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Can Ethnicity Transcend Race and Poverty? 
Insights from Source Country Variation in Immigrant Student Achievement 

 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Today’s immigrant children are predominantly poor and nonwhite yet many outperform their 

native-born same-race peers in school.  One predominant theory suggests that the social capital 

of some immigrant communities buffer children from the negative effects of poverty, minority 

race, and failing inner-city schools.  This paper asks how frequently and for which immigrant 

does this ethnic advantage transcend racial and socioeconomic barriers to achievement.  The 

paper compares the 27 largest source country groups in New York City to white native-born on 

their background characteristics, schools, and test scores.  It searches for examples of ethnicity 

transcending race and poverty in those groups who are poor and nonwhite but who test equal to 

or above white native-born students.  Few such examples are found.  
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Can Ethnicity Transcend Race and Poverty? 
Insights from Source Country Variation in Immigrant Achievement 

 

Large-scale immigration during the second half of the 20th century brought tremendous racial 

and ethnic diversity to the nation’s urban school systems.  In New York City public elementary 

and middle schools, immigrant children comprise 16% of the population, represent nearly every 

country in the world, and are exposed to over 160 languages and dialects in their homes.  The 

next largest urban school districts, including Los Angeles, Chicago, Puerto Rico, and Dade 

County, also educate large shares of immigrant students, most of whom are nonwhite and poor 

(U.S. NCES, 2003a).   

Researchers offer competing theories about these children’s prospects for assimilation.  

One view is that immigrants are a highly-selected group and that today’s newcomers will 

upwardly assimilate just like their European predecessors (e.g. Alba & Nee, 2003).  An 

alternative view is that many immigrant children will not outpace their parents or their native-

born peers because they are poor, racial minorities, and exposed to inner-city public schools 

where resources are scarce and students’ harbor negative attitudes about school (e.g. Gans, 

1992).  The segmented assimilation theory attempts to integrate these perspectives by predicting 

different pathways for different groups, pathways that are shaped by children’s race, their 

parents’ human capital, and their “context of reception” to the U.S. (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; 

2001; Portes & Zhou, 1993).  The theory predicts that many poor, nonwhite immigrant children 

will downwardly assimilate to the low performance of economically disadvantaged native-born.  

But those groups that are treated favorably by the U.S. government and local labor markets can 

develop rich social and cultural communities, which can prevent the downward trajectory 

expected of their children.  The few tests of the segmented assimilation theory have compared 
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immigrant children from different parts of the world to one another or to their same-race native-

born peers.  Yet very little research has asked whether what I refer to as the ethnic advantage of 

some immigrant groups—shaped by their context of reception and resulting co-ethnic 

communities—allows their children to overcome the disadvantages of race and poverty by 

reaching parity with white-native-born children. 

To that end, this paper asks how frequently, and for which immigrant groups can ethnic 

advantages allow children to transcend race and class barriers to high academic achievement.  

Using data on the census of New York City students in public elementary and middle schools, 

the paper generates predictions about the school performance of the 27 largest source country 

groups based on their race, poverty, and other background characteristics as well as the peers and 

resources of the schools they attend.  It then compares each group to white native-born students 

on standardized reading and math exams, searching for examples of ethnic advantage in those 

immigrant groups who are poor and nonwhite but who test equivalent to their privileged white 

native-born peers despite these disadvantages.  Though many prior studies have examined the 

school performance of immigrant children, few have compared students within the same school 

system by their country of origin and none has been able to study the wide range of immigrant 

groups represented in New York City public schools.  

This paper contributes to our understanding of immigrant children’s assimilation and 

their influence on racial and socioeconomic achievement disparities.  Such disparities are widely 

documented with black, Latino, and poor children typically falling to the bottom of the 

distribution on most measures of school performance (Stiefel, Schwartz, & Ellen, 2006; U.S. 

NCES, 2003b).  We know that these disparities also exist among immigrant children, but we do 

not know whether certain immigrant groups possess an ethnic advantage that overrides them.  
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Many immigrant children, though nonwhite and poor, are the children of motivated migrants 

(Feliciano, 2005) and often exceed the performance of same-race native-born peers (e.g. Kao & 

Tienda, 1995; Schwartz & Stiefel, 2006).  By identifying and studying those immigrant groups 

that reach the highest levels of achievement, those that overcome the disadvantages of race and 

poverty, we may learn something about educating disadvantaged children. 

 

Theoretical Background: The Segmented Assimilation Theory 

Similar to native-born students, immigrant achievement will be influenced by the demographic, 

economic, social, health, and educational characteristics of the students and their parents.  

Poverty and parental education are among the strongest correlates of achievement (e.g. Kao & 

Tienda, 1995; Glick & White, 2003).  Race also plays a large and, thus far, not entirely explained 

role with whites scoring much higher than Hispanics and blacks and Asians usually scoring 

closer to whites but not on every performance measure (e.g. Kao & Tienda, 1995; Schwartz & 

Stiefel, 2006).  Performance may also be influenced by the types of schools attended by students 

and the treatment they receive from teachers and other educators.  Immigrants who are educated 

in schools with abundant fiscal resources, highly-qualified teachers, and high-achieving peers 

may be expected to fare better than those in less-endowed schools.  If immigrants from specific 

countries are disproportionately members of traditionally low-performing groups or in 

particularly underserved schools, then observed gaps in test scores between these source country 

groups and other immigrants or native-born may be attributed to these underlying differences. 

The question posed here is whether there is an ethnic or source country advantage that 

allows some groups to transcend their status as poor, racial minorities in inner-city schools.  This 

question stems from Portes and Rumbaut’s (1996; 2001) conceptual framework used to explain 
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first generation immigrant incorporation and the assimilation paths taken by the children of 

immigrants.  There are two important components to this theory.  The first challenges the purely 

individualistic explanation for immigrant incorporation with the notion that immigrant success 

depends not only upon their own human capital but also upon the government policy towards 

their nationality, the extent of discrimination they experience in the local labor market, and the 

connectedness of their co-ethnic communities.  As Portes and MacLeod put it: “the context that 

receives immigrants plays a decisive role in their process of adaptation regardless of the human 

capital the immigrants may possess” (1996, p.257).  Professional, white or light-skinned 

immigrants will rely less upon their co-ethnic communities because they possess the human 

capital and language skills that permit them to advance.  But for less skilled newcomers of color, 

ethnic-owned businesses, ethnically-oriented organizations (e.g. churches, credit associations), 

and supportive communities can play a large role in their economic advancement.   

The context of reception can also explain variation in economic mobility for immigrants 

of the same race.  Portes and Rumbaut (1996) contrast Jamaicans and Nigerians as examples, 

both black immigrant groups that presumably face the same level of discrimination and relatively 

passive government policies.  Jamaicans have established a wide co-ethnic network with high 

rates of self-employment, while Nigerians have been more dispersed and less organized.  The 

result is higher labor force participation for Jamaican immigrants even though Nigerians are 

more educated.  Some scholars have also observed a distinct worldview among Jamaicans and 

other black Caribbeans that serve them well in the U.S.; in addition to the optimism and work 

ethic common to many newcomers, Caribbean blacks respond to racial discrimination differently 

than native-born blacks and this different response appears to afford them greater economic and 

social opportunities (e.g. Waters, 1999).  It should be noted, however, that the attitudes of black 
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immigrants from the Caribbean are usually compared with those of native-born blacks and not 

black immigrants from other parts of the world. 

The focus of the segmented assimilation theory concerns the acculturation patterns of the 

children of immigrants.  Similar to the successful economic adaptation predicted of first 

generation white professionals, the children of immigrants with these characteristics are also 

expected to achieve upward mobility.  Yet for immigrant youth who are racial minorities and 

who attend inner city schools, the path to upward mobility may be blocked by discrimination and 

negative peer pressures.  Portes and Rumbaut argue that the cohesion and resources of the 

immediate family and the surrounding ethnic community can work as a buffer against these 

pressures.  A simplified version of this theory is that the assimilation of nonwhite, inner city, 

immigrant children will be segmented, with those who come from relatively networked 

immigrant communities and who retain their native languages culture (the ethnically-

advantaged) upwardly assimilating and those from relatively less connected communities who 

shed their ethnic identities (the ethnically-disadvantaged) downwardly assimilating.   

At the crux of this argument is that the race and human capital of the incoming group will 

largely shape their assimilation, but not entirely.  The extent to which an immigrant group relies 

on the local ethnic community, the corresponding resources of that community, and the possible 

attitudes and worldview of that incoming group, can buffer the effects of discrimination and 

poverty on the children.  This theory may explain why some immigrant children perform better 

than others in school.  I ask whether there is evidence of an ethnic advantage so high that it 

allows some immigrants to overcome the disadvantages of minority race status, poverty, limited 

English proficiency, and low parental human capital.  Such evidence would be found for groups 

who reach or exceed the performance of white native-born, the group with the greatest 
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privileges, including the lowest poverty rates.  A truly remarkable ethnic advantage, perhaps, 

would be one where the darkest-skinned and poorest immigrants reach parity with white native-

born.  An alternative possibility is that there is no such movement outside of race and class 

boundaries, in which case the effects of the local co-ethnic community and its cultural norms 

may be less able to reduce racial and economic test score gaps in U.S. schools.  

Because the segmented assimilation model refers to differences across generations and 

changes over time within each generation, this hypothesis must be slightly modified.  

Comparisons of immigrant children at one point in time, which I do in this paper, could mask 

large upward and downward movements within a country group; for instance, one group may 

perform well upon arrival followed by a relative decline.  In order to identify ethnic advantages 

that supercede the presumed downward trajectory of poor nonwhite immigrants, I should observe 

high performance among immigrants who have been in the school system for a long enough 

period of time to have been exposed to negative influences, such as peers, U.S. cultural norms, 

and low quality schools.  High achievement among non-recent immigrant youth would be 

consistent with the hypothesis that the co-ethnic community or culture prevents downward 

assimilation.   

 

Prior Relevant Literature 

The literature on the school performance of immigrant children is growing at a rapid pace.  

Several quantitative studies have found high achievement among immigrant children relative to 

native-born of the same race (e.g. Fuglini, 1997; Glick & White, 2003; Kao & Tienda, 1995) but 

these studies tend to compare students by generation or race, and not country or ethnicity of 

origin.  Most also rely on national samples of students and are, therefore, not sensitive to the 
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influence of local ethnic communities.  Those studies that do concentrate on one locality are 

predominantly ethnographic and focus on one or two ethnic groups (e.g. Caplan et al., 1989; 

Gibson, 1988; Suárez-Orozco, 1989; Zhou & Bankston, 1998).  These studies offer rich detail 

but tend not to provide comparisons of multiple source country groups within the same 

geographic area and rarely compare children to white native-born.  I focus this literature review 

on studies that come closest to this one; those that explore source country or ethnic differences 

and that rely at least partially on quantitative indicators.  

Using the National Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS), a national probability 

sample of eighth graders in 1988, Kao (1999) compares the grades and test scores of children 

whose ethnicities are reported to be Chinese, Filipino, Mexican, and “other Hispanic” to white 

native-born.  The study finds that the children of Chinese and Filipino descent tend to have 

higher middle school GPAs and test scores than native-born whites while Mexicans and other 

Hispanics score lower than native-born whites on these measures.  Tillman, Guo, and Harris 

(2006) use two national samples of youth—the Add Health and the Panel Study of Income 

Dynamics—to examine grade retention by generation and ethnicity, where the ethnic groups 

include Mexicans, Cubans, Central/South Americans, Puerto Ricans, African/Afro Caribbeans, 

Chinese, Filipino, and Other Asians.  The results are similar to Kao’s:  only children of Chinese 

and Filipino ancestry have lower grade retention than white native-born.  Consistent with earlier 

ethnographic research (e.g. Caplan et al., 1989; Gibson, 1988; Zhou & Bankston, 1998), both 

studies indicate ethnic advantage only among Asians, and only among Chinese when multiple 

measures of academic achievement are considered.  While tremendously informative, these two 

studies contain a limited number of ethnic groups, use small numbers of students from certain 
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groups (such as Africans and Afro-Caribbeans), and rely on national samples, which are unable 

to detect ethnic advantages that stem from local ethnic communities. 

The Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study (CILS) uses qualitative observations and 

survey data to examine the outcomes of several thousand immigrant youth from over 70 

countries who live in San Diego and Florida (Portes & MacLeod, 1996; Portes & Rumbaut, 

1996; 2001; Rumbaut & Portes, 2001).  Relative to public school district averages, this study 

also finds superior performance among Asian immigrants (Vietnamese, Korean, and Chinese), 

despite low socioeconomic status for several of these groups.  The remaining large ethnic 

groups—the Cubans and Haitians in Miami, the West Indians in South Florida, and the Mexicans 

in Southern California—perform below average in public schools.  I could find no direct 

comparisons to white native-born, however.  In addition, the study contains a limited number of 

ethnic groups and focuses on older children to the neglect of those in their early years of 

elementary school where racial and economic disparities in testing are often established. 

Several New York City based studies are directly relevant to this paper.  Using 

administrative data on New York City elementary and middle school students, Schwartz and 

Stiefel (2006) examine the math and reading test scores of immigrants by 12 region groups, 

revealing that immigrants from Europe and Asia score higher than immigrants from the 

Caribbean, Africa, and Latin America.1  The study does not examine source country variation 

and it does not explore whether any of the nonwhite region groups are statistically equivalent to 

white native-born.  

Modeled in part after the CILS, the Immigrant Second Generation in Metropolitan New 

York (ISGMNY) study examines the family backgrounds, educational, and labor market 
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experiences of second generation immigrants who were raised in New York City and who were 

between the ages of 18 and 32 at the time of the first wave of the study (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, & 

Waters, 2004; Mollenkopf, 2005).  In addition to surveying white, black, and Puerto Rican 

native-born youth, the study includes youth of Afro-Caribbean, Dominican, Chinese, Russian, 

and South American (Columbian, Ecuadorian, and Peruvian) descent.  Though some immigrant 

groups outperform white native-born on labor force measures, Chinese second generation 

immigrants are the only nonwhite immigrant group that equals or exceeds white native-born on 

measures of educational attainment (Mollenkopf, 2005).  While rich in qualitative inquiry, the 

study is still developing its quantitative analysis.  In addition, it focuses on older immigrant 

youth and does not examine the experiences of some relatively large New York City groups, 

such as South Asians, Mexicans, and West Africans.  

To summarize, all of the research to date indicates high ethnic advantage –again, a level 

that transcends race and class—among some Asian immigrants but no black and Hispanic 

immigrants.  This study adds to the existing research in several ways.  First, I examine the 

performance of the census of New York City public school students in multiple years and 

multiple grades, permitting definitive statements about their relative performance without 

concern for sampling error or atypical cross sections.  Second, by focusing on one geographic 

area, I can compare children who are subject to the same school systems and to the same local 

economic, social, demographic, and political conditions.   I can also attribute variation across 

immigrant groups at least partially to the possible influence of their surrounding co-ethnic 

communities.  Third, the New York City case study allows for comparisons of immigrants from 

a wide array of countries unlike many other areas that are dominated by only a few large 

                                                                                                                                                             
1 The 12 regions included Eastern Europe, the Former Soviet Union, Western Europe, China Region, East Asia, 
West Asia/Middle East, South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, the Dominican Republic, Anglophone Caribbean, Non-
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countries.  I may, therefore, be able to uncover ethnic advantage among groups that have not 

received much attention, such as South Americans, West Africans, and Asian-Caribbeans.   I 

may also be able to detect ethnic advantage among country groups that are often examined in a 

regional framework, which tends to ignore unique source country and ethnic influences, such as 

when Haitians are grouped with English-speaking black Caribbeans.  Fourth, I explore source 

country variation among foreign-born children in contrast to much of the existing research, 

which examines either first generation adult immigrants or second generation young adults, often 

grouping together native-born children of immigrants and foreign-born who emigrated before 

their teenage years.  This paper identifies the experiences of young foreign-born, a group who 

may be uniquely affected by their source country conditions, their status as immigrants (e.g. lack 

of eligibility for public benefits, unfamiliarity with the host culture), their language needs, and 

the surrounding immigrant community.   

 

Description of Data 

The data consists of administrative records provided by the New York City Department of 

Education on all students and schools in each of the years 1996-97 through 2000-01 in New 

York City public elementary and middle schools.  To simplify the results, the paper focuses on 

students in the fifth grade in 2000-01 for the bulk of the analyses and provides summary results 

for other grades and years.   

For each student, the data contain demographic (e.g. race, gender, age) and educational 

(grade level, participation in special education programs, scores on English language tests, and 

                                                                                                                                                             
Hispanic South America, and Latin America. 
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performance on reading and math exams) data.2  The data also identify the language most 

frequently spoken at home, country of birth, and recent immigrant status.  Following the U.S. 

Department of Education’s definition, recent immigrants are those who have been in the U.S. 

school system for fewer than three academic years.3  In addition, information is available on the 

poverty status of the family through the students’ participation in the free and reduced-price 

lunch program.  Children in homes that are below 130% of the federal poverty level are eligible 

for free lunch and those in homes between 130% and 185% of the poverty level are eligible for 

reduced-price lunch.   

Though this administrative dataset does not contain extensive information on the 

educational attainment, occupations, and family structure of immigrant families, I supplement 

the analysis with data from the New York City subset of the 5% Public Use Microdata Sample of 

the 2000 U.S. census.  Specifically, for all immigrant children attending public schools, I 

compute the percentage of household heads who are college graduates, mangers or professionals, 

and single parents by source country.  Though the parents in the census cannot be linked to the 

students in the administrative records, these additional characteristics allow for a more complete 

description of each immigrant group. 

I focus on source countries with at least 50 immigrant students of the same race in the 

same grade who took a standardized test in reading or math.  The remaining immigrants are 

grouped into “other” categories by race (other Asian immigrant, other white immigrant, etc.).4  

The 27 source countries in the analysis represent children from every racial group and every 

                                                 
2 Test score data are standardized to a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one by subtracting the average of all 
scores in the appropriate grade level from each student’s score and dividing by the standard deviation of all scores. 
3 The federal Emergency Immigrant Education Program provides some financial assistance to schools serving large 
numbers of recent immigrants. 
4 Included in the “other” immigrant category are 11% of Hispanic foreign-born, 22% of black foreign-born, 33% of 
white foreign-born, and 14% of Asian foreign-born. The other category also includes children of a different race 
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region of the world.  While most of the source country groups are racially homogenous, two 

country groups—Trinidad/Tobago and Guyana—have large numbers of black and Asian students 

of South Asian heritage.  Given that the co-ethnic communities of Asians and blacks from these 

two countries are likely to differ, they are examined separately in the analysis.  In each grade, 

there are at least 10 thousand immigrants and 50 thousand native-born students in five to six 

hundred schools.  The math samples include slightly more students since fewer are exempt due 

to limited English skills. 

As with all data sources this one is not perfect.  The first limitation is that the measure of 

race does not identify the race of Spanish origin people, a group known to represent several 

racial categories (Bean & Tienda, 1987; Denton & Massey, 1989).5  To the extent that skin color 

shapes children’s experiences in school—for instance, whether they are treated differently by 

teachers or form different peer groups—Hispanics with white features can be expected to 

perform differently from Hispanics with black features.  The inability to identify the skin color of 

Hispanic children means that observed test score differences between Hispanics and blacks with 

similar background characteristics cannot easily be attributed to racial differences.  Some 

Hispanic groups are also so light skinned that they are perceived of and treated as racial majority 

members.  If, therefore, some Hispanic immigrants test equal to their white native-born peers, I 

cannot be certain that this is evidence of ethnic advantage as opposed to racial advantage.  

                                                                                                                                                             
from an otherwise racially homogenous country; for instance, the few black children born in South Korea are 
grouped with other black immigrants. 
5 The survey given to all first time entrants to the school system asks parents to select the one racial/ethnic category 
that best describes their children. They are given the following five choices: 1) white, not of Hispanic origin; 2) 
black, not of Hispanic origin; 3) Hispanic; 4) Asian or Pacific Islander; and 5) American Indian or Alaskan Native. 

 14



A second data limitation is that I cannot identify second generation children.6  Since co-

ethnic immigrants are expected to influence all children in the community (both those who are 

born abroad and those who are born in the U.S.), I may over or underestimate the number of 

ethnically-advantaged minority groups by failing to include the second generation with their 

foreign-born co-ethnic peers.  For instance, suppose children born in the U.S. to Nigerian parents 

perform better than children born in Nigeria.  If I were to examine the performance of the 

children of Nigerian immigrants (both those born abroad and in the U.S.), I might find that they 

reach parity with white native-born while I find no such parity among Nigerian born.  Though I 

am unable to identify immigrant parentage, I include the test score performances of native-born 

children of each racial group as a reference point.  

A final limitation is the inability to quantify the social capital of the respective immigrant 

communities.  The best research in this area includes substantial fieldwork to describe the unique 

relationships, organizations, and cultural norms of various immigrant groups in specific localities 

(e.g. Caplan et al., 1989; Gibson, 1988; Kasinitz, 1992; Waters, 1999; Zhou & Bankston, 1998).  

Several books and edited volumes have been written about New York City adult immigrants and, 

recently, the IMSGY focuses on the children of these immigrants (e.g. Foner, 2001; Kasinitz, 

1992; Mollenkopf et al., 2004; Waters, 1999; Zhou, 1992).  In many of these studies, which are 

primarily ethnographic, there is ample evidence of financial and social support among co-ethnics 

and for some, substantial political capital.  Yet there are also stories of disconnect and conflict 

between parents and children.  Few of these studies allow one to make reliable predictions about 

                                                 
6 Though the data do include language most frequently spoken at home, analyses of U.S. Census data indicate that 
home language tends not to be a good proxy for immigrant parentage.  For instance, 90% of Asian native-born 
children who live in a home where English is predominantly spoken are children of immigrants.  And only 46% of 
Hispanic native-born children who live in a home where English is not the primary language spoken are children of 
immigrants (authors calculations). 
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immigrant children’s ability to transcend race and class barriers to school achievement.  In 

addition, many of the immigrants in this paper have received less attention in the ethnographic 

literature, such as West Africans, South Americans, and Asian Caribbeans.  Rather than 

attempting to quantify social capital or cultural values for each immigrant community, an 

undeniably error-prone exercise, I first use the background and school characteristics of the 

groups to generate predictions of high and low achievement, then deduce ethnic advantage from 

the test score performance of groups that test well above these predictions.   

 

Analysis 

Source Country Differences in Poverty and Other Background Characteristics 

Table 1 provides the poverty rates and other characteristics of the fifth grade 2000-2001 

immigrant students and their parents.  The first column in the table includes the numbers of 

students from each source country, revealing that the city includes large shares of students from 

all over the world; the largest source countries are the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, Russia, 

Mexico, China, and Bangladesh.  With the exception of home language, the characteristics listed 

in this table have straightforward effects on children’s education; poverty, LEP, special 

education, low parental human capital, and single parenthood tend to negatively associate with 

achievement.  While lack of proficiency in English is an uncontested deficit in American 

schools, living in a home where a language other than English is the primary language is not 

necessarily a disadvantage.  In fact, for children who attain English language proficiency, native-

language retention has been shown to enhance their self-esteem and achievement (e.g. Glick & 

White, 2003; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).  Thus, students who are English proficient and who are 

exposed to non-English languages at home may be the most advantaged. 
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Consistent with other large urban school districts, most of the city’s public school 

students (almost 85%) are close to or in poverty.  Also consistent with research on immigrants 

nationwide (e.g. Hernandez & Charney, 1998; Van Hook, Brown, & Kwenda, 2004), New York 

City’s foreign-born are more likely to be poor than their co-race native-born classmates.  White 

native-born students are substantially less poor than both white foreign-born and all other 

nonwhite students.  Roughly 45% of white native-born students are in homes at or close to 

poverty.   The next least impoverished group is Ukrainian immigrants, with 62% at or near 

poverty.  White native-born children are also highly English proficient, and their parents are 

more likely to have a college degree, to be in professional or managerial occupations, and to be 

married than most other nonwhite immigrant groups.  Though they have the privileges associated 

with race, socio-economic status, and English proficiency, white native-born students also have a 

tremendously high rate of participation in special education programs (10.3%), exceeded only by 

Hispanic native-born students.   

New York City also educates a fair number of white foreign-born students, most of 

whom are from the Former Soviet Republic and other Eastern European countries.  Among white 

foreign-born, students from Albania and the Former Yugoslavia are the most economically-

disadvantaged.  The parents of children from Yugoslavia in particular are also unlikely to have a 

college education and the least likely of all immigrant groups to be in professional or managerial 

occupations.  Including these white immigrants in the analysis is important because they can 

shed light on whether white status leads to higher achievement even among those who are poor.  

All of the nonwhite native-born and immigrant groups are predominantly poor, with the 

exception of a few Asian groups.  Filipinos and South Koreans are far less likely to be poor than 

the rest of the immigrant groups and almost equally as poor as native-born whites (though 
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greater shares of these groups are near poverty than are white native-born).  The children from 

these two countries also have high rates of English proficiency and exposure to non-English 

languages in the home, and their parents are more likely to be college educated than the parents 

of white native-born.7  Higher school performance can naturally be expected of these two 

groups.  But they will only reach equivalence with native-born whites if their status as racial 

minorities does not limit their achievement. 

There are other immigrant children who come from poor families but who are English-

speaking and have parents who are more likely to be college educated than white native-born.  

These include the West Africans and the Asians born in South Asia.  In fact, Nigerian parents 

have the highest rate of college completion and of professional or managerial occupation than 

any other group.  If parental education, occupation, or English familiarity can eradicate the 

negative influence of minority race and poverty, then high performance can be expected among 

students born in Nigeria, Ghana, India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan.      

The rest of the immigrant children face substantial obstacles to high achievement, but 

some possess unique advantages.  The children born in the English-speaking Caribbean countries 

of Jamaica, Guyana, Trinidad/Tobago, and Grenada of both black and Asian heritage are 

economically-deprived but English proficient.  Though they may outperform other immigrant 

groups, students from these countries are unlikely to reach parity with native-born whites who 

are also English proficient and more economically advantaged.  Students from the South 

American countries tend to look like their Afro-Caribbean counterparts on most measures except 

that they are more likely to be LEP and less likely to have black skin color.  Students from China 

                                                 
7 The U.S. Census does not indicate whether these parents obtained their college degrees in their home countries or 
in the U.S.  Yet the college completion rates are extremely high among adult Korean and Filipinos who immigrated 
recently to New York City.  It seems reasonable, therefore, to assume that the human capital of many immigrant 
parents from these two countries was obtained prior to their emigration. 
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and Hong Kong are also highly disadvantaged except that they have relatively low rates of single 

parenthood, though not that low for Asians in general.   

The most disadvantaged immigrants on every measure in the table are those from the 

Dominican Republic, Honduras, Mexico, and Haiti; all show high rates of poverty and LEP and 

their parents are unlikely to be college educated.  These disadvantaged groups are unlikely to test 

at the white native-born average unless they benefit significantly from the social and ethnic 

capital of their respective ethnic communities or favorable cultural norms.   

 

Source Country Differences in Schools 

Table 2 provides weighted school means to reflect differences between the immigrant groups in 

the characteristics of their schools, including peers, teachers, and expenditures.  The weights are 

the number of students in the relevant group who attend each school so that the percentages and 

dollar amounts are treated as exposure rates.  The top row of the table provides the exposure 

rates for the average student in the school system as a reference point.  The average Dominican, 

for instance, attends a school that is 91% poor, while the average student overall attends a school 

that is only 76% poor.8  Per-pupil spending measures expenditures on all school resources, such 

as teachers, buildings, and the additional expenses required to educate children who are Limited 

English proficient and special education.  Schools that spend more per pupil may do so because 

they have higher salaried teachers and/or because they have students with greater needs, which 

means that higher school spending does not necessarily translate to higher resources for all 

students in the school. 

                                                 
8 The school exposure rates measure the characteristics of the peers of a given group and the characteristics of the 
group itself.  However, most immigrant groups share schools with very small numbers of co-ethnic immigrants so 
that these exposure rates are primarily peer-driven (see Ellen, O’Regan, Schwartz, & Stiefel, 2002).  For instance, 
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The table reveals that the average white native-born student attends a school with fewer 

poor students and more white students than any other group.  White native-born also tend to be 

in schools where the average test scores are high and the teachers have master’s degrees.  At the 

same time, they attend schools where the average expenditure per pupil is $10,153, a figure that 

is lower than that of seven other immigrant groups and both black and Hispanic native-born.  

Thus, by most measures (with the exception of per pupil spending, which again may indicate 

higher salaried teachers and/or students with greater needs), white native-born are in relatively 

higher quality schools than all other groups.  Except for the two poor groups from Albania and 

the Former Yugoslavia, most of the white foreign-born students also attend schools with more 

privileged peers and higher resources. 

Among nonwhites, Hispanic and black students from most countries generally attend 

high poverty schools with few whites, below average percentages of teachers with masters 

degrees, and mathematics test scores that are at least one-tenth of a standard deviation below 

average.  Most Asian groups, on the other hand, attend schools with above average shares of 

white students, high test scores, and educated teachers.  The big exceptions are Asian children 

from the Caribbean countries who attend schools that look more like the schools attended by 

black and Hispanic students than by other Asians.  There are other examples of variation in 

school characteristics within race and even within region groups.  For instance, Columbians and 

Peruvians attend schools with slightly higher shares of white students, higher test scores, and 

higher percentages of teachers with master’s degrees than the average Hispanic foreign-born.  

Among black foreign-born, students from Ghana and Nigeria attend very different types of 

schools; the average Nigerian attends a school with slightly lower than average (the black 

                                                                                                                                                             
the percent poor in the average Dominican student’s school is not primarily driven by the poverty rates of 
Dominicans. 
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foreign-born average) poverty and higher than average shares of white students and test scores.  

The average Ghanaian, in contrast, shares schools with more poor, less white, and lower test-

takers than all other black foreign-born. 

To this point, the paper has revealed substantial variation in the backgrounds and school 

conditions of New York City’s immigrant public school students both across and within racial 

groups.  One can expect an equally varied range in test score performance.  Yet there are few 

groups that equal or exceed native-born whites on these inputs to achievement and, 

consequently, few that can be expected to equal or exceed whites in achievement unless they 

benefit from something other than parental human capital and school conditions.  I search for 

signs of such ethnic advantage in the raw test scores of the groups.   

 

Source Country Differences in Test Scores 

Figure 1 provides the results of simple test scores regressions of 5th graders in 2000-2001 with 

race/source country fixed effects on the right-hand side and white native-born as the reference 

group.  The shaded bars indicate that the coefficient is statistically different from white native-

born at the 5% level, while the stripped bars indicate significance at the 10% level, and the white 

bars indicate lack of significance at the 10% level.  The average performance of Asian, black, 

and Hispanic native-born are also included for comparison (the full model results for both 

regressions are included in Appendix A). 

The figure indicates a broad range of achievement by race/source country with, for 

instance, Grenadians scoring almost one standard deviation below the white native-born average 

to Ukrainians scoring over 0.2 standard deviations above in reading.  As expected, many of the 

groups near the bottom of the distribution tend to be poor and from families with low human 
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capital—Grenadians, Mexicans, Dominicans, native-born Hispanics, and native-born blacks—

while those near the middle tend to be slightly less poor or have parents with higher education 

and occupational attainment, such as West Africans, South Americans, and Asian Indians.  Most 

striking, however, is that while several Hispanic and black immigrant groups exceed their same-

race peers, none equal or outperform white native-born in reading or math achievement.  The 

only evidence of a high source country advantage in reading is found among East Asian 

immigrants, including those from China, South Korea, the Philippines, and Hong Kong.  In 

mathematics, India, Bangladesh, and “other” Asian immigrants can be added to the list of high 

achievers.  In fact, the Chinese, Bangladesh, South Korean, and Hong Kong students outpace 

their white native-born peers in math achievement by at least four tenths of a standard deviation.  

The remaining race/source country fixed effects are well below the white native-born average, 

and for students from the Caribbean and Central America, they are lower by at least 0.5 of a 

standard deviation. 

In accordance with the theory outlined above, a true ethnic advantage would be revealed 

among nonwhite immigrants who are poor and whose parents have low human capital.  Recall 

that students from South Korea and the Philippines are less poor and more English proficient 

than most other immigrants and live in homes where English is not the most common language 

spoken.  Their parents are also more likely to be married and to have a college degree than the 

parents of white native-born.  These two groups, therefore, may benefit from an economic or 

human capital advantage rather than an ethnic advantage that operates independent of human 

capital.  The only remarkable ethnic advantage is found among students of Chinese origins, 

either born in China or Hong Kong since students from these countries have far lower levels of 

human capital than white native-born students.  The students born in South Asia also appear to 
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overcome some of their disadvantages by scoring relatively high in mathematics.  The lowest 

performing Asians are those from the Caribbean countries of Trinidad/Tobago and Guyana; 

thought they outperform black co-nationals, they test far below whites and other Asians.  

The figure also shows that the poor white immigrant groups test below the white native-

born average and equal to some of their nonwhite immigrant peers.  Students from the Former 

Yugoslavia and Albania score below or equal to most of the Asian groups and score equal to 

several of the South Americans and the West Africans (tests of significance between race/source 

country fixed effects not shown in Figure 1).  While this is not necessarily evidence of ethnic 

disadvantage since these groups are poor, it suggests that their white status does not guarantee 

them educational advancement relative to some other nonwhite groups.  At the same time, the 

low performance of these poor white immigrants has almost no impact on the differences 

between nonwhite immigrants and white students; when I estimated the regressions using all 

white students as the reference group (instead of only white native-born) the coefficients on the 

race/country fixed effects each decreased by less than 0.006 of a point. For example, the 

coefficient on the Dominican indicator variable changes from -0.864 to -0.858 when the 

reference group changes from white native-born to all whites.  

So far the paper has considered the experiences of students in one grade in one year, a 

cross section that may not be representative of other grades and years.  There may be more 

evidence of ethnic advantage among older or younger children because the peer groups and 

schools differ for these groups.  Or there may be more evidence of ethnic advantage in an earlier 

year, when immigrants, native-born, or the schools may have been of a different quality.  To 

examine these possibilities, I re-estimated each of the regressions for immigrants relative to 

white native-born in reading and math for grades 3rd through 8th in each of the years 1996-97 
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through 2000-2001.  The race/source country coefficients from these 60 regressions (6 grades by 

2 tests by 5 years) are remarkably similar.  Of the 1,770 pairwise correlations possible for each 

of the 60 coefficients, the majority exceeded 0.90 and none fell below 0.80.  There were also no 

detectable trends across grades and over time for the country groups. 

Table 3 provides the distribution in the race/source country coefficients separately for 

math and reading.  Consistent with the high pairwise correlations, the table indicates that the fifth 

grade 2000-01 results are quite close to the central tendencies of each distribution for each 

country group.  For instance, the reading coefficient for Dominicans in the 5th grade in 2000-01 

is -0.864 (see Appendix Table A) while the average coefficient for Dominicans across all 30 

grade/year cross sections is -0.860.  The means and the medians in the coefficients for each 

race/source country group are also very similar, indicating normal distributions across the cross 

sections.  

For all of the Hispanic and black immigrant groups the fixed effects coefficients average 

at least two-thirds of a standard deviation below the white native-born average.  Some are also 

quite large, particularly in mathematics:  Dominican, Mexican, Honduran, Haitian, and 

Grenadian students average approximately one standard deviation below white native-born in 

math.  Most striking is that the maximum values for all black and Hispanic immigrant groups are 

negative, implying that none of these immigrant groups exceed white native-born in any of the 

cross sections in reading or math.  The country groups that came closest to the white native-born 

average are less poor or more educated, including students from Nigeria, Columbia, and Peru.  In 

one cross section (third graders in 1997-98), the difference between Nigerians and white native-

born was only -0.117 in reading, a difference that was not statistically significant.  However, this 
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remains the only evidence of parity with white native-born for black and Hispanic immigrants in 

reading or math.   

Turning to the Asian immigrants in reading, Filipinos, South Koreans, and Chinese again 

center closest to zero indicating parity with white native-born.  The South Korean fixed effects 

are typically positive and the Chinese and Filipino fixed effects are typically negative, but most 

are not statistically different from zero.  Chinese are far more advantaged in mathematics, 

averaging approximately 0.214 standard deviations above white native-born.  Indian students 

who test far below white native-born in reading appear to test near the native-born white average 

in mathematics.  Other Asian Indians, particularly those born in the Caribbean, do not score as 

high as their Indian counterparts.   

In sum, while some groups score relatively high within their racial category, few 

transcend race and poverty boundaries, indicating little evidence of an ethnic advantage that 

supercedes the effects of race, poverty, English language ability, and parental human capital.  

The nonwhite groups that equal or outperform white native-born in either reading or math are 

students from China, Hong Kong, the Philippines, South Korea, Bangladesh, and India.  Students 

from South Asia do not perform better in reading, however.  South Koreans and Filipinos are less 

poor and their parents are more educated than most other immigrants and represent, perhaps, less 

of an ethnically-advantaged group than an economically-advantaged group.  The only immigrant 

group that transcends race and class in both reading and math across most grades and years are 

the Chinese. 
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Source Country Differences in Test Scores Among Non-Recent Immigrants 

By combining the performance of immigrants who are recently arrived with that of immigrants 

who have been in the U.S. longer, the analysis thus far may not be able to detect true ethnic 

advantages.  Recall that the segmented assimilation theory indicates that minority, poor, 

immigrant children who attend inner city schools may show an initial optimism that declines as 

they gain exposure to the negative pressures of American culture and schooling. Immigrant 

communities with high social capital and cohesive immigrant networks are able to prevent this 

downward trajectory.  Groups that are disproportionately new may perform better than those who 

have been in the school system longer, and it is this newness that might explain why they 

outperform rather than their ethnic advantages (see Appendix B for the percent and number of 

each source country group that are non-recent immigrants).  Therefore, I should search for signs 

of ethnic advantage in the performance of immigrants who have been in the country long enough 

to have been exposed to the negative pressures and to have resisted them.  I do so by comparing 

the performance of non-recent immigrants (those who have been in the school system at least 

three academic years) to that of white native-born.  

Figure 2 shows the race/source country fixed effects in reading and math for non-recent 

immigrants (in school system for at least three years) relative to white native-born for fifth 

graders in 2000-01.  While some of the race/source country groups have moved slightly up or 

down the test score distribution, the results are very similar to those reported in Figure 1.  Most 

immigrant groups who have been in the school system at least three years still score below white 

native-born, with students from the Caribbean and Central America scoring far below.  The 

exceptions, again, are students from selected East Asian and South Asian countries, but primarily 

in mathematics.  Interestingly, the non-recent Asian immigrants from Trinidad/ Tobago reach 
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parity with their white native-born peers, a result that was not evident when the analysis included 

all Asian immigrants from this country.  Students from Ghana also score below native-born 

whites but the difference is only marginally significant in reading. 

When other grades and years are examined, as summarized in Table 4, the same patterns 

are found.  The Hispanic and black non-recent immigrants generally score far below white 

native-born.  The only evidence of equality with white native-born is found among students from 

Ghana and Nigeria in two cross sections.  Though these groups are among the more educated 

immigrants, it is interesting to note that they are also black and expected to experience more 

discrimination than their Hispanic counterparts.  In fact, the black immigrant groups tend to 

score a little higher than several of the Hispanic immigrant groups though, as mentioned earlier, 

the racial classification of Hispanics is ambiguous; the children from the Dominican Republic, 

for instance, could be dark-skinned.  

Among nonwhite immigrants who have been in the school system for at least three years, 

those that consistently score closest to white native-born include Chinese (born in Hong Kong or 

mainland), South Koreans, and Filipinos.  Students from India and other Asian immigrants also 

reach parity with white native-born in mathematics.  Although Asian students born in Trinidad 

and Tobago equaled white native-born in the fifth grade 2000-01 cross section, they scored at 

least 0.3 standard deviations below white native-born in all other grades and years.  Thus, when 

the analysis is restricted to non-recent immigrants, the same conclusions can be drawn:  ethnic 

advantages as indicated by test score performance on par with white native-born is rare and only 

exists among selected Asian immigrant groups.  

The reader will be tempted to compare Tables 3 and 4 in search of signs of upward or 

downward assimilation.  Among several Hispanic groups, for instance, the race/source country 
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coefficients tend to be lower for non-recent immigrants than for all immigrants.  Yet among 

black immigrants, the opposite tends to be true with non-recent immigrants scoring closer to 

white native-born than all immigrants.  Among Asians, the differences between the race/source 

country fixed effects from the non-recent and the all immigrant regressions are somewhat 

smaller.  These patterns suggest downward assimilation among Hispanics, upward assimilation 

among blacks, and no changes in assimilation among Asians.  Yet in order to truly test these 

trajectories, one would need to restrict the data to cohorts of students to account for differences 

in cohort quality and test-taking rates (students who are new to the school system and not yet 

proficient in English are, for instance, exempt from taking tests for the first three years).  The 

purpose of this paper was not to examine trajectories in performance but such an analysis is 

underway and described in the concluding section.  

 

Conclusions 

This paper offers a simple analysis to answer the question of whether ethnicity can serve as a 

source of advancement among nonwhite, poor, immigrant children in New York City public 

schools.  The answer seems to be yes, but very rarely.  Using data on New York City students in 

the 3rd through 8th grades in the each of the years 1996-97 to 2000-01, the study compares the 27 

largest source country groups to white native-born on their background characteristics, schools, 

and test scores.  It finds that in New York City at least, where most of the children are poor and 

racial minorities, ethnicity does not enable the majority of immigrants to reach or surpass the 

performance of white native born, the most economically privileged group in the city.  In fact, no 

Hispanic group and only one black immigrant group in one grade and one year tested equivalent 

to whites on standardized reading and math exams.  And even the high achieving black 
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immigrant group—Nigerians—have the most highly educated parents in the city but still perform 

below white native-born in almost all grades and years on both exams.  Not only is there little 

mobility out of race and poverty, there is very little mobility out of race alone.  

The limited examples of ethnic advantage in a city as rich and diverse, and welcoming to 

immigrants, as New York City is somewhat surprising, but more importantly reveals that the 

ambitions and resources of newcomers are unlikely to have a large influence on racial and 

socioeconomic test score gaps.  In particular, they are unlikely to influence gaps between whites 

on the one hand and blacks and Hispanics on the other.  Again, these analyses do not disconfirm 

the notion that some poor nonwhite immigrant groups can overcome their status through strong 

ethnic connections and cultural retention.  It simply suggests that such movements are unlikely 

and, so far, only apply to possibly one or two ethnic groups within one racial group. 

This paper confirms what several ethnographic studies have indicated that most of the 

ethnic advantage, to the extent that it exists, occurs among Asians only (Caplan et al., 1989; 

Gibson, 1988; Kao & Tienda, 1995; Zhou & Bankston, 1998).  Yet evidence of substantial ethnic 

advantage is quite limited upon closer investigation.  If we do not count those immigrant groups 

that are less likely to be poor and more likely to be English proficient and to have parents with 

higher human capital—namely those from the Philippines and South Korea—we are left with 

examples of true ethnic advantage only among the Chinese, Indians, and Bangladeshis.  Further, 

the South Asians rarely reach parity with whites in reading leaving only the Chinese as a 

consistently high achieving group.  What is it about Chinese children, their families, and their 

communities that makes them achieve at a rate much higher than their immigrant peers and than 

what would be expected of them based on their poverty and race?  It may be that they experience 

less racial discrimination than other groups or that they manage to attend more resourced- 
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schools.  Yet there are other Asian groups that attend such schools and that share the same skin 

color but that do not score as high on standardized exams.  Other explanations may be found in 

their favorable cultural values regarding academic achievement, work, family, and authority 

figures; and strong ethnic ties with supportive ethnic economies and social relationships (e.g. 

Kao, 2004; Pong, Hao, & Gardner, 2006; Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Portes & Zhou, 1993; Zhou 

& Bankston, 1998).  Further research on Chinese immigrants and their relationships to one 

another and their schools may shed more light on how families and their children can overcome 

race and class barriers to high academic achievement.   

This study focuses on comparisons of immigrants to white native-born in an effort to 

determine how frequently ethnic advantages supercede race and class barriers to achievement.  

However, given the wide range of countries represented in New York City, comparisons of 

immigrants to one another and to their same-race native-born peers reveal insights in need of 

further research.  Consistent with Mollenkopf’s (2005) analysis of older New York City 

immigrant youth, this study finds that black immigrant students do not always achieve the least.  

In fact, several of the lowest scoring immigrant groups are Hispanic, notably students from 

Mexico and the Dominican Republic.  And among blacks and Hispanics, black immigrants from 

Nigeria and to some extent Ghana score the highest, often a full one-third of a standard deviation 

higher than AfroCaribbean blacks and other less poor Hispanic immigrants, such as the 

Peruvians and Columbians.  What is most interesting about the performance of West Africans is 

that they are a highly-educated but small, black population with relatively less co-ethnic 

cohesion than that found among other immigrant groups in the city.  Though being black still 

puts them below whites, the high human capital of their parents puts them well above many other 

immigrants.  
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A second observation is that there are several relatively low-performing white immigrant 

groups, some of whom test equivalent to Nigerians and other Hispanic groups.  These low 

performing groups represent a small share of all white students and, consequently, do not change 

the disparities between white and nonwhite students.  However, their lack of progress indicates 

that the privileges associated with their white skin may not allow them to overcome the 

disadvantages of poverty.  

A final observation can be drawn from comparisons of each immigrant group to their 

same race native-born peers and from comparisons of non-recent immigrants to all immigrants.  

Several immigrant groups outperform same-race native-born indicating an advantage associated 

with immigrant status or possibly correlates thereof, such as higher human capital.  In addition, 

the differences between the performance of all immigrants combined and non-recent immigrants 

differ for each country group indicating differences in assimilation trajectories.  For instance, 

several Hispanic groups show a possible downward trajectory while many black immigrants 

show a possible upward trajectory.  The patterns found among black immigrants, at least, are not 

consistent with what has been suggested in the existing literature.  Yet this set of tabulations and 

simple regressions has not explicitly tested whether these differences are due to exposure over 

time to U.S. culture, differences in cohort quality, or differences in test-taking rates. These 

questions are reserved for future research being undertaken by the author and colleagues.  This 

upcoming work will track multiple cohorts of young immigrant children in New York City 

public schools from elementary through high school, examine changes in their performance over 

time relative to one another and to their native-born peers, and explore the influence of their co-

ethnic communities.  This paper has laid the groundwork for such exploration. 
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Table 1: Characteristics of Students and Families by Race/Source Country, 5th Grade, 2000-01 (percentages unless otherwise noted) 
 Data from New York City Public Schools Data from 5% PUMS of the 2000 Census  

 

Number 
of 

students Poor 
Near 
Poor 

Other than 
English 

Limited 
English 

Proficient 
Special 

Education 
College 
graduate 

 Managerial/ 
Professional 

Single  
Parent 

All 72,788 76.5 8.3 44.0 5.7 8.7 20.0 25.0 47.8 
Native-born 62,660 75.8 8.4 39.3 4.0 9.3 19.3 27.0 51.4 
Foreign-born 10,128 80.7 7.9 73.5 16.8 4.7 22.3 18.6 35.0 
          
White          
Native-born  9,577 34.4 10.2 17.3 0.3 10.3 34.3 39.2 24.4 
Foreign-born 1,681 55.6 11.9 92.9 2.6 4.8 47.9 31.8 17.7 
Russia 618 50.9 11.4 98.1 2.9 5.2 60.3 43.6 23.0 
Ukraine 167 53.4 8.7 100.0 0.0 1.2 63.9 35.9 16.8 
Poland 130 55.6 23.4 98.5 3.1 6.2 23.8 13.2 11.5 
Uzbekistan 77 68.0 6.7 98.7 0.0 5.2 53.8 18.7 16.5 
Albania 71 74.3 12.9 97.2 2.8 5.6 31.5 14.3 15.9 
Former Yugoslavia 64 79.7 9.4 95.3 9.4 9.4 14.0 3.8 24.8 
          
Hispanic          
Native-born  24,167 86.7 6.8 73.7 9.4 10.7 11.2 19.2 56.5 
Foreign-born 3,722 91.8 4.5 95.6 37.8 5.1 10.2 10.2 45.4 
Dominican Republic 2,004 95.2 3.0 98.7 42.6 4.7 10.0 12.1 53.9 
Mexico 550 97.2 1.3 99.1 43.5 7.5 3.5 5.9 31.7 
Ecuador 330 89.7 5.9 99.1 34.5 3.6 12.7 7.6 29.6 
Colombia 196 78.6 11.5 95.9 25.5 6.1 14.2 11.5 43.6 
Honduras 95 90.3 7.5 95.8 36.8 2.1 3.3 9.1 51.0 
Venezuela 78 86.5 8.1 97.4 25.6 3.8 16.3 5.9 43.2 
Peru 73 73.6 13.7 89.0 15.1 4.1 23.6 16.1 46.3 
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Table 1 Continued: Characteristics of Students and Families by Race/Source Country, 5th Grade, 2000-01 (percentages unless otherwise noted) 
 Data from New York City Public Schools Data from 5% PUMS of the 2000 Census  

 

Number 
of 

students Poor 
Near 
Poor 

Other than 
English 

Limited 
English 

Proficient 
Special 

Education 
College 
graduate 

 Managerial/ 
Professional 

Single  
Parent 

Black          
Native-born 23,558 83.9 7.7 5.0 0.5 8.5 18.5 27.3 66.1 
Foreign-born 2,173 87.3 6.6 15.8 4.7 5.2 17.5 19.0 51.3 
Jamaica 808 87.8 7.4 0.1 0.0 6.7 14.5 16.0 55.0 
Trinidad & Tobago 257 85.8 6.9 0.0 0.4 2.7 12.3 19.9 54.9 
Guyana 233 86.1 7.9 2.6 0.4 6.0 17.6 16.1 38.6 
Haiti 193 93.7 2.6 88.1 29.5 4.7 12.1 8.5 47.9 
Nigeria 76 82.4 5.4 22.4 3.9 3.9 77.9 59.1 38.7 
Ghana 61 88.9 5.6 60.7 9.8 1.6 51.3 29.8 31.5 
Grenada 59 92.9 1.8 1.7 1.7 3.4 16.5 33.4 59.8 
  
Asian  
Native-born  5,358 61.0 15.7 73.9 1.5 5.0 31.6 24.5 13.8 
Foreign-born 2,552 75.3 11.3 77.6 5.7 3.6 30.9 21.3 14.3 
China 488 81.0 7.7 98.4 15.6 3.5 16.2 15.2 17.7 
Bangladesh 410 87.3 7.4 98.0 5.1 2.9 51.7 15.8 5.8 
Guyana 303 86.3 8.2 1.0 0.0 5.0 17.5 22.3 23.1 
India 288 71.4 11.3 88.9 4.5 3.8 43.9 25.8 13.7 
Pakistan 244 81.0 5.9 97.1 4.1 4.9 31.1 18.3 10.6 
South Korea 180 38.8 28.8 95.6 0.0 1.1 46.5 26.7 15.7 
Trinidad & Tobago 99 83.2 9.5 0.0 0.0 3.0 5.5 8.5 1.6 
Philippines 98 38.9 29.5 82.7 0.0 4.1 59.8 38.8 16.8 
Hong Kong 90 73.9 18.2 97.8 7.8 1.1 16.3 15.1 22.2 
Notes: Sample includes all students with a reading or math standardized test score and whose race is Hispanic, black, white, or Asian. Poverty= free lunch eligible; Near poor= reduced-price lunch 
eligible; Other than English=Language other than English predominantly spoken in the home; special education refers to part-time special education for students with mild to moderate disabilities. 
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Table 2: Characteristics of Schools by Race/Source Country, 5th Grade, 2000-01  

 
Percentage 

poor 
Percentage 

White 
Standardized 
math score 

Percent 
teachers with 

masters 
Per pupil 
spending 

All 76.0 14.9 0.016 75.5 $10,399 
      
White      
Native-born  44.2 51.4 0.503 84.3 $10,153 
Foreign-born 63.7 41.7 0.442 81.8 $10,124 
Russia 64.8 43.4 0.487 81.6 $10,051 
Ukraine 69.3 46.6 0.510 79.9 $10,395 
Poland 66.1 44.0 0.385 81.5 $9,635 
Uzbekistan 66.5 43.7 0.463 86.9 $10,114 
Albania 68.0 31.6 0.199 80.0 $9,819 
Former Yugoslavia 68.8 31.1 0.179 80.5 $10,073 
      
Hispanic      
Native-born  83.5 8.7 -0.103 73.5 $10,476 
Foreign-born 86.0 6.2 -0.143 72.9 $10,153 
DR 91.0 2.4 -0.250 70.2 $10,345 
Mexico 83.6 10.0 -0.063 75.2 $10,067 
Ecuador 81.1 9.4 -0.038 75.9 $9,672 
Colombia 71.1 14.3 0.163 80.9 $9,593 
Honduras 88.8 5.6 -0.230 69.5 $10,751 
Venezuela 80.0 8.3 -0.057 76.3 $9,844 
Peru 83.6 17.5 0.200 80.2 $9,420 
      
Black      
Native-born 83.2 5.0 -0.171 71.6 $10,746 
Foreign-born 83.4 4.1 -0.161 73.3 $10,277 
Jamaica 82.3 3.6 -0.135 74.2 $10,153 
Trinidad & Tobago 84.5 4.3 -0.158 72.9 $10,186 
Guyana 84.8 3.0 -0.169 72.6 $10,315 
Haiti 83.8 3.0 -0.156 75.7 $10,000 
Nigeria 79.9 9.6 -0.154 73.2 $10,270 
Ghana 86.9 2.8 -0.265 71.8 $10,920 
Grenada 85.3 3.8 -0.198 71.7 $10,462 
      
Asian      
Native-born  63.8 22.8 0.416 83.5 $9,655 
Foreign-born 70.6 17.3 0.317 82.5 $9,596 
China 74.8 16.4 0.514 84.7 $9,792 
Bangladesh 78.8 13.3 0.193 80.1 $9,476 
Guyana 81.1 4.8 -0.016 79.3 $9,348 
India 64.3 17.8 0.329 83.2 $9,388 
Pakistan 71.0 25.1 0.344 82.2 $9,678 
South Korea 47.1 29.2 0.581 85.9 $9,647 
Trinidad & Tobago 77.6 6.5 0.049 81.5 $9,330 
Philippines 62.6 21.7 0.284 82.0 $9,981 
Hong Kong 61.5 28.3 0.329 83.2 $9,388 
Notes: School means are weighted by share of group in school; Poor=eligible for free lunch. 



Figure 1: Race/Source Country Test Score Fixed Effects, White Native-born Reference Group, Reading and Math, 5th Grade, 2000-01 
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First bar: reading exam
Second bar: math exam

Statistical signficance indicated by shade and pattern of bar:
    grey: different at p<5%
    lined: different at p< 10%
    white: not different at 10%
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Table 3: Distribution in Race/Source Country Fixed Effects in Reading and Math, 30 Grade/Year 
Cross Sections 
 Reading Math 
 Mean Median Min Max Mean Median Min Max 
Hispanic   
Native-born -0.748 -0.742 -0.842 -0.678 -0.746 -0.742 -0.844 -0.673
DR -0.860 -0.872 -1.068 -0.604 -1.020 -1.019 -1.250 -0.823
Mexico -0.973 -0.981 -1.218 -0.716 -0.992 -0.964 -1.240 -0.816
Ecuador -0.671 -0.682 -0.875 -0.430 -0.822 -0.832 -1.021 -0.558
Colombia -0.383 -0.362 -0.614 -0.220 -0.587 -0.595 -0.756 -0.380
Honduras -0.796 -0.800 -0.975 -0.462 -1.066 -1.076 -1.321 -0.825
Venezuela -0.638 -0.653 -0.957 -0.292 -0.771 -0.742 -1.127 -0.405
Peru -0.523 -0.530 -0.797 -0.156 -0.586 -0.587 -0.836 -0.218
Other Hisp FB -0.573 -0.572 -0.719 -0.437 -0.663 -0.662 -0.766 -0.521
                 
Black   
Native-born -0.726 -0.736 -0.809 -0.631 -0.794 -0.797 -0.880 -0.665
Jamaica -0.800 -0.814 -1.013 -0.642 -0.873 -0.875 -0.997 -0.736
Trinidad/Tobago -0.648 -0.635 -0.878 -0.554 -0.683 -0.675 -0.803 -0.511
Guyana -0.773 -0.774 -0.913 -0.629 -0.826 -0.826 -0.958 -0.690
Haiti -0.722 -0.707 -0.936 -0.568 -1.019 -1.067 -1.352 -0.576
Nigeria -0.355 -0.357 -0.556 -0.117 -0.404 -0.414 -0.707 -0.214
Ghana -0.728 -0.770 -1.072 -0.220 -0.764 -0.781 -1.167 -0.313
Grenada -0.854 -0.883 -1.112 -0.576 -0.937 -0.948 -1.215 -0.707
Other Black FB -0.674 -0.658 -0.848 -0.567 -0.758 -0.763 -0.883 -0.630
                 
Asian   
Native-born -0.007 -0.015 -0.185 0.159 0.252 0.267 0.094 0.436
China -0.057 -0.065 -0.324 0.193 0.214 0.236 -0.059 0.536
Bangladesh -0.278 -0.276 -0.514 0.010 -0.115 -0.123 -0.315 0.046
Guyana -0.717 -0.697 -0.872 -0.552 -0.662 -0.652 -0.824 -0.474
India -0.219 -0.228 -0.366 -0.043 -0.023 -0.014 -0.214 0.100
Pakistan -0.356 -0.373 -0.542 -0.189 -0.210 -0.200 -0.340 -0.107
South Korea 0.113 0.138 -0.156 0.238 0.466 0.466 0.214 0.726
Trinidad/ Tobago -0.479 -0.483 -0.620 -0.282 -0.406 -0.404 -0.635 -0.226
Philippines -0.003 -0.015 -0.287 0.190 0.029 0.033 -0.121 0.191
Hong Kong 0.003 -0.006 -0.261 0.197 0.477 0.451 0.277 0.723
Other Asian FB -0.161 -0.165 -0.319 -0.019 0.060 0.063 -0.042 0.194
                 
White   
Russia 0.115 0.113 -0.016 0.239 0.285 0.280 0.179 0.430
Ukraine 0.238 0.231 0.085 0.424 0.402 0.382 0.232 0.610
Poland 0.023 -0.009 -0.239 0.399 0.177 0.167 0.005 0.480
Uzbekistan -0.355 -0.352 -0.643 0.121 -0.120 -0.150 -0.374 0.145
Albania -0.357 -0.390 -0.550 -0.060 -0.186 -0.188 -0.519 0.024
Yugoslavia -0.551 -0.563 -0.670 -0.331 -0.422 -0.414 -0.597 -0.256
Other White FB -0.137 -0.127 -0.259 -0.041 -0.031 -0.037 -0.115 0.100
Notes: Table includes summary statistics on coefficients on race/source country fixed effects in test score regressions where white native-
born are the reference group. DR=Dominican Republic; FB=Foreign-born. 
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Figure 2: Race/Source Country Test Score Fixed Effects, White Native-born Reference Group, Non-Recent Immigrants, Reading and Math, 5th 
Grade, 2000-01 
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First bar: reading exam
Second bar: math exam

Statistical signficance indicated by shade and pattern of bar:
    grey: different at p<5%
    lined: different at p< 10%
    white: not different at 10%
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Table 4: Distribution in Race/Source Country Fixed Effects in Reading and Math, Non-Recent 
Immigrants, 30 Grade/Year Cross Sections 
 Reading Math 
 Mean Median Min Max Mean Median Min Max 
Hispanic     
Native-born -0.748 -0.742 -0.842 -0.678 -0.746 -0.742 -0.844 -0.673
DR -0.862 -0.872 -1.068 -0.577 -0.895 -0.894 -1.089 -0.760
Mexico -0.981 -0.999 -1.228 -0.721 -0.914 -0.909 -1.165 -0.745
Ecuador -0.674 -0.682 -0.889 -0.451 -0.659 -0.684 -0.888 -0.455
Colombia -0.384 -0.385 -0.626 -0.138 -0.440 -0.433 -0.614 -0.227
Honduras -0.806 -0.815 -0.969 -0.479 -0.893 -0.912 -1.125 -0.616
Venezuela -0.648 -0.681 -0.962 -0.189 -0.648 -0.610 -0.971 -0.192
Peru -0.524 -0.525 -0.762 -0.139 -0.447 -0.443 -0.747 -0.231
Other Hisp FB -0.542 -0.549 -0.680 -0.436 -0.562 -0.557 -0.703 -0.427
     
Black     
Native-born -0.726 -0.736 -0.809 -0.631 -0.794 -0.797 -0.880 -0.665
Jamaica -0.581 -0.592 -0.756 -0.409 -0.686 -0.685 -0.805 -0.568
Trinidad/Tobago -0.523 -0.508 -0.735 -0.348 -0.588 -0.595 -0.690 -0.446
Guyana -0.615 -0.599 -0.785 -0.494 -0.722 -0.720 -0.833 -0.605
Haiti -0.716 -0.705 -0.919 -0.480 -0.885 -0.891 -1.192 -0.487
Nigeria -0.188 -0.187 -0.450 0.039 -0.285 -0.286 -0.500 -0.048
Ghana -0.498 -0.501 -0.896 -0.038 -0.595 -0.614 -1.001 -0.170
Grenada -0.631 -0.622 -1.255 -0.103 -0.756 -0.701 -1.343 -0.473
Other Black FB -0.578 -0.579 -0.683 -0.433 -0.672 -0.687 -0.787 -0.540
     
Asian     
Native-born -0.007 -0.015 -0.185 0.159 0.252 0.267 0.094 0.436
China -0.092 -0.086 -0.340 0.175 0.335 0.324 0.189 0.569
Bangladesh -0.270 -0.268 -0.519 0.007 -0.114 -0.117 -0.326 0.050
Guyana -0.495 -0.504 -0.666 -0.323 -0.495 -0.527 -0.655 -0.238
India -0.223 -0.228 -0.404 -0.008 -0.044 -0.027 -0.288 0.116
Pakistan -0.354 -0.360 -0.500 -0.162 -0.215 -0.209 -0.367 -0.085
South Korea 0.119 0.135 -0.182 0.265 0.444 0.456 0.186 0.717
Trinidad/Tobago -0.339 -0.349 -0.545 -0.082 -0.318 -0.308 -0.587 -0.140
Philippines 0.021 0.008 -0.193 0.244 0.035 0.045 -0.194 0.261
Hong Kong 0.005 -0.002 -0.231 0.201 0.466 0.467 0.265 0.729
Other Asian FB -0.154 -0.149 -0.323 -0.013 0.081 0.084 -0.040 0.202
     
White     
Russia 0.107 0.112 -0.057 0.247 0.271 0.267 0.157 0.419
Ukraine 0.234 0.238 0.051 0.430 0.382 0.358 0.159 0.594
Poland 0.023 -0.003 -0.248 0.409 0.157 0.145 -0.023 0.475
Uzbekistan -0.370 -0.349 -0.634 -0.042 -0.142 -0.170 -0.724 0.230
Albania -0.367 -0.377 -0.639 -0.053 -0.262 -0.258 -0.802 0.061
Yugoslavia -0.560 -0.559 -0.750 -0.268 -0.432 -0.414 -0.635 -0.280
Other White FB -0.145 -0.153 -0.269 -0.030 -0.042 -0.041 -0.131 0.110
Notes: Table includes summary statistics on coefficients on race/source country fixed effects in test score regressions where white native-
born are the reference group. DR=Dominican Republic; FB=Foreign-born. Only non-recent immigrants included. 



41 

Appendix A: 5th Grade Regressions 
 
 
Table A: Regressions of 5th Grade Reading and Math Test Scores, All and Non-Recent 
Immigrants 
 All Immigrants Non-Recent Immigrants 
 Reading Math Reading Math 
Dominican Republic -0.864*** -0.867*** -0.860*** -0.768*** 
 (0.042) (0.039) (0.041) (0.038) 
Mexico -0.905*** -0.939*** -0.910*** -0.845*** 
 (0.065) (0.055) (0.067) (0.056) 
Ecuador -0.564*** -0.562*** -0.591*** -0.481*** 
 (0.063) (0.054) (0.067) (0.060) 
Columbia -0.239*** -0.580*** -0.277*** -0.458*** 
 (0.069) (0.107) (0.065) (0.079) 
Honduras -0.666*** -0.831*** -0.650*** -0.616*** 
 (0.123) (0.091) (0.128) (0.110) 
Venezuela -0.399*** -0.578*** -0.417*** -0.429*** 
 (0.111) (0.138) (0.114) (0.119) 
Peru -0.353*** -0.423*** -0.382*** -0.289*** 
 (0.113) (0.103) (0.118) (0.091) 
Other Hispanic FB -0.514*** -0.566*** -0.445*** -0.427*** 
 (0.062) (0.053) (0.063) (0.057) 
Jamaica -0.858*** -0.846*** -0.620*** -0.649*** 
 (0.047) (0.042) (0.047) (0.044) 
Trinidad –Black -0.646*** -0.696*** -0.513*** -0.502*** 
 (0.066) (0.071) (0.072) (0.078) 
Guyana-Black -0.722*** -0.809*** -0.654*** -0.800*** 
 (0.074) (0.066) (0.068) (0.068) 
Haiti -0.657*** -1.166*** -0.703*** -0.975*** 
 (0.080) (0.120) (0.081) (0.098) 
Nigeria -0.364*** -0.422*** -0.223** -0.329*** 
 (0.109) (0.132) (0.110) (0.126) 
Ghana -0.514*** -0.468*** -0.354* -0.351** 
 (0.146) (0.133) (0.191) (0.156) 
Grenada -0.950*** -1.179*** -0.755*** -1.049*** 
 (0.140) (0.173) (0.222) (0.218) 
Other Black FB -0.656*** -0.709*** -0.531*** -0.623*** 
 (0.056) (0.051) (0.065) (0.054) 
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Table A Continued: Regressions of 5th Grade Reading and Math Test Scores, All and 
Non-Recent Immigrants 
 All Immigrants Non-Recent Immigrants 
 Reading Math Reading Math 
China -0.055 0.398*** -0.092 0.388*** 
 (0.064) (0.091) (0.067) (0.083) 
Bangladesh -0.278*** -0.012 -0.276*** -0.037 
 (0.064) (0.064) (0.065) (0.065) 
Guyana-Asian -0.609*** -0.621*** -0.415*** -0.411*** 
 (0.058) (0.067) (0.058) (0.062) 
India -0.308*** -0.010 -0.303*** -0.027 
 (0.069) (0.066) (0.075) (0.071) 
Pakistan -0.358*** -0.161*** -0.357*** -0.188*** 
 (0.054) (0.057) (0.061) (0.064) 
South Korea 0.026 0.595*** 0.033 0.535*** 
 (0.078) (0.078) (0.100) (0.095) 
Trinidad-Asian -0.501*** -0.353*** -0.217 -0.140 
 (0.116) (0.115) (0.157) (0.119) 
Philippines -0.041 0.117 -0.071 0.123 
 (0.091) (0.113) (0.110) (0.143) 
Hong Kong 0.050 0.622*** 0.081 0.584*** 

 (0.093) (0.127) (0.101) (0.122) 
Other Asian FB -0.143** 0.158*** -0.165** 0.159** 
 (0.056) (0.060) (0.069) (0.071) 
Russia 0.025 0.252*** 0.001 0.225*** 
 (0.059) (0.053) (0.062) (0.056) 
Ukraine 0.257*** 0.449*** 0.254*** 0.440*** 
 (0.061) (0.065) (0.060) (0.066) 
Poland 0.065 0.346*** 0.068 0.323*** 
 (0.084) (0.106) (0.083) (0.104) 
Uzbekistan -0.246* -0.004 -0.279*** -0.018 
 (0.128) (0.099) (0.097) (0.093) 
Albania -0.391*** -0.216* -0.375*** -0.222* 
 (0.143) (0.121) (0.132) (0.115) 
Yugoslavia -0.494*** -0.329*** -0.520*** -0.333*** 
 (0.087) (0.096) (0.098) (0.103) 
Other White FB -0.094** 0.101** -0.095** 0.110** 
 (0.041) (0.045) (0.046) (0.049) 
Native-born Hispanic -0.718*** -0.684*** -0.736*** -0.777*** 
 (0.028) (0.026) (0.029) (0.027) 
Native-born black -0.736*** -0.777*** -0.719*** -0.684*** 
 (0.029) (0.026) (0.029) (0.027) 
Native-born Asian -0.041 0.268*** -0.038 0.270*** 
 (0.028) (0.030) (0.028) (0.031) 
Constant 0.547*** 0.518*** 0.545*** 0.517*** 
 (0.026) (0.024) (0.026) (0.024) 
Observations 71128 72493 69502 70084 
R-squared 0.10 0.15 0.10 0.15 
Notes: i) Sample includes all students with a reading or math standardized test score and whose 
race is Hispanic, black, white, or Asian. ii) FB=foreign-born; iii) Robust standard errors, adjusted 
for within-school clustering, in parentheses.  iii) * significant at 10%, ** significant at 5%, *** 
significant at 1%. 
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Appendix B: Percentage and Non-Recent Immigrant by Race/Source Country 
 
Table B: Non-Recent Immigrants by Race/Source 
Country, 5th Grade, 2000-2001 

 

Percentage  
Non Recent 
immigrant 

Number of 
Non-Recent 
Immigrants 

White   
Foreign-born 75.7 1,681 
Russia 78.5 618 
Ukraine 68.3 167 
Poland 80.0 130 
Uzbekistan 80.5 77 
Albania 62.0 71 
Former Yugoslavia 79.7 64 
   
Hispanic   
Foreign-born 68.2 3,722 
DR 72.4 2004 
Mexico 69.3 550 
Ecuador 60.9 330 
Colombia 62.2 196 
Honduras 47.4 95 
Venezuela 66.7 78 
Peru 67.1 73 
   
Black   
Foreign-born 47.7 2,173 
Jamaica 41.8 808 
Trinidad & Tobago 40.5 257 
Guyana 60.5 233 
Haiti 61.7 193 
Nigeria 57.9 76 
Ghana 42.6 61 
Grenada 39.0 59 
   
Asian   
Foreign-born 68.5 2,552 
China 67.8 488 
Bangladesh 76.6 410 
Guyana 63.0 303 
India 70.1 288 
Pakistan 68.0 244 
South Korea 66.1 180 
Trinidad & Tobago 44.4 99 
Philippines 62.2 98 
Hong Kong 78.9 90 
 


