Roughly half of Mexican-origin respondents in the NLSY97 come from each of these
subsamples. Note that, because Hispanic identification by the respondent (or by his parent) is
used to determine inclusion in the supplemental sample but not the cross-sectional sample, the
supplemental sample of Mexican Americans is subject to ethnic attrition.
We use the information available through round 17 of the NLSY97, which was conducted
in 2015-16 when the respondents were between the ages of 30-36. The NLSY97 provides
information on the countries of birth of the respondent, his biological parents, and his biological
grandparents. Using this information, we define generations of Mexican Americans as follows:
1.5 generation: Respondent was born in Mexico and does not have a U.S.-born parent.8
2nd generation: Respondent was born in the United States but at least one of his parents
was born in Mexico.
3rd generation: Respondent and both of his parents were born in the United States, but at
least one of his grandparents was born in Mexico.
4th+ generation: Respondent, both parents, and all grandparents were born in the United
States, but the respondent or one of his parents subjectively identifies as Mexican
or Mexican American.
As interesting reference groups, we can also define 4th+-generation groups for nonHispanic whites and non-Hispanic blacks. Based on these criteria, the NLSY97 data yield a
sample of over 1,000 Mexican-origin respondents across the four generation categories, with
sample sizes of 150 or more in each generation (see Table 2 below). These sample sizes are
8

Because foreign-born respondents in the NLSY97 must have been resident in the United States by the age of 12-16 to
be included in the sample, we adopt the standard nomenclature of “1.5 generation” when referring to such immigrants who
arrived in the destination country as children. We exclude from our sample foreign-born individuals who have any U.S.-born
parents, because the definition of immigrant generation becomes murky for such individuals. There are relatively few such
individuals, however, so instead retaining them in the sample has little effect on the results.
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roughly similar to those employed by Telles and Ortiz (2008) and Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier
(2015), but note that our samples are nationally representative, rather than coming from
particular metropolitan areas. Substantially larger samples are available for the non-Hispanic
white and black reference groups.
The appendix provides further details about the construction of our NLSY97 sample and
how we assign individuals to immigrant generations. The appendix also discusses the
representativeness of our sample and shows that key educational patterns are similar to those
evident in comparable data from the CPS.

3. Generational Patterns of Educational Attainment
The primary aims of our analysis are to compare educational outcomes across generations
of Mexican Americans and to make similar comparisons between later-generation Mexican
Americans and the non-Hispanic white and black reference groups. We focus on education
because it is a fundamental determinant of economic success, social status, health, family
stability, and life opportunities (Hout 2012; Heckman, Humphries, and Veramendi 2017). In
addition, information on educational attainment is available for all adults, whereas earnings data
are available only for those currently working. When we can distinguish the 3rd generation from
higher generations, and when we can limit the effects of ethnic attrition, do we see schooling
gains for Mexican Americans between the 2nd and 3rd generations? If so, how much of a
schooling gap remains between 3rd-generation Mexican Americans and other Americans?
The tabulations reported in Table 2 suggest that the answer to the first question is a
resounding yes. Table 2 presents various measures of educational attainment—average years of
schooling and the percent completing at least a high school degree, some college, or a bachelors
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degree—for each of the Mexican-American generation groups and for the non-Hispanic white
and black reference groups.9 Standard errors are shown in parentheses. All calculations reported
in the paper employ sampling weights based on the initial sampling universe in 1997, but
unweighted results show similar patterns.
For every schooling measure in Table 2, Mexican Americans exhibit steady improvement
from the 1.5 to the 2nd to the 3rd generation. In most cases, this is followed by a marked decline
from the 3rd to the 4th+ generation. For example, average years of schooling for Mexican
Americans grow from 11.9 for the 1.5 generation to 13.0 for the 2nd generation to 13.5 for the 3rd
generation, but average years of schooling then regress to 12.8 for the 4th+ generation. Similarly,
the proportion of Mexican Americans with a high school diploma rises from 61.9 percent for the
1.5 generation to 77.0 percent for the 2nd generation to 84.3 percent for the 3rd generation before
falling back to 68.1 percent for the 4th+ generation. The high school completion rate of 84.3
percent for 3rd-generation Mexican Americans approaches the 86.1 percent rate for 4th+generation whites and exceeds by a considerable margin the 74.8 percent rate for 4th+-generation
blacks.10 The only education measure that does not conform to this generational pattern is
bachelor’s degree completion, which increases slightly between the 3rd and 4th+ generations. For
all education measures besides high school completion, however, large gaps ultimately remain
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As described more fully in the appendix, information on educational attainment is updated each time a respondent is
re-interviewed for another round of the survey. For each respondent, we construct the educational measures reported in Table 2
using the information available from the latest round of the NLSY97 that the respondent participated in. We exclude from our
sample respondents who were last interviewed before they reached age 25, however, in order to focus on individuals who are
likely to have completed their schooling. For the respondents in our sample, completed years of schooling ranges from a
minimum of 2 to a maximum of 20. The sample sizes reported in Table 2 are for the completed years of schooling variable.
Because there is less missing information regarding degree completion, the corresponding sample sizes are slightly larger for the
binary measures of educational attainment.
10

In these tabulations, those with a GED (rather than a high school diploma) and no further education are counted as
not having completed high school. If GED recipients are instead counted as high school completers, completion rates rise for all
groups, but particularly so for Mexican Americans and blacks, such that the gap between 3 rd-generation Mexican Americans and
4th+-generation whites almost entirely disappears (i.e., the revised rates are 94.6 percent for 3rd-generation Mexican Americans,
94.7 percent for 4th+-generation whites, and 91.4 percent for 4th+-generation blacks).
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between 3rd-generation Mexican Americans and 4th+-generation whites (i.e., deficits of 0.9 years
for average schooling, 11.6 percentage points for college attendance, and 19.4 percentage points
for bachelors degree completion).11
In marked contrast to the CPS data in Table 1 and virtually all existing studies of
Mexican-American educational progress, the NLSY97 data in Table 2 reveal substantial
improvement after the 2nd generation. One crucial advantage of the NLSY97 data in Table 2 is
the ability to distinguish 3rd-generation from higher-generation Mexican Americans. The final
row of tabulations for Mexican Americans in Table 2 shows what happens when the 3rd and 4th+
generations are aggregated into the “3rd+ generation,” similar to what must be done in Table 1
due to limitations of CPS data. For all education measures other than bachelor’s degree
completion, the NLSY97 data show little improvement after the 2nd generation and a larger
remaining deficit relative to 4th+-generation whites when 3rd- and 4th+-generation Mexican
Americans are aggregated in this way. Average years of schooling, for example, rise from 13.0
for the 2nd generation to 13.5 for the 3rd generation, whereas the corresponding increase is
negligible (0.01 years) when the 3rd and higher generations are pooled together. Likewise,
improvements in high school completion and college attendance between 2nd- and 3rd-generation
Mexican Americans instead appear to be modest declines when the 3rd+ generation is used in
place of the 3rd generation.
Table 2 reveals that, once important measurement issues are addressed, the educational
attainment of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans is markedly higher and their educational deficit
relative to non-Hispanic whites is considerably smaller than what would be inferred from
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Alon, Domina, and Tienda (2010) present evidence that the relatively low rates of post-secondary enrollment and
degree attainment observed for U.S.-born Hispanics derive not just from having parents with lower rates of college attendance
and completion, but also from those Hispanic parents who did attend college being less successful than other groups at getting
their children to follow suit.
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standard data sources. In this sense, socioeconomic integration is better than previously thought
for the recent cohort of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans observed in the NLSY97. This is a
key finding that we will explore further throughout this paper.
Also in contrast to standard data sources, Table 2 suggests that substantial educational
progress takes place between 2nd- and 3rd-generation Mexican Americans, but this interpretation
requires further explanation. Just to be clear, we seek to measure the educational improvement
accruing to Mexican Americans as they progress across immigrant generations (e.g., from the
2nd-generation children of Mexican immigrants to the 3rd-generation grandchildren of Mexican
immigrants). Later-generation descendants of immigrants grow up in families that have had
more time to adapt to life in the United States and establish roots here. How does this process of
assimilation across immigrant generations impact educational outcomes, especially for groups
like Mexican Americans whose immigrant ancestors typically arrive in the United States with
relatively low levels of schooling, English proficiency, and other forms of human capital? Note
that we are not trying to measure the intergenerational progress in educational attainment that
may occur between parents and their children, or the strength of the association between the
schooling levels of parents and their children that is often used as an (inverse) measure of the
amount of socioeconomic mobility in a society (Black and Devereux 2011). Indeed, as we show
below, an important source of educational advance for 3rd-generation Mexican Americans is that
their U.S.-born parents have substantially more schooling than do the Mexican-born parents of
2nd-generation Mexican Americans.
To gauge the generational progress of Mexican Americans in our NLSY97 sample, we
compare levels of educational attainment across immigrant generations. Because this is a crosssectional comparison at one point in time between Mexican Americans who are similar in age
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but of different immigrant generations, the immigrant ancestors of each generation will have
arrived in the United States in different time periods. Therefore, generational differences across
Mexican Americans in NLSY97 data may not solely represent the impact of generational
assimilation. Such differences could also reflect changes in the selectivity of Mexican
immigration or other factors that are specific to an immigrant generation in cross-sectional data.
Section A.5 of the appendix presents evidence from CPS data that educational differences
between 2nd-generation and later-generation Mexican Americans have been stable for at least the
past 20 years. This evidence suggests that the educational gains we observe in NLYSY97 data
between and 2nd- and 3rd-generation Mexican Americans may in large part represent true
generational assimilation.
Previous work used CPS data to distinguish 2nd-generation and 3rd-generation Mexican
Americans (Duncan and Trejo 2007, 2011, 2017), but because of data limitations this could only
be done for children living in intact families. Significantly, the NLSY97 data analyzed here
allow us to observe respondents’ outcomes in adulthood, and these data do not require that the
sample be restricted to respondents who were raised in intact families. Moreover, with NLSY97
data we can investigate how restricting the sample to those raised in intact families affects the
estimates. The NLSY97 provides information regarding whether each respondent was living
with both biological parents at the initial interview in 1997 (when respondents were between the
ages of 12-18) and also whether this was true at the following ages of the respondent: 2, 6, and
12. We define respondents as having been raised in an “intact” family if they were reported as
living with both biological parents at all of these times.
For each of the Mexican-American generation groups and for the non-Hispanic white and
black reference groups, Table 3 first reports the percent of respondents who were not raised in
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intact families. By this measure, the chances that respondents experienced a single-parent
household during childhood are lowest for whites (41 percent), increase across MexicanAmerican generations (from 43-44 percent for the 1.5 and 2nd generations to 51 percent for the
3rd generation and 63 percent for the 4th+ generation), and are highest for blacks (80 percent).
The rest of the table shows how schooling patterns by race/ethnicity and immigrant generation
differ for respondents who grew up in intact versus not intact families. For comparison
purposes, the columns labeled as being for “all” family types simply reproduce the relevant
estimates of average years of schooling from Table 2 and the implied schooling differences
relative to 4th+-generation whites.
Perhaps not surprisingly, for all groups average years of schooling are substantially
higher for those who grew up in intact families compared with those who did not. Despite this
difference in levels, however, the pattern across generations of Mexican Americans is similar for
individuals from both types of families: sizeable schooling gains from the 1.5 to the 2nd to the 3rd
generation followed by regress for the 4th+ generation. Moreover, this pattern is similar to what
we observe in the sample that pools together individuals from both types of families. The
similarity of the pattern for all individuals with that for the restricted sample of individuals from
intact families suggests that the necessity of employing this sample restriction in previous
analyses using CPS data may not have created large biases in the resulting estimates of schooling
differences across Mexican generations.

4. Regression Analyses
In this section, we present regression analyses that illuminate and extend the basic results
described so far. First, we delve further into the patterns of educational attainment discussed in
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the previous section. We show that these patterns are robust to controlling for demographic and
geographic variables, and we then explore the important role played by parental education.
Next, we demonstrate that similar patterns emerge for respondents’ scores on the Armed Forces
Qualification Test (AFQT). These scores provide a different and perhaps more discriminating
measure of knowledge, aptitude, and cognitive ability than does educational attainment. Finally,
we investigate whether the patterns by race/ethnicity and immigrant generation that we see for
schooling and AFQT scores also show up for important labor market outcomes: annual weeks
worked, hourly wages, and annual earnings.

4.1. Education
For the same samples and schooling measures introduced in Table 2, Table 4 presents
least squares regressions describing how educational outcomes vary by race/ethnicity and
immigrant generation. The dependent variables are the various measures of educational
attainment, and the reported figures are estimated coefficients on dummy variables identifying
groups defined by race/ethnicity and generation (with 4th+-generation non-Hispanic whites as
the omitted reference group). Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors are shown in
parentheses. The sample sizes are 4,739 for regressions where the dependent variable is
completed years of schooling and 4,780 for regressions where the dependent variables are the
binary measures of educational attainment.
For each measure of educational attainment, specification (1) includes as independent
variables only an intercept and the dummy variables identifying race/ethnicity and generation
groups. These estimates simply reproduce, for comparison purposes, the unadjusted education
differences implicit in Table 2. An advantage of regression analysis is that it allows us to
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introduce control variables, the omission of which could potentially distort estimates of
educational progress. Specification (2) redoes these educational comparisons while conditioning
on each respondent’s sex, age when last interviewed (which is the age at which the respondent’s
educational information was last updated), and state of birth. By comparing the estimates in
specifications (1) and (2), we see that adding the control variables has little impact on the
estimated coefficients and therefore on the implied schooling differences across race/ethnicity
and generation groups. In particular, the striking pattern of generational gains in education for
Mexican Americans through the 3rd generation followed by a substantial decline for the 4th+
generation is robust to the inclusion of the control variables, and even the magnitudes of these
generational differences are altered only slightly by the controls.
Parental education is known to be one of the most important determinants of an
individual’s own educational attainment (Haveman and Wolfe 1994; Mulligan 1997). Parental
education also is a prime candidate to help explain both the schooling deficits of Mexican
Americans relative to non-Hispanic whites and the schooling differences observed for Mexican
Americans across immigrant generations. In particular, schooling levels in Mexico are relatively
low, so we should expect that the predominately Mexican-born parents of 1.5- and 2nd-generation
Mexican Americans typically have much less education than do the U.S.-born parents of 3rd-andhigher-generation respondents.
This expectation is confirmed in Table 5, which reports average years of schooling for
the mothers and fathers of the groups we that we study. These averages are calculated
conditional on availability of the relevant information. It should be noted that NLSY97 data on
parental education are missing with non-negligible frequency, particularly for fathers, as can be
seen from the rightmost four columns of Table 5. Complete information on mother’s and
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father’s schooling is available for nearly 90 percent of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans and
4th+-generation non-Hispanic whites and for about 80 percent of 4th+-generation Mexican
Americans, but the corresponding rates fall to 69 percent for blacks and 72-74 percent for 1.5and 2nd-generation Mexican Americans. Leaving this issue aside, average schooling levels of
mothers and fathers are below 9 years for Mexican Americans with Mexican-born parents (the
1.5- and 2nd generations) and above 12 years for their counterparts with U.S.-born parents (the 3rd
and higher generations). Finally, parental schooling is highest for later-generation non-Hispanic
whites (with averages that typically exceed those of the other groups by at least a year).
Do differences in parental schooling account for some of the differences in educational
attainment we see across groups? Table 6 presents regressions that shed light on this question.
The dependent variable in all regressions is completed years of schooling. For comparison
purposes, the regression reported in column (1) reproduces the corresponding estimates from
specification (2) in Table 4 (which includes controls for the respondent’s sex, age when last
interviewed, and state of birth). In Table 6, the regression reported in column (2) starts with the
column (1) specification and then adds as regressors the parental schooling variables, including
indicators for missing information on parental schooling. The variables representing mother’s
and father’s years of schooling are normalized to equal zero when the parent has 12 years of
schooling. These variables are also set to zero when the relevant parental schooling information
is missing. As a result, the coefficients of the dummy variables indicating missing parental
schooling data represent differentials between individuals with the indicated missing data and
otherwise similar individuals with reported parental schooling of 12 years.
The estimates in column (2) indicate that, as expected, mothers’ and fathers’ years of
schooling have strong positive effects on the educational attainments of their adult children.
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Comparing columns (1) and (2) reveals that conditioning on parental schooling substantially
reduces remaining schooling gaps between other groups and non-Hispanic whites (the reference
group). For 3rd-generation Mexican Americans and 4th+-generation blacks, schooling deficits
(relative to whites) shrink to less than a third of their initial levels, and for 4th+-generation
Mexican Americans the corresponding deficit is almost halved. Holding constant parental
education, 1.5- and 2nd-generation Mexican Americans now exhibit schooling advantages over
otherwise similar non-Hispanic whites. For the reasons discussed below, however, this latter
result is misleading.
The regression specification in column (2) restricts the impact of parents’ education on
their child’s schooling to be the same for all groups. This restriction is problematic in situations
like ours where parental nativity differs across groups. In many contexts, associations between
parent and child educational attainments have been shown to be much weaker for 2nd-generation
individuals, whose immigrant parents typically were educated abroad, than for later-generation
individuals whose parents were educated in the destination country (Gang and Zimmerman 2000;
Nielsen et al. 2003; Dustmann 2008; Luthra and Soehl 2015). This issue is especially relevant
for national origin groups, like Mexican Americans, where average educational levels in the
immigrant source country are very different than those in the destination country (Feliciano
2005). Consider, for example, a respondent in our sample whose parents have ten years of
schooling. This level of parental schooling is likely to mean something quite different for a 2ndgeneration Mexican American whose parents were educated in Mexico than it does for a 4th+generation non-Hispanic white whose parents were raised in the United States. For the parent
raised in the United States, ten years of schooling falls in the bottom tail of the educational
distribution and may signal severe disadvantages in difficult to observe factors such as ability,
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motivation, health, or family background. In contrast, this same level of schooling may not
signal these things for the parent who immigrated to the United States from a country like
Mexico where ten years of schooling exceeds the norm.
The regression specification reported in column (3) of Table 6 relaxes this restriction by
introducing interaction terms that allow the coefficients on mother’s and father’s years of
schooling to vary across groups.12 Here, the main effects of the parental schooling variables
represent the estimated impacts of these variables for the reference group of 4th+-generation nonHispanic whites. These main effects in column (3) are very similar to the corresponding
coefficients in the restricted regression in column (2), which is not surprising given that nonHispanic whites constitute more than half of the overall sample. In column (3), the coefficients
on the interaction terms between parental schooling and the dummies for race/ethnicity and
generation show how the impacts of parental schooling differ between each group and nonHispanic whites. As expected, the estimated effects of parental schooling are much weaker (i.e.,
less positive) for 1.5- and 2nd-generation Mexicans, the groups with foreign-born parents.
In column (3), because of the normalization we employ for the parental schooling
variables, the estimated main effects for race/ethnicity and generation represent the schooling
differentials (relative to otherwise similar non-Hispanic whites) for individuals from each group
whose mother and father each have 12 years of schooling. The regression specification in
column (3) allows these differentials to vary with the level of parental schooling. Table 7 reports
the relevant differentials when mothers and fathers are assumed to have identical years of
schooling at each of the following levels: 10, 12, 14, and 16. Although the differentials vary
with parental education, for most levels of parental schooling the implied deficits are
12
For simplicity, this regression continues to impose the restriction that the coefficients on the indicators for missing
parental schooling data are the same across groups. Results are similar when we also relax this restriction.
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considerably smaller than the corresponding deficits that do not condition on parental education
(see column (1) of Table 6). For Mexican Americans of all generations and for non-Hispanic
blacks, the parental education gaps shown previously in Table 5 play an important role in
generating their schooling disadvantage relative to non-Hispanic whites.

4.2. AFQT Scores
Respondents’ scores on the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) provide another
measure of their knowledge and abilities. During the initial round of the NLSY97, a set of
military enlistment tests called the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) was
administered to about 80 percent of NLSY97 respondents (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2019).
Each respondent’s score on the AFQT is created by combining his scores on the following four
ASVAB tests: word knowledge, paragraph comprehension, arithmetic reasoning, and
mathematics knowledge. AFQT scores are used by the U.S. military to evaluate the suitability of
potential enlistees for overall service and for particular military occupations. Beginning with the
NLSY79 and continuing with the NLSY97, AFQT scores have been widely used by researchers
to measure cognitive ability and skill (Neal and Johnson 1996; Altonji and Pierret 2001; Cunha
et al. 2006; Altonji, Bharadwaj, and Lange 2012; Castex and Kogan Dechter 2014).
Table 8 presents estimates from AFQT regressions similar to the education regressions
shown previously in Table 4. The dependent variable in all regressions is the respondent’s
percentile score on the AFQT relative to others within the same three-month age group. The
regression reported in column (1) controls for the respondent’s sex and his age when taking the
AFQT, and the column (2) regression also controls for his state of residence at the time of
testing. Columns (3) and (4) present results from analogous specifications where, for
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comparison purposes, 3rd-generation and 4th+-generation Mexican Americans have been
aggregated into a single category denoted as the “3rd+ generation.”
AFQT scores display the same pattern across Mexican-American generations that we saw
earlier for educational attainment. In column (1), the score deficit relative to the non-Hispanic
white reference group shrinks from 31.8 percentile points for the 1.5 generation to 25.0 points for
the 2nd generation to 17.7 points for the 3rd generation before rising back to 25.6 points for the
4th+ generation. Controlling for state of residence in column (2) yields a very similar pattern. In
columns (3) and (4), failing to distinguish 3rd-generation Mexican Americans from higher
generations reproduces the familiar but misleading impression of minimal gains after the 2nd
generation for Mexican Americans. Consequently, the finding of hidden progress for 3rdgeneration Mexican Americans demonstrated in previous sections with respect to educational
attainment also holds for AFQT scores, a different and perhaps more precise and sensitive
measure of attainment.

4.3. Labor Market Outcomes
We next undertake a similar type of analysis for several key labor market outcomes:
annual weeks worked, hourly wages, and annual earnings. Here, we exploit the longitudinal
structure of the NLSY97 and include repeated observations on outcomes for a given respondent
when they are available. In order to focus on outcomes that better represent the longer-term or
more “permanent” attainment of respondents, however, we exclude observations from when a
respondent is younger than age 30 or is enrolled in school. For these regressions, each
respondent contributes on average about two observations to the estimation sample. Standard
errors are clustered at the level of the respondent.
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Table 9 presents results for annual weeks worked, a measure of labor supply and
attachment to the work force. The dependent variable in all regressions is the number of weeks
worked during the calendar year preceding the interview date. Those with zero weeks worked
are included in the estimation sample, so this measure reflects, at least in part, both the extensive
and intensive margins of labor supply. The regression reported in column (1) includes as
independent variables only an intercept and the dummy variables identifying race/ethnicity and
generation groups, and therefore these estimates represent mean differences between each group
and the reference group of non-Hispanic whites. The column (2) regression adds controls for the
respondent’s sex, age, and state of residence, as well as indicators for the calendar year of the
observation, and the column (3) regression also conditions on the respondent’s years of
schooling. Columns (4), (5), and (6) present results from analogous regressions where 3rdgeneration and 4th+-generation Mexican Americans have been aggregated into a single category.
With regard to the unconditional averages, column (1) shows that annual weeks worked
are lowest for 1.5- and 4th+-generation Mexican Americans and for non-Hispanic blacks (with
deficits, respectively, of 2.8, 5.7, and 4.6 weeks relative to non-Hispanic whites). In contrast,
2nd- and 3rd-generation Mexican Americans work a similar amount of weeks per year as nonHispanic whites. Adding the demographic, geographic, and temporal control variables in
column (2) shrinks the deficit for 1.5-generation Mexican Americans to 1.1 weeks but has only
minor effects on the other differentials. Further conditioning on years of schooling in column (3)
substantially improves for all groups the remaining differential relative to non-Hispanic whites.
In summary, the pattern of differences across Mexican-American generations for annual
weeks worked does not resemble the pattern discussed previously for educational attainment and
AFQT scores. What does look similar, however, is the distortion created by aggregating 3rd- and
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4th+-generation Mexican Americans. Columns (4), (5), and (6) reveal that this aggregation hides
the relatively strong labor force attachment of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans and creates a
false impression of sharply-declining weeks worked for Mexican Americans after the 2nd
generation.
Table 10 presents the corresponding results for hourly wages. The dependent variable in
these regressions is the natural logarithm of the hourly wage earned at the respondent’s main job
as of the interview date.13 Once control variables are included in column (2), Mexican
Americans display steady wage progress across immigrant generations. Measured in log points,
hourly wage deficits relative to non-Hispanic whites fall from .47 for the 1.5 generation to .30
for the 2nd generation to .26 for the 3rd generation to .19 for the 4th+ generation. For comparison
purposes, the analogous deficit for blacks is .28 log points. When schooling is held constant in
column (3), all of these deficits shrink, as do the wage differences between 1.5-, 2nd-, and 3rdgeneration Mexican Americans. These results indicate that substantial portions of the wage
differences observed in column (2), including the wage gains between 1.5-, 2nd-, and 3rdgeneration Mexican Americans, are attributable to the corresponding differences in educational
attainment reported previously in Table 2. For example, the estimates in columns (2) and (3) of
Table 10 suggest that the raw wage gain of about .04 log points between 2nd- and 3rd-generation
Mexican Americans can be explained by the 3rd-generation’s schooling advantage of half a
year.14

13

For respondents not employed at the time of interview, the hourly wage is from the most recent job (lasting at least
13 weeks) held since the previous interview.
14

Table 10 implies this result in two ways. First, upon conditioning on schooling, the relevant wage difference
transforms from a .04 log point advantage for the 3 rd generation in column (2) to a slight (.01 log point) disadvantage in column
(3). Second, the column (3) estimate of a .08 log point wage return for each year of education indicates that a half-year schooling
advantage could by itself produce a wage advantage of .04 log points.

24
Finally, Table 11 shows comparable regression results for annual earnings. The
dependent variable is the natural logarithm of earnings during the calendar year preceding the
interview date. As such, variation in annual earnings reflects variation in both hourly wages and
in annual hours of work. The pattern of annual earnings across Mexican-American generations
resembles what we have seen for educational attainment and for AFQT scores: substantial gains
from the 1.5 to the 2nd to the 3rd generation, followed by a decline from the 3rd to the 4th+
generation. In column (2), 3rd-generation Mexican Americans exhibit an earnings advantage of
.10 log points relative to the 2nd generation and .04 log points relative to the 4th+ generation.
Once we control for years of schooling in column (3), however, earnings differences across these
generations become quite small. Evidently, the earnings advantage of 3rd-generation Mexican
Americans derives primarily from their educational advantage. In column (3), also note that
U.S.-born Mexican Americans (i.e., those in the 2nd generation and beyond) earn, on average,
about 10 percent less than comparable non-Hispanic whites, whereas the corresponding earnings
deficit for blacks exceeds 25 percent. This finding echoes other research indicating that, after
controlling for observable human capital, earnings deficits (relative to non-Hispanic whites) are
much smaller for Mexican Americans than for African Americans (Trejo 1997; Grogger and
Trejo 2002; Duncan, Hotz, and Trejo 2006).

5. Ethnic Attrition
Biases from selective ethnic attrition are likely to be more severe in our NLSY97 sample
of 4th+-generation Mexican Americans than in the corresponding sample of 3rd-generation
Mexican Americans. One reason is that the 3rd generation can be identified objectively (from
information on the countries of birth of the respondent, his parents, and his grandparents),
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whereas inclusion in the 4th+-generation sample requires that the respondent or a parent
subjectively identifies as being of Mexican descent. In addition, ethnic attachments tend to fade
with more generations since immigration, and this tendency produces more extensive ethnic
attrition in higher generations. Consequently, greater downward bias from ethnic attrition is one
potential explanation for the relatively poor outcomes observed for 4th+-generation Mexican
Americans.
Previous work by Duncan and Trejo (2007, 2011, 2017) establishes the direction and
potential importance of the biases created by selective ethnic attrition, but that work suffers from
significant limitations. Of particular concern is that the 3rd-generation samples in these earlier
studies are confined to children living in intact families, and therefore the earlier findings can
only indirectly suggest the extent and selectivity of ethnic attrition that would be observed
among adults. Because the cross-sectional sample of the NLSY97 allows us to construct a
sample of 3rd-generation Mexican-American adults that is free from ethnic attrition, these data
offer some key advantages for further exploration of this issue. One notable disadvantage of
using NLSY97 data for this purpose, however, is the small sample size: the cross-sectional
sample includes only 79 3rd-generation Mexican Americans (see Table 12 below).
Table 12 reports the percentage of Mexican Americans from each generation who
identify subjectively as being of Hispanic origin, based on information collected at the beginning
of the survey in 1997. 15 The top panel of the table shows the relevant calculations for the crosssectional sample that is representative of all U.S. youth in the sampling universe at the time the
15

The NLSY97 also collected information about Hispanic identification in 2002 and at other times. These alternative
measures of Hispanic identification display the same patterns as the 1997 measure reported in Table 12. We employ here a broad
indicator of “Hispanic” identification rather than a more specific indicator for “Mexican” identification so that the resulting
estimates of ethnic attrition are conservative. In addition to capturing individuals who identify as Mexican or Mexican American,
Hispanic identification also captures some individuals who would not identify specifically as Mexican-origin, including those
who identify with other Hispanic national origin groups (such as Puerto Rican or Cuban) as well those who identify with panethnic labels such as Hispanic or Latino.
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NLSY97 began. The middle panel repeats these calculations for the supplemental oversample of
Hispanics, and the bottom panel does this for the combined sample that pools together
observations from both the cross-sectional and supplemental samples.16
The middle panel of Table 12 reveals perfect Hispanic identification rates for every
generation of Mexican Americans in the supplemental sample. This result confirms that the
selection criteria for inclusion in the supplemental sample have effectively excluded from this
subsample any Mexican Americans who do not identify as Hispanic. Because the supplemental
sample does not provide useful information about ethnic attrition, we instead focus our attention
on the cross-sectional sample in the top panel of Table 12.
The rates of Hispanic identification reported in the top panel of Table 12 indicate that
ethnic attrition is negligible for the 1.5 and 2nd generations of Mexican Americans in the
NLSY97, but it does become a significant issue by the 3rd generation. Everyone born in Mexico
(i.e., the 1.5 generation) identifies as Hispanic, as do 95 percent of U.S.-born individuals with a
parent born in Mexico (i.e., the 2nd generation). Among objectively-defined 3rd-generation
Mexican Americans, however, only 79 percent identify as Hispanic, implying an ethnic attrition
rate of 21 percent. This pattern of ethnic attrition across generations of Mexican Americans is
roughly similar to what Duncan and Trejo (2016) report in recent CPS data.17
For ethnic attrition to bias estimates of socioeconomic progress, not only must it exist,
but it must also be selective. Table 13, which restricts attention to 3rd-generation Mexican
Americans in the cross-sectional sample of the NLSY97, provides some evidence that this is
indeed the case. Among such individuals, those who do not identify as Hispanic average almost

16

Sample sizes in the bottom panel of Table 12 are slightly larger than the corresponding sample sizes listed in Table 2.
This reflects the fact that missing data occur less frequently for Hispanic identification than for educational attainment.
17

In particular, see Appendix Tables A.1-A.3 in Duncan and Trejo (2016).
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two-thirds of a year more schooling than those who do so identify. Similarly, the rate of
bachelor’s degree completion is higher for those not identifying as Hispanic (29 percent) than for
those who do identify (23 percent). Rates of high school graduation and college attendance do
not conform to this pattern, however, with slight advantages observed for 3rd-generation Mexican
Americans who identify as Hispanic. Although suggestive, these estimates are imprecise
because of the small samples involved (e.g., the calculations for 3rd-generation Mexican
Americans who do not identify as Hispanic are based on a sample size of 11). Nonetheless, the
educational selectivity of ethnic attrition among 3rd-generation Mexican Americans that we
directly observe for adults in NLSY97 data conforms to what prior studies inferred indirectly
from 3rd-generation samples that were limited to children (Duncan and Trejo 2007, 2011, 2017).
Table 13 and previous research suggest that selective ethnic attrition generates
downward-biased estimates of socioeconomic attainment for later generations of Mexican
Americans when, as is typically the case, target sample members can only be detected using
subjective measures of ethnic identification. The analyses of educational attainment and other
outcomes presented in previous sections largely avoid this problem by using data that can
identify 1.5-, 2nd-, and 3rd-generation Mexican Americans without relying on subjective measures
of ethnic identification. To preserve sample size, previous sections reported results based on the
full NLSY97 sample that pooled together observations from the cross-sectional and
supplemental samples. Because the supplemental sample filters out Mexican Americans who do
not identify as Hispanic, the resulting ethnic attrition may generate downward-biased measures
of educational attainment and other outcomes for Mexican Americans, particularly in the 3rd
generation and beyond where ethnic attrition becomes non-negligible. As it turns out, however,
very similar patterns of generational differences emerge when analyses for Mexican Americans
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through the first three generations are reproduced using only the cross-sectional sample that does
not suffer from ethnic attrition. In light of this, we will continue to report results based on the
full NLSY97 sample, where appropriate, in order to increase sample sizes and improve precision.
Given that selective ethnic attrition helps explain the apparent lack of generational
progress reported elsewhere, it is interesting to consider the source of selective ethnic attrition.
Previous research (Duncan and Trejo 2011, 2017) indicates that the selectivity of ethnic attrition
observed for Mexican Americans—i.e., the strong negative relationship between ethnic
identification and socioeconomic attainment—largely reflects patterns associated with
intermarriage. Mexican Americans with mixed ethnic origins are less likely to identify as
Mexican or Hispanic and also display higher levels of average attainment.
Table 14 suggests that something similar occurs within our sample of 3rd-generation
Mexican Americans from the NLSY97. In particular, average years of schooling are higher for
3rd-generation individuals with weaker ancestral attachments to Mexico. In the top part of Table
14, 3rd-generation Mexican Americans are distinguished by how many of their grandparents were
born in Mexico. The vast majority of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans (88 percent) have only
one or two grandparents born in Mexico, and such individuals average about 1.8 more years of
schooling than their counterparts with stronger ethnic attachments (i.e., those with three or four
Mexican-born grandparents).
The bottom part of Table 14 instead distinguishes 3rd-generation Mexican Americans
according to whether their Mexican ancestry is observed on their father’s side only, on their
mother’s side only, or on both sides of their family. In this typology, Mexican ancestry is said to
be observed on the father’s side of the family when at least one of the following two things is
true: (1) the respondent has a paternal grandparent who was born in Mexico, or (2) the
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respondent’s father subjectively identifies as Mexican American. Analogously, presence of a
Mexican-born maternal grandparent and/or the mother’s subjective identification as Mexican
American determine whether a respondent is observed to have Mexican ancestry on his mother’s
side of the family.18 The distribution of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans is almost evenly
distributed across the three groups defined in the bottom part of Table 14. Average years of
schooling are markedly higher for those with Mexican ancestry on just one side of their family
(13.6 for father’s side only and 14.0 for mother’s side only) than for those with Mexican ancestry
on both sides of their family (13.0). Once again, a substantial educational advantage is observed
for those with seemingly weaker ancestral attachments to Mexico. Given previous research
(Duncan and Trejo 2011, 2017) documenting that later-generation Mexican Americans with
weaker ancestral attachments are much less like to identify as Mexican or Hispanic, the
schooling patterns in Table 14 are consistent with other work indicating that ethnic attrition
among Mexican Americans is positively selected on socioeconomic attainment.

6. Why Is Schooling Lower for the 4th+ Generation?
In the preceding analyses, a striking and somewhat surprising finding is the low level of
attainment for 4th+-generation Mexican Americans. For example, in terms of average years of
schooling, high school completion, and college attendance, Mexican Americans in the 4th+
generation exhibit large deficits relative to the 3rd generation and smaller but still sizeable gaps
relative to the 2nd generation. As noted in the previous section, one possible explanation for this
pattern is that ethnic attrition generates greater downward bias for the 4th+-generation sample. In

18

Here, we make use of information on the subjective Mexican identification of the respondent’s parents in order to
construct a broader definition of Mexican ancestry. If we instead adopt a narrower but more objective definition of Mexican
ancestry that is based solely on the presence of Mexican-born grandparents, similar schooling patterns emerge, but the fraction of
3rd-generation Mexican Americans defined to have Mexican ancestry on both sides of their family is cut in half (to 16 percent).
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this section, we consider alternative explanations that focus on disadvantaged family and social
environments for 4th+-generation Mexican Americans.
Table 15 shows how the samples of 3rd-generation and 4th+-generation Mexican
Americans compare with respect to their geographic “roots.” An individual is defined as having
California roots when at least one of the following three things is observed: (1) the respondent
was born in California; or (2) the respondent resided in California in 1997 when the survey
began; or (3) either (or both) of the respondent’s parents was born in California. An analogous
procedure determines whether an individual is defined as having Texas roots.
Mexican Americans in the 3rd generation are equally distributed among those with any
California roots, those with any Texas roots, and those with neither California nor Texas roots.19
Compared with the 3rd generation, the 4th+ generation displays a dramatic decline in the
proportion with any California roots (from 36 percent to 10 percent) and a corresponding
increase in the proportion with neither California nor Texas roots (from 36 percent to 60
percent), with relatively little change in the proportion with any Texas roots. These differences
in the geographic roots of the 3rd generation versus the 4th+ generation are potentially important
because Mexican Americans arguably faced less severe discrimination and enjoyed better
opportunities for advancement in California than in Texas or other parts of the United States,
especially prior to the civil rights reforms of the 1960s and 1970s (Foley 1997; Alba 2006;
Montejano 1987).
Table 5, introduced previously, suggests that 4th+-generation Mexican Americans are also
somewhat disadvantaged relative to the 3rd generation when it comes to parental education

19

Given the way we define geographic roots, it is possible for someone to have both California and Texas roots. In our
sample of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans, 8 percent have both California and Texas roots, 27 percent have California but not
Texas roots, and 28 percent have Texas but not California roots. Among the 4th+generation, however, the proportion with
overlapping California and Texas roots falls to just 1 percent of the sample.
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levels. In particular, mothers’ average years of schooling are 0.4 higher for the 3rd generation
compared with the 4th+ generation, whereas the corresponding difference is smaller for fathers’
average years of schooling (an advantage of 0.2 for the 3rd generation relative to the 4th+
generation). In addition, 4th+-generation Mexican Americans are less likely to have been raised
in an intact family with both biological parents. Table 3, also introduced previously, shows that
less than 38 percent of the 4th+ generation grew up in intact families, compared with almost half
of the 3rd generation.
Do these deficits in California roots, parental schooling, and family cohesion for 4th+generation Mexican Americans relative to the 3rd generation help to account for the lower
educational attainment of the 4th+ generation? Table 16 presents least squares regressions which
suggest that these observable differences between 3rd-generation and 4th+-generation MexicanAmericans do not explain the lion’s share of the corresponding education gap. The dependent
variable is completed years of schooling, and the estimation sample includes 3rd-generation and
4th+-generation Mexican Americans. All specifications include a dummy variable identifying
membership in the 4th+ generation (as opposed to membership in the reference group consisting
of the 3rd generation) and indicators for the respondent’s sex and age when last interviewed. The
regression reported in column (1) includes only these variables, and the estimated coefficient on
the 4th+-generation dummy reproduces the average schooling deficit for 4th+-generation Mexican
Americans (relative to the 3rd generation) of more than three-quarters of a year that was observed
previously in Tables 2 and 4.
In column (2), we add to the column (1) regression an indicator for whether the
respondent has any California roots, as defined previously. All else equal, later-generation
Mexican Americans with California roots average three-fifths of a year more schooling than
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those without California roots, and adding this variable to the regression shrinks (in absolute
value) the estimated coefficient of the 4th+-generation dummy from -.83 to -.65.20 Similarly,
column (3) instead adds to the column (1) regression the vector of parental schooling variables
(including indicators for missing information on parental schooling). Controlling for parental
education changes the estimated coefficient of the 4th+-generation dummy to -.62. Column (4)
includes all of these variables—the California roots dummy and the parental schooling
variables—in the same regression, and the estimated coefficient of the 4th+-generation dummy
becomes -.57. Finally, column (5) adds to the column (4) regression an indicator for having not
grown up in an intact family, and the estimated coefficient of the 4th+-generation dummy further
shrinks to -.52.
In summary, controlling for differences in geographic roots, parental education, and
family structure shrinks (by up to 37 percent) but does not eliminate the substantial schooling
deficit for 4th+-generation Mexican Americans relative to their 3rd-generation counterparts. For
reasons discussed previously, greater downward bias from ethnic attrition in the 4th+-generation
sample is another potential explanation for this schooling deficit. Indeed, more severe ethnic
attrition in the 4th+ generation is a potential explanation for the differences in geographic roots,
parental schooling, and family structure that we observe between 3rd-generation and 4th+generation Mexican Americans, because previous research suggests that ethnic attrition is more
prevalent among later-generation Mexican Americans with relatively advantaged family
backgrounds (Duncan and Trejo 2011, 2017). As a result, although the regressions reported in
Table 16 indicate that geographic roots, parental schooling, and family structure provide
proximate explanations for a portion of the schooling deficit observed for 4th+-generation
20

The impact on the estimated coefficient of the 4th+-generation dummy is very similar when we replace the single
indicator variable for California roots with a vector of indicators distinguishing the more detailed categories of geographic roots
listed in Panel A of Table 15.
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Mexican Americans, it is still possible that ethnic attrition generates these proximate correlations
as well as the portion of the schooling deficit not accounted for by these variables. Moreover, to
the extent that ethnic attrition ultimately accounts for the schooling deficit observed for
4th+generation Mexican Americans, then this deficit is illusory rather than real. An important
goal for future research, therefore, should be to better understand the role that ethnic attrition
plays in generating observed schooling differences across generations of Mexican Americans.

7. Conclusion
In contrast with the descendants of almost every other contemporary immigrant group,
U.S.-born Mexican Americans maintain a large schooling deficit relative to other Americans.
Moreover, standard data sources suggest that this deficit does not shrink between the 2nd and
later generations of Mexican Americans.21 The apparent generational stagnation of educational
attainment for Mexican Americans raises concerns about this important group’s prospects for
long-term integration into American society.
Available evidence on this issue, however, suffers from some potentially serious
limitations. A major problem is that data sources rarely provide information on the countries of
birth of an adult respondent’s grandparents. As a result, Mexican Americans beyond the 2nd
generation almost always must be identified from subjective measures of ethnic identification,
such as the Hispanic origin question asked in U.S. Census Bureau surveys. These data
limitations create two key measurement issues for tracking the generational progress of Mexican
Americans: (1) ethnic attrition, and (2) aggregation of 3rd–generation and higher-generation

21

See the studies cited in footnote 2.
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individuals. Both of these measurement issues could lead standard analyses to understate
socioeconomic improvement between 2nd-generation and 3rd-generation Mexican Americans.
Ethnic attrition takes place when U.S.-born descendants of Mexican immigrants do not
subjectively identify as Mexican American or Hispanic. Previous research indicates that ethnic
attrition is substantial among later-generation Mexican Americans and that such attrition
typically arises in families with mixed ethnic origins (Duncan and Trejo 2007, 2011, 2017).
Moreover, this research suggests that selective intermarriage and the resulting ethnic attrition
produce downward bias in estimates of socioeconomic attainment that rely on subjective
measures of ethnic identification to detect later-generation Mexican Americans.
The lack of information on grandparents’ countries of birth also implies that analysts
cannot distinguish 3rd-generation from higher-generation Mexican Americans. Instead, the only
group beyond the 2nd generation available for study is an aggregated “3rd+” generation that pools
together individuals from the 3rd and all higher generations. Such aggregation could hide
progress for the disaggregated 3rd generation, because Mexican Americans beyond the 3rd
generation may have experienced harsher family and social environments, and also because the
biases from ethnic attrition are likely to be more severe for higher generations.
In this paper, we are able to address both of these measurement issues by exploiting
previously untapped information from the NLSY97 on the countries of birth of respondents’
grandparents. With these data, we can identify 3rd-generation Mexican Americans using
ancestors’ countries of birth rather than subjective ethnic identification, thereby minimizing
ethnic attrition and isolating the 3rd generation from higher generations. To our knowledge, we
are the first to address these measurement issues using nationally-representative data. In
addition, compared to two related studies that focus on particular metropolitan areas (Telles and
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Ortiz 2008; Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier 2015), our analysis is better able to account for ethnic
attrition. Finally, we study a more recent cohort of Mexican Americans than others have studied,
and therefore our findings provide timely insights into future trends.
Using NLSY97 data that allow us to minimize ethnic attrition and distinguish the 3rdgeneration from higher generations, we find substantial educational progress between 2nd- and
3rd-generation Mexican Americans. Such progress is hidden when we instead mimic standard
data sets and aggregate the 3rd and higher generations into a 3rd+ generation. Similar patterns
emerge for cognitive test scores and for annual earnings. For a recent cohort of Mexican
Americans, our analysis thus provides promising evidence of generational advance. In
particular, for this cohort of individuals born in the years 1980-84, the high school graduation
rate of 3rd-generation Mexican Americans is only slightly below that of later-generation nonHispanic whites. Other measures of educational attainment—completed years of schooling,
college attendance, and bachelors degree completion—also show sizable gains for Mexican
Americans between the 2nd and 3rd generations. In contrast with high school completion,
however, for these other education measures 3rd-generation Mexican Americans maintain large
deficits relative to non-Hispanic whites, despite their generational gains. Further analyses
document patterns of ethnic attrition among 3rd-generation Mexican-American adults in the
NLSY97 that are similar to those reported previously in CPS data where the 3rd-generation
samples are confined to children. Ultimately, our findings suggest that Mexican Americans do
indeed experience substantial socioeconomic progress beyond the 2nd generation, and that this
progress is obscured by limitations of the data sources commonly used to look for it.
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Table 1: Average Years of Schooling of Men,
by Race/Ethnicity, Age, and Immigrant Generation,
2003-2016 CPS Data

Race/Ethnicity and Age
A. Ages 25-59
Mexican American

1st

Immigrant Generation
2nd

9.49
(0.02)

12.71
(0.03)

12.65
(0.02)
13.80
(0.004)
12.95
(0.01)

9.92
(0.03)
8.50
(0.06)

12.68
(0.03)
12.58
(0.09)

12.65
(0.03)
12.51
(0.05)

Non-Hispanic White
Non-Hispanic Black
B. By Age Cohort
Mexican American:
Ages 25-34
Ages 50-59
Non-Hispanic White:
Ages 25-34
Ages 50-59
Non-Hispanic Black:
Ages 25-34
Ages 50-59

3rd+

13.80
(0.007)
13.79
(0.007)
12.96
(0.02)
12.80
(0.02)

Source: 2003-2016 Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data.
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The samples include men in the relevant racial/ethnic and age
groups. For Mexican Americans, the “1st generation” consists of individuals born in Mexico, excluding those born
abroad of an American parent, and the “2nd generation” consists of U.S.-born individuals who have at least one
Mexican-born parent. The “3rd+ generation” (i.e., the 3rd and all higher generations) consists of U.S.-born
individuals who have two U.S.-born parents, and these individuals are assigned to racial/ethnic groups based on their
responses to the Hispanic origin and race questions. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 2: Educational Attainment, by Race/Ethnicity and Immigrant Generation,
NLSY97 Data

Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation
3rd+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation
White, 4th+ generation

Average
Years of
Schooling

Percent with at least:
High School
Some
Diploma
College

Bachelors
Degree

Sample
Size

11.94
(0.18)
13.01
(0.13)
13.54
(0.23)
12.78
(0.19)
13.02
(0.15)

61.87
(3.52)
76.95
(2.16)
84.34
(2.93)
68.14
(2.80)
73.42
(2.13)

28.30
(3.27)
47.82
(2.57)
53.46
(4.02)
42.12
(2.97)
45.81
(2.40)

9.02
(2.08)
14.16
(1.79)
20.22
(3.24)
20.81
(2.44)
20.62
(1.95)

189

13.35
(0.08)
14.47
(0.06)

74.80
(1.19)
86.12
(0.70)

51.81
(1.37)
65.08
(0.96)

19.85
(1.10)
39.58
(0.99)

1,311

378
151
274
425

2,436

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The samples include men and women whose race/ethnicity and
immigrant generation could be identified; see text for further information. The sample sizes listed above are for the
completed years of schooling variable. Because of less missing information regarding degree completion, the
corresponding sample sizes are slightly larger for the binary measures of educational attainment. Sampling weights
were used in the calculations.

Table 3: Average Years of Schooling, by Race/Ethnicity/Immigrant Generation and Family Type

Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation
White, 4th+ generation

Percent Not
from Intact
Families

Average Years of Schooling,
by Family Type:
Not
All
Intact
Intact

Difference Relative to Whites,
by Family Type:
Not
All
Intact
Intact

42.85
(3.61)
44.33
(2.56)
50.65
(4.08)
62.50
(2.93)

11.94
(0.18)
13.01
(0.13)
13.54
(0.23)
12.78
(0.19)

12.54
(0.22)
13.24
(0.18)
13.99
(0.33)
13.38
(0.31)

11.14
(0.28)
12.73
(0.21)
13.10
(0.31)
12.42
(0.23)

-2.53
(0.19)
-1.46
(0.16)
-0.93
(0.26)
-1.69
(0.22)

-2.67
(0.22)
-1.97
(0.20)
-1.22
(0.38)
-1.83
(0.35)

-2.27
(0.29)
-0.69
(0.24)
-0.31
(0.36)
-1.00
(0.29)

79.99
(1.11)
41.27
(1.00)

13.35
(0.08)
14.47
(0.06)

14.50
(0.18)
15.21
(0.07)

13.07
(0.09)
13.42
(0.10)

-1.12
(0.11)

-0.72
(0.21)

-0.35
(0.14)

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. See Table 2 and the text for further information about the sample. Respondents are defined to be from
“intact” families if they grew up with both biological parents through the initial interview in 1997, when respondents were between the ages of 12-18. Sampling
weights were used in the calculations.

Table 4: Education Regressions

Regressor
Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation

Completed Years
of Schooling
(1)
(2)

Dependent Variable
Indicator for completion of at least:
High School
Some
Bachelors
Diploma
College
Degree
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)
(1)
(2)

-2.53
(.19)
-1.46
(.16)
-.93
(.26)
-1.69
(.22)

-2.69
(.25)
-1.52
(.19)
-.94
(.28)
-1.66
(.22)

-.243
(.039)
-.092
(.023)
-.018
(.032)
-.180
(.032)

-.292
(.044)
-.102
(.027)
-.014
(.034)
-.160
(.032)

-.368
(.036)
-.173
(.029)
-.116
(.045)
-.230
(.035)

-.419
(.045)
-.191
(.034)
-.119
(.049)
-.216
(.035)

-.306
(.022)
-.254
(.022)
-.194
(.037)
-.188
(.030)

-.266
(.035)
-.230
(.027)
-.174
(.040)
-.175
(.030)

-1.12
(.11)

-.97
(.12)

-.113
(.015)

-.093
(.016)

-.133
(.018)

-.120
(.020)

-.197
(.016)

-.179
(.018)

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

No

Yes

.09

.03

.06

.03

.06

.04

.08

White, 4th+ generation
(reference group)
Control variables included?
R2

No
.05

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are estimated coefficients from least squares regressions in which the dependent variables are various measures of educational
attainment. Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. The sample sizes are 4,739 for regressions where the dependent variable is
completed years of schooling and 4,780 for regressions where the dependent variables are the binary measures of educational attainment. See Table 2 and the
text for further information about the sample. The “control variables” included in specification (2) are indicators for the respondent’s sex, age (when last
interviewed), and state of birth. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 5: Average Parental Years of Schooling, by Race/Ethnicity and Immigrant Generation

Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation
White, 4th+ generation

Average Years of
Schooling of:
Mother
Father

Percent with Missing Parental Schooling Data for:
Mother
Father
Both
Neither
Only
Only
Parents
Parent

7.02
(0.25)
8.79
(0.20)
12.56
(0.21)
12.15
(0.15)

6.89
(0.27)
8.17
(0.25)
12.34
(0.25)
12.17
(0.19)

4.41
(1.50)
1.99
(0.72)
2.17
(1.19)
2.33
(0.91)

17.59
(2.78)
19.29
(2.03)
5.55
(1.87)
14.69
(2.14)

5.92
(1.72)
5.20
(1.14)
2.72
(1.33)
3.53
(1.12)

72.07
(3.27)
73.53
(2.27)
89.56
(2.50)
79.45
(2.45)

12.43
(0.06)
13.44
(0.05)

12.31
(0.07)
13.51
(0.06)

3.15
(0.48)
1.65
(0.26)

23.06
(1.16)
7.12
(0.52)

5.29
(0.62)
2.46
(0.31)

68.50
(1.28)
88.78
(0.64)

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. See Table 2 and the text for further information about the sample. Sampling weights were used in the
calculations.

Table 6: Years of Schooling Regressions
Regressor
Race/Ethnicity and Generation
1.5-generation Mexican American
2nd-generation Mexican American
3rd-generation Mexican American
4th+-generation Mexican American
4th+-generation non-Hispanic Black

(1)

(2)

(3)

-2.69
(.25)
-1.52
(.19)
-.94
(.28)
-1.66
(.22)
-.97
(.12)

.65
(.27)
1.08
(.20)
-.31
(.28)
-.87
(.19)
-.28
(.11)

-.71
(.41)
.14
(.23)
-.15
(.28)
-.86
(.19)
-.29
(.12)

.28
(.02)
.28
(.02)

.29
(.03)
.31
(.02)

-.75
(.28)
-.81
(.14)
-.69
(.30)

-.67
(.28)
-.68
(.14)
-.48
(.29)

Yes

Yes

-.17
(.06)
-.24
(.06)
-.26
(.05)
-.14
(.04)
-.04
(.12)
-.20
(.13)
.15
(.09)
.10
(.06)
.14
(.05)
-.12
(.06)
Yes

.09

.27

.28

Parental years of schooling − 12:
Mother
Father
Missing parental schooling data for:
Mother only
Father only
Both parents
Interactions with parental schooling
(1.5-generation Mexican American) × (Mother’s schooling – 12)
(1.5-generation Mexican American) × (Father’s schooling – 12)
(2nd-generation Mexican American) × (Mother’s schooling – 12)
(2nd-generation Mexican American) × (Father’s schooling – 12)
(3rd-generation Mexican American) × (Mother’s schooling – 12)
(3rd-generation Mexican American) × (Father’s schooling – 12)
(4th+-generation Mexican American) × (Mother’s schooling – 12)
(4th+-generation Mexican American) × (Father’s schooling – 12)
(4th+-generation Black) × (Mother’s schooling – 12)
(4th+-generation Black) × (Father’s schooling – 12)
Control variables included?
R2

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are estimated coefficients from least squares regressions in which the dependent variable
is completed years of schooling. Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. The sample
size is 4,739 for all regressions. See Table 2 and the text for further information about the sample. The reference
group for the race/ethnicity and generation dummy variables is 4th+-generation non-Hispanic whites. The variables
representing mother’s and father’s years of schooling are normalized to equal zero when the parent has 12 years of
schooling. These variables are also set to zero when the relevant parental schooling information is missing. As a
result, the coefficients of the dummy variables indicating missing parental schooling data represent differentials
between individuals with the indicated missing data and otherwise similar individuals with reported parental
schooling of 12 years. The “control variables” included in all specifications are indicators for the respondent’s sex,
age (when last interviewed), and state of birth. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 7: Predicted Years of Schooling Differentials (Relative to Non-Hispanic Whites),
by Parental Years of Schooling

Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation

Mother’s and Father’s Years of Schooling:
10
12
14
16

.11
(.32)
.93
(.20)
.32
(.33)
-1.36
(.25)

-.71
(.41)
.14
(.23)
-.15
(.28)
-.86
(.19)

-1.53
(.54)
-.66
(.30)
-.63
(.32)
-.36
(.23)

-2.35
(.67)
-1.46
(.38)
-1.10
(.43)
.13
(.35)

-.33
(.18)

-.29
(.12)

-.24
(.13)

-.20
(.21)

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are predicted years of schooling differentials between each group and 4th+-generation
non-Hispanic whites. Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. The predicted
differentials derive from the least squares regression reported in the column labeled (3) in Table 6. See Table 6 for
further information about the regression. The predicted differentials compare individuals with the same
characteristics (sex, age at last interview, and state of birth) whose mother and father each have the years of
schooling indicated above.

Table 8: AFQT Score Regressions
Regressor
Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

-31.75
(2.54)
-24.98
(1.76)
-17.72
(2.53)
-25.63
(1.91)

-33.75
(3.11)
-25.89
(2.05)
-18.86
(2.69)
-24.79
(1.98)

-31.75
(2.54)
-24.98
(1.76)

-34.18
(3.10)
-26.12
(2.04)

-23.21
(1.60)

-23.02
(1.69)

3rd+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation

-27.94
(1.01)

-26.00
(1.17)

-27.94
(1.01)

-25.96
(1.17)

Control variables included?
Sex
Age at testing
State of residence

Yes
Yes
No

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
No

Yes
Yes
Yes

R2

.172

.203

.170

.202

White, 4th+ generation
(reference group)

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are estimated coefficients from least squares regressions in which the dependent variable
is the percentile score on the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT). The sample size is 3,833 for all regressions.
Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 9: Annual Weeks Worked Regressions
Regressor
Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

-2.758
(1.716)
0.067
(1.029)
-0.430
(1.828)
-5.703
(1.548)

-1.050
(1.760)
0.358
(1.123)
-0.546
(1.840)
-5.836
(1.584)

3.886
(1.754)
3.487
(1.133)
1.565
(1.838)
-2.567
(1.515)

-2.758
(1.716)
0.067
(1.029)

-1.213
(1.759)
0.231
(1.121)

3.773
(1.753)
3.397
(1.132)

-4.007
(1.228)

-4.175
(1.274)

-1.261
(1.235)

-4.625
(0.736)

-4.215
(0.782)

-2.355
(0.745)

3rd+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation

-4.625
(0.736)

-4.233
(0.782)

-2.374
(0.745)

White, 4th+ generation
(reference group)
Years of schooling

1.723
(0.099)

1.728
(0.099)

Control variables included?

No

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

R2

.011

.064

.133

.010

.063

.132

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are estimated coefficients from least squares regressions in which the dependent variable
is the number of weeks worked during the calendar year preceding the interview date. The sample size is 8,836 for
all regressions. The sample excludes weeks worked observations from when a respondent is younger than age 30 or
is enrolled in school. Standard errors clustered at the level of the respondent are shown in parentheses. The “control
variables” included in some specifications are indicators for the respondent’s sex, age, and state of residence, as well
as for the year of the weeks worked observation. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 10: Hourly Wage Regressions
Regressor
Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

-0.314
(0.060)
-0.164
(0.038)
-0.121
(0.055)
-0.156
(0.050)

-0.470
(0.061)
-0.301
(0.043)
-0.258
(0.055)
-0.187
(0.050)

-0.225
(0.056)
-0.141
(0.040)
-0.152
(0.052)
-0.040
(0.044)

-0.314
(0.060)
-0.164
(0.038)

-0.467
(0.061)
-0.299
(0.043)

-0.222
(0.056)
-0.139
(0.040)

-0.144
(0.039)

-0.211
(0.040)

-0.077
(0.036)

-0.295
(0.024)

-0.279
(0.026)

-0.201
(0.024)

3rd+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation

-0.295
(0.024)

-0.279
(0.026)

-0.200
(0.024)

White, 4th+ generation
(reference group)
Years of schooling

0.080
(0.003)

0.080
(0.003)

Control variables included?

No

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

R2

.033

.100

.232

.033

.100

.232

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are estimated coefficients from least squares regressions in which the dependent variable
is the natural logarithm of the hourly wage at the time of interview. The sample size is 7,478 for all regressions.
The sample excludes wage observations from when a respondent is younger than age 30 or is enrolled in school.
Standard errors clustered at the level of the respondent are shown in parentheses. The “control variables” included
in some specifications are indicators for the respondent’s sex, age, and state of residence, as well as for the year of
the wage observation. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 11: Annual Earnings Regressions
Regressor
Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
4th+ generation

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

-0.479
(0.105)
-0.225
(0.070)
-0.078
(0.074)
-0.197
(0.084)

-0.612
(0.102)
-0.334
(0.075)
-0.229
(0.075)
-0.270
(0.084)

-0.294
(0.091)
-0.123
(0.071)
-0.104
(0.074)
-0.079
(0.075)

-0.479
(0.105)
-0.225
(0.070)

-0.613
(0.102)
-0.335
(0.075)

-0.293
(0.091)
-0.122
(0.071)

-0.156
(0.062)

-0.256
(0.064)

-0.087
(0.058)

-0.382
(0.040)

-0.366
(0.042)

-0.268
(0.038)

3rd+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 4th+ generation

-0.382
(0.040)

-0.366
(0.042)

-0.268
(0.038)

White, 4th+ generation
(reference group)
Years of schooling

0.107
(0.005)

0.107
(0.005)

Control variables included?

No

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

R2

.024

.088

.187

.024

.088

.187

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are estimated coefficients from least squares regressions in which the dependent variable
is the natural logarithm of earnings during the calendar year preceding the interview date. The sample size is 6,473
for all regressions. The sample excludes earnings observations from when a respondent is younger than age 30 or is
enrolled in school. Standard errors clustered at the level of the respondent are shown in parentheses. The “control
variables” included in some specifications are indicators for the respondent’s sex, age, and state of residence, as well
as for the year of the earnings observation. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 12: Rates of Hispanic Identification (%) for Mexican Americans,
by Sample Type and Immigrant Generation

Sample Type and Generation
Cross-Sectional Sample
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
Supplemental Sample
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation
Both Samples Combined
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd generation

Percent
Identified
as Hispanic

100.00
(0.00)
94.63
(1.82)
79.38
(4.58)

Sample
Size

87
155
79

100.00
(0.00)
100.00
(0.00)
100.00
(0.00)

104

100.00
(0.00)
97.37
(0.82)
86.97
(2.71)

191

229
76

384
155

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The samples include men and women who could be identified as
1.5-, 2nd-, or 3rd-generation Mexican Americans based on the countries of birth reported for each respondent, his
parents, and his grandparents; see text for further information. The “sample type” indicates if a given observation is
part of the “cross-sectional” sample that is representative of all U.S. youth in the sampling universe when the survey
began in 1997, or if the observation instead comes from the “supplemental” oversample of blacks and Hispanics.
Hispanic identification is based on information collected at the beginning of the survey in 1997. Sampling weights
were used in the calculations.

Table 13: Educational Attainment of 3rd-Generation Mexican Americans from the
Cross-Sectional Sample, by Hispanic Identification

Sample Type and
Hispanic Identification
Cross-Sectional Sample
Identified as Hispanic
Not identified as Hispanic
All

Average
Years of
Schooling

13.58
(0.35)
14.22
(1.16)
13.70
(0.35)

Percent with at least:
High School
Some
Diploma
College

85.50
(4.33)
82.07
(11.57)
84.79
(4.07)

51.96
(6.15)
49.26
(15.07)
51.41
(5.66)

Bachelors
Degree

Sample
Size

23.01
(5.18)
29.17
(13.70)
24.28
(4.85)

65
11
76

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The sample includes men and women who could be identified as
3rd-generation Mexican Americans based on the countries of birth reported for each respondent, his parents, and his
grandparents; see text for further information. Hispanic identification is based on information collected at the
beginning of the survey in 1997. The sample sizes listed above are for the completed years of schooling variable.
Because of less missing information regarding degree completion, the corresponding sample sizes are slightly larger
for the binary measures of educational attainment. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Table 14: Average Years of Schooling of 3rd-Generation Mexican Americans,
by Source of Mexican Ancestry

Source of Mexican Ancestry
Number of Mexican-born grandparents:
1

Percent of
Sample

61.0

2

27.1

3

4.7

4

7.2

All 3rd-generation Mexican Americans
Mexican ancestry observed on:
Father’s side only

100.0

36.5

Mother’s side only

32.0

Both sides of family

31.5

All 3rd-generation Mexican Americans

100.0

Average
Years of
Schooling

13.80
(0.29)
13.70
(0.47)
12.35
(1.02)
11.67
(0.58)
13.54
(0.23)
13.61
(0.37)
14.00
(0.42)
13.00
(0.39)
13.54
(0.23)

Sample
Size

91
39
8
13
151

50
48
53
151

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The sample includes men and women who could be identified as
3rd-generation Mexican Americans based on the countries of birth reported for each respondent, his parents, and his
grandparents; see text for further information. Mexican ancestry is said to be observed on the father’s side of the
family when at least one of the following two things is true: (1) the respondent has a paternal grandparent who was
born in Mexico, or (2) the respondent’s father subjectively identifies as Mexican American. Analogously, presence
of a Mexican-born maternal grandparent and/or the mother’s subjective identification as Mexican American
determine whether a respondent is observed to have Mexican ancestry on his mother’s side of the family. Sampling
weights were used in the calculations.

Table 15: Differences between 3rd- and 4th+-Generation Mexican Americans in
Geographic Roots
Immigrant Generation
3rd
4th+
A. Percent of generation with roots in:
California but not Texas
Texas but not California
Both California and Texas
Neither California nor Texas
Total for generation
Sample size for generation
B. Percent of generation with:
Any California roots
Any Texas roots

27.3

8.4

28.4

30.7

8.4

1.1

35.9

59.7

100.0

100.0

155

279

35.7

9.6

36.8

31.9

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The samples include men and women who could be identified as 3rd-generation or 4th+-generation Mexican
Americans; see text for further information. An individual is defined as having California “roots” when at least one
of the following things is observed: (1) the respondent was born in California; or (2) the respondent resided in
California in 1997 when the survey began; or (3) either (or both) of the respondent’s parents was born in California.
An analogous procedure determines whether an individual is defined as having Texas roots. Sampling weights were
used in the calculations.

Table 16: Education Regressions for 3rd- and 4th+-Generation Mexican Americans
Regressor

(1)

(2)

-.83
(.34)

-.65
(.35)

(3)

(4)

(5)

-.62
(.28)

-.57
(.34)

-.52
(.35)

.17
(.37)

.14
(.38)

.35
(.06)
.34
(.06)

.35
(.08)
.34
(.06)

.36
(.08)
.31
(.06)

-.71
(.87)
-.54
(.41)
.51
(.73)

-.73
(1.03)
-.54
(.48)
.52
(1.00)

-.58
(.99)
-.27
(.49)
.72
(.99)

Mexican American:
3rd generation (reference group)
4th+ generation

Any California roots

.63
(.41)

Parental years of schooling − 12:
Mother
Father
Missing parental schooling data for:
Mother only
Father only
Both parents

Not from intact family

Control variables included?
R2

-.63
(.31)
Yes

Yes

.05

.06

Yes

Yes

Yes

.27

.27

.28

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: The reported figures are estimated coefficients from least squares regressions in which the dependent variable
is completed years of schooling. Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. The sample
includes men and women who could be identified as 3rd-generation or 4th+-generation Mexican Americans; see text
for further information. The sample size is 425 for all regressions. An individual is defined as having California
“roots” when at least one of the following things is observed: (1) the respondent was born in California; or (2) the
respondent resided in California in 1997 when the survey began; or (3) either (or both) of the respondent’s parents
was born in California. The variables representing mother’s and father’s years of schooling are normalized to equal
zero when the parent has 12 years of schooling. These variables are also set to zero when the relevant parental
schooling information is missing. As a result, the coefficients of the dummy variables indicating missing parental
schooling data represent differentials between individuals with the indicated missing data and otherwise similar
individuals with reported parental schooling of 12 years. Respondents are defined to be from “intact” families if
they grew up with both biological parents through the initial interview in 1997, when respondents were between the
ages of 12-18. The “control variables” included in all specifications are indicators for the respondent’s sex and age
(when last interviewed). Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

Appendix

A1. Summary
In this appendix, we discuss the construction of our analysis sample from National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97) data and show how the representativeness of our
sample is affected by panel attrition and by sample selection due to missing information
regarding immigrant generation. We also investigate how the educational patterns by
race/ethnicity and immigrant generation in our NLSY97 sample compare to those in a sample of
similar individuals constructed from Current Population Survey (CPS) data. Finally, we use CPS
data to explore the stability over time of these educational patterns by race/ethnicity and
immigrant generation.

A2. Constructing the NLSY97 Sample
The NLSY97 is a nationally-representative longitudinal survey of 8,984 youth who were
ages 12-16 on December 31, 1996. Surveys were conducted annually from 1997 through 2011
and every other year thereafter. We use information from round 1 (1997) through round 15
(2015-2016) to construct our sample and create our key variables. By round 15, respondents
were between the ages of 30-36. To construct our measures of educational outcomes, we use
information on the respondent’s “highest grade completed” and “highest degree received”
collected up through their most recent survey. There is some panel attrition, however, and so to
make it probable that we observe completed schooling, we drop 699 individuals who were last
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interviewed before they reached age 25. Given the ages of the respondents in the initial round,
this implies that all remaining individuals were interviewed in 2005 (round 9) or later.22
As described in Section 2 of the main text, we assign each respondent to an immigrant
generation using information on the respondent’s birthplace and his parents’ and grandparents’
birthplaces. This information was collected in different rounds of the NLSY97. For instance,
the respondent’s birthplace was first asked in 2001 (round 5). Mother’s and father’s birthplaces
were asked in the original 1997 parent interview, and the question “was mother/father born in the
U.S.?” was first asked in 2002 (round 6) if the respondent did not have a 1997 parent interview.
Grandparents’ regions of birth were first asked in 2006 (round 10). As a consequence, we drop
an additional 14 individuals for whom we are unable to determine their immigrant generation
because they were not interviewed in 2006 (round 10) or later. This brings the total number of
respondents lost to panel attrition to 713 (or 7.9% of the original NLSY97 sample of 8,984).
We identify foreign-born respondents using the NLSY97 geocode variables for state of
birth and country of birth. We drop 16 individuals for whom we cannot identify immigrant
generation because they did not report their own country of birth. These individuals were not
lost to panel attrition, but rather they were lost because their birthplace response was “don’t
know” or “refused to answer.” The birthplace information for parents and grandparents
necessary to assign a U.S.-born individual to an immigrant generation varies somewhat by
generation.23 For example, 2nd generation individuals are those born in the United States with at

22
Respondents may have been interviewed before or after their birthdate in a given survey year, and interviews for a
given year were sometimes conducted the following year. As a result, there was one respondent who was age 25 in round 8
(2004) and did not have a round 9 or later interview. However, this individual was excluded from our sample due to other
sample restrictions.
23

To construct parents’ and grandparents’ places of birth, we start with the NLSY97 geocode variables for biological
parents’ and grandparents’ regions of birth, where Mexico is separately identified. We then fill in missing values as U.S.-born or
unknown foreign-born using the NLSY97 public use variables indicating if the biological parents and grandparents were born in
the U.S.
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least one foreign-born parent. Therefore, we can assign an individual to the 2nd generation even
if one parent’s birthplace is missing, provided that the other parent is known to be foreign-born.
However, we cannot assign a U.S.-born person to an immigrant generation if one parent’s
birthplace is unknown and the other parent’s birthplace is U.S.-born, or if both parents’
birthplaces are unknown. As a result, we drop an additional 426 individuals with one or both
parents’ birthplaces missing because we cannot distinguish whether these individuals are 2nd
generation versus higher generations using the available information. Similarly, individuals can
be identified as 3rd generation even if one or more of their grandparents’ birthplaces are
unknown, provided that they are known to have at least one foreign-born grandparent. For a
person to be identified as 4th+ generation, however, all four grandparents must be known to be
U.S.-born. As a consequence, we drop an additional 1,005 individuals with missing information
on some or all grandparents’ places of birth because we cannot distinguish whether these
individuals are 3rd generation versus higher generations with available information. This brings
the total number of respondents lost due to missing birthplace information to 1,447 (16.1% of the
original NLSY97 sample), leaving a sample of 6,824 individuals for whom we have information
on both immigrant generation and educational attainment at age 25 or later.
The NLSY97 collected information about the respondent’s race and Hispanic origin in
1997 and at various other times. We use the information from the baseline 1997 survey to
determine whether respondents identify subjectively as being of Hispanic origin.24 We also use
the 1997 race and Hispanic origin information to identify respondents who are non-Hispanic
white or non-Hispanic black. In identifying non-Hispanic whites and blacks, we do not include
individuals who report any indication of Hispanic origin or some other race in later rounds of the
24

Alternate measures of Hispanic identification that incorporate information from later rounds of the NLSY97 or from
supplemental surveys display similar patterns as the 1997 measure. The 1997 measure is available for nearly all individuals at
baseline, however, and so it is the preferred measure for investigating issues of panel attrition.
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NLSY97. The remaining sample now includes all respondents with available information on
race/ethnicity, immigrant generation, and educational attainment at age 25 or later. From this
sample, we limit our analysis to the following groups: Mexican Americans (1.5, 2nd, 3rd, or 4th+
generation), 4th+ generation non-Hispanic whites, and 4th+ generation non-Hispanic blacks.25
Finally, we also exclude 28 individuals who were born abroad and have a U.S.-born parent. In
total, 2,025 individuals (22.5% of the original NLSY97 sample) were excluded from our sample
because they are not members of the particular groups that we target for study. The end result is
an analysis sample that includes 4,799 respondents.26

A3. Panel Attrition and Missing Immigrant Generation
The preceding section shows that, starting from the original NLSY97 sample of 8,984
respondents, our analysis sample excludes 713 respondents (7.9%) because of panel attrition and
another 1,447 respondents (16.1%) due to missing information about immigrant generation.27 To
investigate how such attrition and missing data impact the representativeness of our analysis
sample, Table A1 reports averages of various respondent characteristics in the baseline 1997
survey for three different samples: the full NLSY97 sample of 8,984 respondents (in columns
(1) and (4) of the table), the sample of 8,271 non-attriters that survive the panel attrition relevant
for our analysis sample (in columns (2) and (5)), and the sample of 6,824 non-attriters for whom
immigrant generation can be assigned (in columns (3) and (6)). For the characteristics not
measured as binary indicators, standard errors are reported in parentheses. Columns (1)-(3)
25

See Section 2 of the main text for further information about how these groups are defined.

26

Sixty of these individuals have missing information regarding their completed years of schooling. Excluding these
individuals yields the overall sample size of 4,739 reported in Table 2.
27

As indicated previously, our analysis sample also excludes an additional 2,025 respondents (22.5%) because they are
not members of the groups of interest, but this intentional exclusion is not relevant for the sample representativeness analysis
conducted in this section.
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present unweighted averages, and columns (4)-(6) replicate these calculations using sampling
weights. Very similar patterns emerge from the unweighted and the weighted results.
Table A1 suggests that panel attrition and missing information on immigrant generation
have little impact on the representativeness of our analysis sample. In general, average
characteristics are very similar across the three samples. Comparisons between columns (1) and
(3) (or between columns (4) and (6)) reveal the joint impact of panel attrition and missing
generation data on our analysis sample. Men, whites, and blacks are underrepresented among
those who remain in our sample, whereas women and Hispanics are overrepresented, but all of
these differences are quite small (i.e., differences between the samples of less than one
percentage point in the relevant shares, with the exception of a slightly larger difference for the
share of Hispanics in the unweighted calculations). Similarly, birth year, region, parental
education, and mother’s age at her first birth and at the respondent’s birth vary little across
samples. The largest observed differences are for the share of respondents living with both
biological parents when the survey began in 1997 and for the share of respondents with missing
schooling data for their biological father. These differences emerge between columns (2) and (3)
(and between columns (4) and (5)), indicating that they are created by the selection on being able
to assign immigrant generation, rather than by selective panel attrition. In the unweighted
averages, for example, 48.1 percent of the non-attriter sample lived with both biological parents
in 1997, whereas the corresponding share increases to 52.4 percent among our analysis sample.
Between the same samples there is a decline from 21.0 to 17.9 percent in the unweighted share
of respondents with missing schooling data for their father. These patterns probably reflect the
fact that respondents who grew up in intact families and have greater knowledge about both of
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their parents are also better able to report the information regarding the countries of birth of their
parents and grandparents that is needed to assign immigrant generation.

A4. Comparing the NLSY97 and the CPS
The U.S. Current Population Survey (CPS) provides nationally-representative data for
large samples of individuals. The CPS surveys residences rather than individuals, so panel
attrition is not an issue, and rates of missing information in the CPS are low for the variables of
interest here. Therefore, the concerns about representativeness discussed above for our NLSY97
analysis sample would not be expected to have much effect on the representativeness of a
comparable sample of individuals from the CPS. In this section, we show that educational
patterns by race/ethnicity and immigrant generation in our NLSY97 sample are quite similar to
those evident in CPS data. This finding lends additional support to the argument made in the
preceding section that the basic patterns highlighted in our paper are unlikely to be artifacts
generated by non-representativeness of our NLSY97 sample.
We proceed as follows to create a CPS sample comparable to our NLSY97 sample. We
use CPS outgoing rotation group data from the years 2015 and 2016, in order to match the survey
years of the round 17 data that we employ from the NLSY97.28 We limit the CPS sample to men
and women ages 30-36, in order to match the age range of NLSY97 respondents in round 17.
Among foreign-born individuals, we limit the CPS sample to those who arrived in the United
States after 1995, in order to approximate the NLSY97 sampling frame.29 We exclude from the

28

To avoid repeated observations on a given individual, we only use data from the first time a household appears in an
outgoing rotation group (i.e., we only use data from the fourth month that a household appears in the CPS sample).
29

To be included in the NLSY97 sampling frame, foreign-born individuals had to arrive in the United States before
January 1, 1997. Ideally, therefore, we would like to use 1996, rather than 1995, as the year of arrival threshold for determining
inclusion of foreign-born individuals in the CPS sample. The CPS, however, reports immigrant year of arrival in intervals, and
1994-1995 and 1996-1997 are the relevant intervals reported in the data.
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CPS sample those born abroad of an American parent. Using the information reported in the
CPS on race, Hispanic origin, own country of birth, and parents’ countries of birth, we can
identify three generations of Mexican Americans: 1.5, 2nd, and 3rd+. We can also identify the
comparison groups of 3rd+-generation non-Hispanic whites and 3rd+-generation non-Hispanic
blacks.30
Table A2 reports average years of schooling by race/ethnicity and immigrant generation
for our NLSY97 sample and for the comparable sample we constructed from the CPS.31
Schooling levels and the patterns across groups are similar in the two data sets. In particular,
both data sets show for Mexican Americans substantial schooling gains between the 1.5 and 2nd
generations but no further progress between the 2nd and 3rd+ generations, and both data sets
indicate that a large schooling gap remains between 3rd+-generation Mexican Americans and
later-generation non-Hispanic whites.

A5. Schooling Patterns in CPS Data across Survey Years
In this section, we use CPS data to examine how educational patterns by race/ethnicity
and immigrant generation have varied over time. With this analysis, we hope to gain some
insight into whether the cross-sectional comparisons we make between Mexican-American
generations in NLSY97 reflect forces beyond generational assimilation.
The CPS began collecting information about the countries of birth of each respondent and
his parents in 1994, so we use data from that year until 2016, which is the last survey year
30

See Table 1 of the main text for further information about how these groups are defined.

31
The NLSY97 schooling averages shown in Table A2 are taken from Table 2 of the main text. For non-Hispanic
whites and blacks, note that the NLSY97 calculations are for 4th+-generation individuals whereas the CPS calculations, by
necessity, are for 3rd+-generation individuals (because it is impossible in CPS data to determine the countries of birth of an adult
respondent’s grandparents). This difference has a negligible impact on the comparisons, however. For non-Hispanic whites and
blacks in NLSY97 data, schooling averages calculated for 3rd+-generation individuals are almost identical to those shown in the
table for 4th+-generation individuals.
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relevant for our NLSY97 data from round 17. We focus on two age groups: a younger group
ages 25-34 that roughly corresponds to the ages of our NLSY97 sample, and an older group ages
50-59. As described in the preceding section, we define three generations of Mexican Americans
(1st, 2nd, and 3rd+) as well as the comparison groups of 3rd+-generation non-Hispanic whites and
3rd+-generation non-Hispanic blacks.32 To improve the precision of the estimates, we split the
1994-2016 sample period into three-year intervals that are five years apart: 1994-1996, 19992001, …, 2014-2016.
For groups defined by race/ethnicity, immigrant generation, and age, the left-side
columns of Table A3 show how average schooling varies across the survey-year intervals. For
all groups, educational attainment has been rising over time. To account for this secular trend of
increasing education, the right-side columns of Table A3 report the corresponding schooling
differences between each group and 3rd+-generation non-Hispanic whites.
Among those ages 25-34 (i.e., the top panel of the table), average schooling levels are
almost identical for 2nd- and 3rd+-generation Mexican Americans, and the rate of increase over
time for these groups has been very similar to that for non-Hispanic whites. As a result, the
schooling gaps between younger U.S.-born Mexican Americans and their non-Hispanic white
counterparts have been quite stable over the 20-year span for which the relevant CPS data are
available. The NLSY97 sample that we study corresponds roughly to the younger CPS cohort in
2014-2016. The temporal stability of the schooling differences between 2nd- and 3rd+-generation
Mexican Americans and between these groups and non-Hispanic whites suggest that the
analogous differences we study in NLSY97 data may largely reflect more permanent forces, such

32
Note that here, as in Table 1 of the main text, the immigrant sample includes foreign-born individuals who arrived in
the United States at any age, and so we refer to them as the 1 st generation (rather than the 1.5 generation).
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as generational assimilation, rather than factors idiosyncratic to particular birth cohorts and
immigrant generations.
Some of the temporal stability described above does not hold for the older age group
shown in the bottom panel of Table A3. As was also the case for the younger age group,
schooling differences between 2nd- and 3rd+-generation Mexican Americans are small and vary
little over time. Schooling gaps between older U.S.-born Mexican Americans and non-Hispanic
whites, however, steadily widen as we go farther back in time. Schooling gaps between older
blacks and whites also become larger in earlier periods, although less dramatically. The
contrasting temporal patterns for the younger and older age groups could reflect civil rights and
educational reforms that took place in the United States in the 1960s and early 1970s. Given the
time periods examined in Table A3, the younger age groups shown in the top panel have birth
years of 1960 and later, whereas almost all members of the older age groups shown in the bottom
panel were born prior to 1960.
For both younger and older age groups, Table A3 also shows that the schooling levels of
Mexican immigrants have been rising steadily over time, both in absolute terms and relative to
the schooling levels of 3rd+-generation non-Hispanic whites. If we interpret this trend to indicate
that Mexican immigrants to the United States have become more favorably selected over time,
this would suggest that our cross-sectional NLSY97 comparisons between 2nd- and 3rdgeneration Mexicans Americans may understate the educational gains from generational
assimilation. In our NLSY97 sample, the immigrant ancestors of the 2nd generation arrived in
the United States much more recently than did the immigrant ancestors of the 3rd generation. If
Mexican immigrants indeed have become more favorably selected over time, this would inflate
the educational outcomes of the 2nd generation relative to the 3rd generation and bias downward
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our estimates of the improvement across generations. In other words, correcting for this type of
cross-sectional bias would only strengthen our finding of generational progress in education for
Mexican Americans. Alternatively, the rising schooling levels of Mexican immigrants to the
United States may only reflect secular increases in average education levels in the source
country, rather than changes in the selectivity of immigrants.

Table A1: Average Respondent Characteristics by Attrition and Selection Status,
NLSY97 Data

Respondent Characteristic
Male
Female
White
Black
Hispanic
Birth year:
1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
Family background:
Lives with both biological parents
Mother’s age at first birth
Mother’s age at respondent birth
Mother’s years of schooling
Father’s years of schooling
Missing schooling data for:
Mother
Father
Region:
Northeast
Midwest
South
West
Sample size

Unweighted Averages
Non-Attriters
Full
Known
Sample
All
Generation
(1)
(2)
(3)
51.19
50.83
50.40
48.81
49.17
49.60
58.24
57.47
57.78
26.58
27.36
26.14
21.19
21.39
22.56

Weighted Averages
Non-Attriters
Full
Known
Sample
All
Generation
(4)
(5)
(6)
51.32
50.98
50.67
48.68
49.02
49.33
72.41
71.91
71.81
15.71
16.25
15.61
12.87
13.01
13.64

18.82
20.86
20.49
20.11
19.71

18.69
20.77
20.75
20.20
19.59

18.99
21.13
20.27
20.08
19.53

20.08
19.94
20.27
19.44
20.26

19.94
19.90
20.48
19.53
20.15

20.35
20.20
19.86
19.52
20.07

48.92
22.85
(0.05)
25.43
(0.06)
12.44
(0.03)
12.56
(0.04)

48.11
22.80
(0.05)
25.37
(0.06)
12.43
(0.03)
12.53
(0.04)

52.40
22.96
(0.06)
25.56
(0.07)
12.46
(0.04)
12.56
(0.04)

52.94
23.28
(0.05)
25.71
(0.06)
12.85
(0.03)
12.99
(0.04)

52.12
23.24
(0.05)
25.64
(0.06)
12.86
(0.03)
12.96
(0.04)

56.30
23.42
(0.06)
25.86
(0.06)
12.92
(0.04)
13.03
(0.04)

7.72
20.75

7.74
20.98

7.28
17.92

6.99
16.97

7.02
17.15

6.35
14.39

17.64
22.82
37.39
22.15
8,984

17.28
22.69
38.01
22.02
8,271

16.87
22.57
38.19
22.38
6,824

18.45
26.34
34.22
20.99
8,984

18.07
26.25
34.79
20.88
8,271

17.61
26.31
35.23
20.85
6,824

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016).
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. All characteristics are taken from the baseline 1997 survey. The
full sample shown in columns (1) and (4) includes all respondents in the 1997 survey. The non-attriters sample
shown in columns (2) and (5) excludes 713 respondents lost to panel attrition. The sample for columns (3) and (6)
excludes the respondents lost to panel attrition and also excludes an additional 1,447 respondents with missing
information on immigrant generation. Sampling weights were used in the calculations where indicated.

Table A2: Average Years of Schooling, by Race/Ethnicity and Immigrant Generation,
NLSY97 and CPS Data

Race/Ethnicity and Generation
Mexican American:
1.5 generation
2nd generation
3rd+ generation

Average Years of Schooling
NLSY97
CPS

11.94
(0.18)
13.01
(0.13)
13.02
(0.15)

Non-Hispanic:
Black, 3rd+ generation
Black, 4th+ generation

-2.53
(0.19)
-1.46
(0.16)
-1.45
(0.18)

13.46
(0.04)
13.35
(0.08)

White, 3rd+ generation
White, 4th+ generation

11.70
(0.14)
13.12
(0.07)
13.01
(0.07)

Difference Relative to Whites
NLSY97
CPS

-2.60
(0.15)
-1.18
(0.08)
-1.29
(0.08)
-0.84
(0.05)

-1.12
(0.11)
14.30
(0.02)

14.47
(0.06)

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 data through round 17 (2015-2016) and 2015-2016 Current
Population Survey outgoing rotation group data.
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The samples include men and women whose race/ethnicity and
immigrant generation could be identified; see text for further information. Sampling weights were used in the
calculations.

Table A3: Average Years of Schooling, by Race/Ethnicity, Immigrant Generation, Age, and Survey Year,
CPS Data
Race/Ethnicity, Generation,
and Age Cohort
A. Ages 25-34
Mexican American:
1st generation
2nd generation
3rd+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 3rd+ generation
White, 3rd+ generation
B. Ages 50-59
Mexican American:
1st generation
2nd generation
3rd+ generation
Non-Hispanic:
Black, 3rd+ generation
White, 3rd+ generation

Average Years of Schooling, by Survey Year Interval:
199419992004200920141996
2001
2006
2011
2016

Difference Relative to Whites, by Survey Year Interval:
199419992004200920141996
2001
2006
2011
2016

9.07
(0.07)
12.45
(0.08)
12.31
(0.05)

9.45
(0.06)
12.51
(0.07)
12.52
(0.05)

9.70
(0.05)
12.69
(0.06)
12.66
(0.05)

9.98
(0.05)
12.71
(0.05)
12.80
(0.04)

10.71
(0.05)
13.05
(0.04)
13.06
(0.04)

-4.38
(0.04)
-1.00
(0.06)
-1.14
(0.05)

-4.28
(0.04)
-1.22
(0.06)
-1.22
(0.05)

-4.16
(0.03)
-1.17
(0.05)
-1.20
(0.05)

-4.01
(0.03)
-1.28
(0.05)
-1.19
(0.04)

-3.51
(0.04)
-1.17
(0.04)
-1.17
(0.04)

12.72
(0.02)
13.45
(0.01)

12.91
(0.02)
13.74
(0.01)

13.03
(0.02)
13.86
(0.01)

13.11
(0.02)
13.99
(0.01)

13.29
(0.02)
14.22
(0.01)

-0.73
(0.02)

-0.82
(0.03)

-0.83
(0.03)

-0.87
(0.03)

-0.93
(0.03)

6.49
(0.16)
10.83
(0.18)
10.70
(0.17)

7.33
(0.14)
11.44
(0.20)
11.40
(0.12)

7.70
(0.12)
12.09
(0.16)
12.11
(0.09)

8.30
(0.09)
12.28
(0.16)
12.43
(0.07)

9.25
(0.08)
12.85
(0.10)
12.67
(0.06)

-6.57
(0.08)
-2.23
(0.11)
-2.37
(0.11)

-6.23
(0.07)
-2.12
(0.12)
-2.16
(0.08)

-6.10
(0.06)
-1.72
(0.10)
-1.70
(0.06)

-5.47
(0.05)
-1.50
(0.10)
-1.34
(0.06)

-4.59
(0.04)
-0.99
(0.08)
-1.17
(0.06)

12.00
(0.04)
13.06
(0.01)

12.61
(0.03)
13.56
(0.01)

12.88
(0.03)
13.81
(0.01)

13.01
(0.03)
13.78
(0.01)

13.14
(0.02)
13.85
(0.01)

-1.06
(0.04)

-0.95
(0.03)

-0.92
(0.03)

-0.77
(0.03)

-0.71
(0.03)

Source: 1994-2016 Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data.
Note: Standard errors are reported in parentheses. The samples include men and women whose race/ethnicity and immigrant generation could be identified; see
text for further information. Sampling weights were used in the calculations.

