
Analytical Studies Branch Research Paper Series

by Garnett Picot and Feng Hou 

Social Analysis Division
24-I, R.H. Coats Building, 100 Tunney's Pasture Driveway
 Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0T6

Telephone: 1-800-263-1136

Catalogue no. 11F0019M — No. 332
ISSN 1205-9153 
ISBN 978-1-100-17747-2 

Research  Paper

Preparing for Success in Canada and the 
United States: The Determinants of Educational 
Attainment Among the Children of Immigrants

 



Preparing for Success in Canada and  
the United States: The Determinants of Educational 

Attainment Among the Children of Immigrants 
 

by Garnett Picot and Feng Hou 
 
 

11F0019M No. 332 
ISSN 1205-9153     

ISBN 978-1-100-17747-2 
 

Statistics Canada 
Social Analysis Division 

24-I, R.H. Coats Building, 100 Tunney’s Pasture Driveway, Ottawa K1A 0T6 
 

How to obtain more information: 
National inquiries line: 1-800-263-1136 

E-Mail inquiries: infostats@statcan.gc.ca 
               
 

February 2011 
 

 
Published by authority of the Minister responsible for Statistics Canada 

© Minister of Industry, 2011 

All rights reserved. The content of this electronic publication may be reproduced, in whole or in part, and 
by any means, without further permission from Statistics Canada, subject to the following conditions: that 
it be done solely for the purposes of private study, research, criticism, review, or newspaper summary, 
and/or for non-commercial purposes; and that Statistics Canada be fully acknowledged as follows: 
Source (or ―Adapted from‖, when appropriate): Statistics Canada, year of publication, name of product, 
catalogue number, volume and issue numbers, reference period, and page(s). Otherwise, no part of this 
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, by any means—
electronic, mechanical, or photocopy—or for any purposes without prior written permission of Licensing 
Services, Client Services Division, Statistics Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada  K1A 0T6. 
 
La version française de cette publication est disponible (n

o
 11F0019M au catalogue, n

o 
332). 

 
Note of appreciation 
Canada owes the success of its statistical system to a long-standing partnership between Statistics 
Canada, the citizens of Canada, its businesses, governments, and other institutions. Accurate and timely 
statistical information could not be produced without their continued cooperation and goodwill. 
 
Standards of service to the public 
Statistics Canada is committed to serving its clients in a prompt, reliable and courteous manner. To this end, 
the Agency has developed standards of service which its employees observe in serving its clients. To obtain 
a copy of these service standards, please contact Statistics Canada toll free at 1-800-263-1136. The service 
standards are also published on www.statcan.gc.ca. Under ―Our agency‖ click on About us > The agency > 
and select ―Providing services to Canadians‖. 

mailto:infostats@statcan.gc.ca
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/


 
 

Analytical Studies  
Research Paper Series  

 
 

The Analytical Studies Research Paper Series provides for the circulation, on a pre-publication 
basis, of research conducted by Branch staff, visiting Fellows, and academic associates. The 
Research Paper Series is intended to stimulate discussion on a variety of topics including labour, 
business firm dynamics, pensions, agriculture, mortality, language, immigration, statistical 
computing and simulation. Readers of the series are encouraged to contact the authors with 
comments, criticisms, and suggestions. A list of titles appears at the end of this document. 

 

Papers in the series are distributed to research institutes and specialty libraries. These papers 
can be downloaded from the Internet at www.statcan.gc.ca. 
 
 

Publications Review Committee 
Analytical Studies, Statistics Canada 

24th Floor, R.H. Coats Building 
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0T6 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Symbols 
 
The following standard symbols are used in Statistics Canada publications: 

. not available for any reference period 

.. not available for a specific reference period 

… not applicable 

0 true zero or a value rounded to zero 

0
s
 value rounded to 0 (zero) where there is a meaningful distinction between true zero and the value that 

was rounded 
p
 preliminary 

r
 revised 

x suppressed to meet the confidentiality requirements of the Statistics Act 
E
 use with caution 

F too unreliable to be published 

 

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/about-apercu/act-loi-eng.htm


Analytical Studies Research Paper Series - 3 - Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 11F0019M, no. 332   

Table of contents 
 

Abstract .......................................................................................................................................... 4 

Executive summary ....................................................................................................................... 5 

1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 6 

2 Educational outcomes among the children of immigrants in Canada ................................ 8 

2.1 The educational attainment gap between the second generation and the third-and-
higher generations ........................................................................................................ 8 

2.2 Ethnic group differences ..............................................................................................10 

2.3 Summary .....................................................................................................................13 

3  Educational outcomes among the children of immigrants in the U.S. .............................. 15 

3.1 The educational attainment gap between the second generation and the third-and-
higher generations .......................................................................................................15 

3.2 Ethnic group differences ..............................................................................................15 

3.3 The intergenerational transmission of education among immigrant families .................17 

3.4  Summary ....................................................................................................................19 

4 A summary of determinants.................................................................................................. 21 

5 Conclusion ............................................................................................................................. 22 

Appendix 1 ................................................................................................................................... 24 

References ................................................................................................................................... 25 

 



Analytical Studies Research Paper Series - 4 - Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 11F0019M, no. 332   

Abstract 

This paper reviews the recent research on the determinants of the educational attainment 
among the children of immigrants born in Canada and the United States, also known as the 
second generation. The focus is on the gap in educational attainment between the second and 
third-and-higher generations (the children of domestic-born parents), as well as the 
intergenerational transmission of education between immigrants and their children.  

On average, the children of immigrants have educational levels significantly above those of their 
counterparts in Canada with Canadian-born parents. In the U.S., educational levels are roughly 
the same between these two groups. In both countries, conditional on the educational 
attainment of the parents and location of residence, the children of immigrants attain higher 
levels of education than the third-and-higher generations. Parental education and residential 
location are major determinants of the numerically positive gap in educational attainment 
between the children of immigrants and the children of Canadian-born or American-born 
parents. However, even after accounting for these and other demographic background 
variables, much of the positive gap between the second generation and the third-and-higher 
generations remains in Canada.  

In Canada, parental education is less important as a determinant of educational attainment for 
the children in immigrant families than for those with Canadian-born parents. Less educated 
immigrant parents are more likely to see their children attain higher levels of education than are 
their Canadian-born counterparts. 

Outcomes vary significantly by ethnic/source region group in both countries. In the U.S., some 
second-generation ethnic/source region groups, such as those with Mexican, Puerto Rican and 
other Central/South American backgrounds, have relatively low levels of education (unadjusted 
data with no controls). However, conditional on background characteristics, these second-
generation groups achieve higher levels than their third-and-higher-generation counterparts. In 
contrast, in Canada, children of the larger and increasingly numerically important immigrant 
groups (Chinese, South Asians, Africans, etc.) register superior educational attainment levels to 
those of the third-and-higher generations. This result is partly related to the high levels of 
parental education and of group-level ―ethnic capital‖ among these immigrant groups.  
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Executive summary 

Many immigrant groups have a long tradition of turning to education as the mechanism best 
suited to promoting their children’s success. From the host countries’ perspective, the level of 
education achieved by the children of immigrants is one critical measure of the long-term, multi-
generational integration of immigrants. Since the children of immigrants are a significant 
component of the total population in Canada and the U.S., it is important to know whether and 
why the children of various immigrant groups are performing, educationally, at levels above or 
below those of their counterparts with Canadian-born or American-born parents.  

This paper reviews current Canadian and American research on the educational attainment 
achieved by the second generation (the children of immigrants born in the host country, either 
Canada or the U.S.), and its determinants. Educational outcomes in the two countries are 
addressed separately and from two perspectives. First, how does the educational attainment of 
the second generation compare to that of the third-and-higher generations (i.e., the children of 
domestic-born parents), and what are the determinants of the educational attainment gap 
between these two groups? The second perspective is intergenerational. How are the children 
of immigrants doing compared to their parents? 

On average, in Canada the children of immigrants have educational levels significantly above 
those of their counterparts with Canadian-born parents. In the U.S., educational levels are 
roughly the same between these two groups (unconditional comparisons). In both countries, 
conditional on the educational attainment of the parents and location of residence, the children 
of immigrants outperform the third-and-higher generations in terms of educational attainment. 
Parental education and urban location are major determinants of the gap in educational 
attainment between the children of immigrants and children with Canadian-born or American-
born parents. However, even after one has accounted for these and other demographic 
background variables, in Canada much of the positive gap between the second generation and 
the third-and-higher generations remains.  

In Canada, parental education is less important as a determinant of educational attainment 
among the children in immigrant families than among those with Canadian-born parents. Less 
educated immigrant parents are more likely to see their children attain higher levels of education 
than are their Canadian-born counterparts. In the U.S., the extent to which the parents’ 
advantage (or disadvantage) in educational attainment is passed on to their children appears to 
be about the same among immigrant and American-born families. 

Outcomes vary significantly by ethnic/source region group in both countries. In the U.S., some 
second-generation ethnic/source region groups, such as those with Mexican, Puerto Rican and 
other Central/South American backgrounds, have relatively low levels of education, even 
though, conditional on background characteristics, they outperform their third-and-higher-
generation counterparts. This result is in part related to the low levels of education among their 
immigrant parents. An increasing share of U.S. immigration since the 1980s has been from 
Central and South America, particularly Mexico. 

In contrast, in Canada, children of the larger and increasingly numerically important immigrant 
groups (Chinese, South Asians, Africans, etc.) register superior educational attainment levels to 
those of the third-and-higher generations. This result is partly related to the high levels of 
parental education and of group-level ―ethnic capital‖ among these immigrant groups. The 
educational attainment among entering immigrants has been rising since the 1980s in Canada.  
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1 Introduction 

Educational attainment is frequently viewed as the most important means of social mobility and 
labour market success. Many immigrant groups have a long tradition of turning to education as 
the mechanism best suited to promoting success for their children. For many immigrants, this is 
an important factor in the selection of Canada or the U.S. as a destination. From the host 
countries’ perspective, the level of education achieved by the children of immigrants is one 
important measure of the long-term, multi-generational integration of immigrants.  

The outcomes of the children of immigrants are important for many reasons. In 2006 second-
generation Canadians comprised about 15% of the population of Canada and second-
generation Americans comprised 11% of the U.S. population. These numbers surpass those of 
any Western nation except Australia. Furthermore, the determinants of the ―gaps‖ in educational 
attainment between the children of immigrants and the children of the domestic-born (American 
or Canadian) provide an important measure of the long-term integration of immigrant families. 
Societies need to know why immigrant groups, and their children, are performing at levels 
above or below those of the domestic-born population and its children.  

Both Canada and the U.S. are major immigrant receiving countries. However, in recent decades 
immigration patterns have differed in important ways in the two countries, influencing outcomes 
for the second generation. Prior to the 1960s, both countries used country of origin as a primary 
determinant of immigrant selection, focusing on Western Europe. In the 1960s, both countries 
altered their immigration policies; this lead to what many researchers refer to as the ―new‖ 
immigration.   

Smith and Edmonston (1997) and Green and Green (2004) provide overviews of immigration 
history for the U.S. and Canada, respectively. There are three differences between Canada and 
the U.S. in the post 1960s ―new‖ immigration that are important for second-generation outcomes 
(Aydemir and Sweetman 2007). 

First, immigration rates have been higher in Canada than in the U.S. since the 1940s; hence, 
the first-generation and second-generation populations are (relative to population size) more 
significant in Canada than the U.S. Second, the distribution of immigration by source regions 
developed very differently in the two countries. The U.S. has always had a greater share of its 
immigration from Central and South America. This is significant, since the second-generation 
educational outcomes for these groups are often inferior to those of other groups, such as 
Asians and Africans, to which Canada has turned for much of its ―new‖ immigration.  

Third, family reunification has been and remains the main immigrant selection program in the 
U.S. In addition to such a program, Canada employs a ―skilled immigrant class,‖ under which 
about one-quarter of immigrants are selected directly and another one-quarter are selected 
indirectly (spouses and children). This program utilizes a points system which selects 
immigrants based on their educational attainment, language skills, occupation, and so on. As a 
result, immigrants to Canada are now more highly educated than those entering the U.S. 
Educational attainment of immigrants has increased over time in Canada, while remaining flat in 
the U.S. These trends influence educational attainment of the children of immigrants in the two 
countries.  

This paper reviews existing research on the educational attainment achieved by the second 
generation in Canada and the U.S., and its determinants. Relevant literatures from both 
sociology and economics are reviewed. Educational outcomes in Canada and the U.S. are 
addressed separately, and from two perspectives. Under the first perspective, how does 
second-generation (the children of immigrants born in the host country) educational attainment 
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compare to that of the third-and-higher generations (i.e., the children of domestic-born parents), 
and what are the determinants of the educational attainment gap between these two 
populations? Much of the available economics research in particular addresses this question. It 
focuses on outcomes at a point in time, asking why some groups are doing better than others. 
The second perspective is intergenerational: how are the children of immigrants doing 
compared to their parents? This requires a longer longitudinal perspective, often comparing the 
educational outcomes of the children (as adults), in the 2000s for example, to those of their 
parents twenty five years or so earlier. 

There is a significant American sociological literature on second-generation integration, focusing 
not only on educational outcomes, but on family formation and other outcomes. Much of this 
work is driven by the ―segmented assimilation‖ theory. This theory states that a variety of factors 
may lead to successful assimilation, but that they can also lead to poorer second-generation 
outcomes. According to this theory, determinants such as family socio-economic status, the 
immigrant family type (particularly single parents), the social context within which immigrants 
are received, and discrimination can play a major role, particularly in the poorer outcomes. The 
theory predicts very different outcomes for different ethnic groups in the U.S.. This theory is 
discussed in Portes and Fernandez-Kelly (2008), Zhou (1997), and Zhou et al. (2008), among 
many others, and is largely applicable to the U.S. It is rarely invoked to explain outcomes in 
Canada.  

The economics literature turns to traditional determinants to explain the gaps in educational 
attainment between the first generation, the second generation, and the third-and-higher 
generations. These include immigrant parents’ education and income, location of residence 
(educational attainment is superior in large cities), source region or ethnicity, ethnic capital (the 
effect of characteristics of the ethnic group, independent of that of the family), parents 
expectations, and visible minority status, and, at times, the language spoken at home. 
Discrimination is rarely addressed directly in this literature. 
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2 Educational outcomes among the children of 
immigrants in Canada  

2.1 The educational attainment gap between the second generation 
and the third-and-higher generations 

Second-generation Canadians register educational outcomes that are superior to those of the 
third-and-higher generations. Numerous researchers, using different data and measures, have 
reached this conclusion. Boyd (2002) finds, for example, that the second generation, whether 
members of a visible-minority group or individuals who are not members of a visible-minority 
group, outperforms the third-and-higher generations in terms of educational attainment. In fact, 
educational attainment is highest among the visible-minority second generation (Table 1). 
Among the population aged 20 to 64, 24.1% of the second-generation visible-minority group had 
a university degree in 1996, compared to 22.2% of individuals of the second generation who are 
not visible minorities and 16.6% of the third-and-higher generations. 

Table 1 
Educational outcomes for the Canadian population, aged 20 to 64, 1996 

Third-and-higher 

generation 

Second

generation

Third-and-higher 

generation

Second

generation

Percentage with university degree 16.6 24.1 16.6 22.2

Average number of years of

education 13.1 14.8 13.2 14.0

Average number of years of education, 

age standardized 13.0 14.2 14.7 15.4

Fathers’ education

Percentage with university degree 9.2 25.2 7.4 10.8

Average number of years of 

education 10.5 12.1 9.9 10.4

Average number of years of 

education, age standardized 10.9 11.7 12.2 12.5

Mothers’ education

Percentage with university degree 3.9 9.6 4.1 6.0

Average number of years of 

education 10.8 11.2 10.1 10.3

Average number of years of 

education, age standardized 10.5 10.6 9.6 9.8

Visible minority Non-visible minority

 
Source: Boyd (2002) with data from the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics. 

 

Some of this difference may be due to the fact that the second generation tends to be younger 
than the third-and-higher generations and that younger adults tend to have higher levels of 
education. However, age-standardized outcomes remained more or less unchanged, the 
children of immigrants having higher educational levels than the third-and-higher generations.  

Aydemir and Sweetman (2007) came to a similar conclusion using 2001 Canadian Census of 
Population data. They observed that 37.8% of the second generation had a bachelor’s degree 
or higher-level degree in the Census, compared to 31.8% of the third-and-higher-generation 
population that does not belong to a visible minority. 
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Abada, Hou, and Ram (2008) turn to both the Ethnic Diversity Survey (2002) for Canada, 
published by Statistics Canada, and to the 2001 and 2006 Canadian censuses and find similar 
results. Hum and Simpson (2007), Aydemir, Chen, and Corak (2008), and Bonikowska (2008) 
also observe the higher educational attainment among the second generation. Finnie and 
Mueller (2010), using Statistics Canada’s Youth in Transition survey to focus on the related 
issue of the probability of attending college or university, find similar results. Second-generation 
Canadians have a university participation rate of 54.3%, compared to 37.7% for the third-and-
higher generations. 

Recent research has asked what drives the superior educational outcomes for second-
generation Canadians.  Boyd (2002) observed that the educational attainment of the immigrant 
parents of the second generation was higher than that of the parents of the third-and-higher 
generations; immigrants for many years have tended to have higher levels of education than the 
Canadian population. Not surprisingly, higher levels of parents’ education are associated with 
higher attainment levels among the children, as is well known.1  However, even conditional on 
the educational attainment of the parents (as well as on age and gender), the educational gaps 
persist: the second-generation visible-minority population has about 1 year of education more 
than the third-and-higher-generation individuals who are not members of a visible minority. 
Hence, educational attainment of the parents, along with age and gender, accounted for less 
than half of the educational advantage of the second-generation members of a visible minority 
over the third-and-higher-generation individuals who are not members of a visible minority.  

Bonikowska (2008), using the Ethnic Diversity Survey, finds that controlling for both parents’ 
education and location of residence (immigrant families are more likely to live in urban areas, 
where educational attainment is higher) tends to reduce the educational advantage of the 
second generation over the third-and-higher generations, but some of the gap nevertheless 
remains.  

Importantly, Bonikowska (2008) observes that the above-average educational attainment of the 
second generation is driven largely by children from the less educated families. Put another 
way, children from immigrant families where the parents have  a university degree, for example, 
do not attain higher levels of education than their counterparts from university educated families 
with Canadian-born parents (with controls for age and ethnic origin). However, children with less 
educated immigrant parents do outperform their counterparts with Canadian-born parents. 
Having parents with lower levels of education is less of an impediment to educational outcomes 
for children of immigrants than for children of the Canadian-born. For example, among the third-
and-higher generations, having a parent with a university degree results in 3.2 more years of 
schooling than does having a parent with less than high school. However, among the second 
generation, this difference is only 2.2 years. Hum and Simpson (2007), using different data, the 
Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, come to a similar conclusion. They find that the effect 
of parental education on the education of the children is weaker among families with immigrant 
parents than among families with Canadian-born parents.  

This fits with observations by Aydemir, Chen, and Corak (2008) on the intergenerational 
transmission of educational attainment. They conclude that the persistence in years of schooling 
across the generations is rather weak between immigrants and their Canadian-born children. It 
is only about one-third as strong as for the children of Canadian-born parents. Although 
                                                      
 1. For example, if the father had a degree, the child had 1.5 more years of schooling compared to a father who had 

high school graduation only, after one has controlled for age, visible-minority status, and gender. Location (large 
urban vs. rural) is not included. Unfortunately, in this and many other studies, the regression generational status is 
not interacted with parents’ education; hence, these results are driven largely by the third-and-higher generations, 
and this effect is assumed to be the same across all generations. The correlation between parents’ and children’s 
education is not known for the second generation; hence, it is not known whether it differs between the second 
generation and the third-and-higher generations. 
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educational attainment of the parent is an important determinant of education outcomes of the 
children, it is less important among immigrant families than among domestic families.  

Turning to the role of family income as a determinant of children’s educational attainment in 
immigrant families, Aydemir, Chen, and Corak (2008) find that, after controlling for parents’ 
educational attainment, it is a weak predictor. This finding is consistent with results for the 
Canadian population as a whole.2  Among immigrants, this observation may also be in part 
related to the relatively poor economic outcomes among many highly educated immigrant 
families, particularly recent immigrants. Many lower-income immigrant families have relatively 
high levels of education in Canada.3  

2.2 Ethnic group differences 

The discussion to this point referred to the second generation in general. However, there is 
significant variation in outcomes by ethnic group/source country background. Ethnic group 
differences in parents’ human capital and family socio-economic status are expected to result in 
some inter-group differences in outcomes. However, after accounting for such differences, 
ethnic group/source region background differences persist. These differences are only partially 
understood. The ―ethnic capital‖ of the ethnic community—the overall educational attainment 
and income levels of the group—can enhance educational and other outcomes of the children of 
immigrants in that group (Borjas 2000; Zhou and Kim 2006). Differences among ethnic groups 
in these and other determinants (some unknown) can result in variation among groups in 
educational outcomes. 
 
Abada, Hou, and Ram (2008) found significant differences in educational attainment of the 
children of immigrants from different countries. In 2006, university completion rates among 25-
to-34-year-olds varied from 62% among children from Chinese families, to 17% among those 
from Portuguese families. The children of Canadian-born parents (the third-and-higher 
generations) registered a completion rate of 23%. Only two of the eighteen second-generation 
groups had rates below those of the third-and-higher generations (Table 2). Besides the 
Chinese, other second-generation groups with very high rates included children of immigrants 
from India, Africa, West Asia/Middle East, and other Asian countries. 

Abada, Hou, and Ram (2008) asked to what extent five sets of explanatory variables ─ basic 
demographics (age, family type, and individuals place of residence), parents’ education, 
individuals’ mother tongue and family language environment, ethnic capital4, and parents’ 
location of residence─accounted for the gap in the university completion rates between any 
particular second-generation ethnic group and the third-and-higher generations. For most of the 
individual second-generation groups identified in Table 2, the five groups of explanatory 
variables accounted for more than half of the (positive) gap between the second generation and 
the third-and-higher generations, and often for all of it. The major exception was the children of 
Chinese immigrants, who registered the highest educational attainment gap. The five groups of 
variables accounted for only one-quarter of the gap with the third-and-higher generations in their 
case. Other factors, not accounted for in the analysis, were driving the gap. 

                                                      
 2.  This finding also holds for the population as a whole (see: Frenette 2005; Finnie, Laporte and Lascelles 2004). 

After controlling for educational attainment of parents and other variables, one finds that family income is barely 
associated with, for instance, the likelihood of attending university in Canada. Furthermore, the unadjusted (raw) 
data suggest that access to post-secondary education is more equitable in Canada than in the U.S. Children from 
bottom and second income quartiles are equally likely to attend university, and top-quartile students are twice as 
likely to do so as those from the bottom quartile. In the U.S., second quartile students are twice as likely to attend, 
and top-quartile children are four times as likely to do so as those from the bottom income quartile (Frenette 
2005). 

 3. See Picot 2008, Picot and Sweetman 2005, and Reitz 2007 for reviews. 
 4.  Ethnic group’s educational attainment and ethnic group’s average family income. 
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Table 2 
Percent of second generation with a university 
degree, population aged 25 to 34, by source region 
of immigrant parents 

Second generation with

a university degree

percent

Africa 50.1

Caribbean 27.8

Latin America 23.3

China 62.4

Philippines 33.0

India 50.1

West Asia, Middle East 41.1

Other Asia 44.8

U.S. 35.1

UK 33.3

Germany 33.0

Italy 31.4

Portugal 17.4

Netherlands 30.0

Other Northern and Western Europe 36.8

Eastern Europe 41.1

Other Europe 34.5

Other countries 33.0

Children of Canadian born parents 23.8  
Source: Abada, Hou and Ram (2008) with data from Statistics Canada, 2006 

Census. 

 

Some variables had more explanatory power than others. Overall, parental education accounted 
for more of the gap than any other group of variables, followed by the group ―ethnic capital‖ and 
parents’ location of residence. Of the average gap of about 13 percentage points between the 
second-generation groups and the third-and-higher generations, parental education accounted 
for about 6 percentage points, ―ethnic capital’ for about 3.7 points, and location for about 1.6 
points. Consistent with earlier research focusing on the second generation as a whole, this 
ethnic-group-based research suggests that parental education is a major determinant of 
educational outcomes (although less so than among Canadian-born families) and accounts for 
perhaps half of the gap between the second generation and the third-and-higher generations.  

There was tremendous variation among ethnic groups regarding the extent to which any of 
these variables accounted for the gaps. In general, parental education accounted for more of 
the gap for groups from the developed Western nations than for those from the Asian or African 
nations. Parental education seems to be a stronger predictor of children’s educational outcomes 
among immigrant families from the developed Western nations (and families with Canadian-
born parents). This may be related to the notion that, among families with an Asian background, 
even children from less educated families are strongly encouraged to attend university (Finnie 
and Mueller 2010).  

However, the results were very different when the focus was on the differences in children’s 
educational outcomes between source region groups themselves, rather than when a 
comparison with the third-and-higher generations was made. Controlling for the five groups of 
variables did little to attenuate group differences. In the raw data, the children’s university 
completion rates ranged from 25.8% to 69.5% among the 18 ethnic groups in the study. When 
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one assumed that all ethnic groups had the same characteristics (as defined by the five groups 
of variables mentioned above), the range was from 12.3% to 59.3%. There are determinants of 
the differences in ethnic groups beyond those captured by these five groups of variables, as 
much ethnic group difference remains. 

Finnie and Mueller (2010) had perhaps the richest data set to address the issue of the gap in 
educational attainment between the second generation and the third-and-higher generations. 
Using Statistics Canada’s longitudinal Youth in Transition Survey (YITS-A), they used as their 
outcome variable the probability of attending college or university during the 2000s among the 
first, second, and third-and-higher generations. The probability of attending university was 16.6 
percentage points higher among the second generation than among the third-and-higher 
generations. Basic controls reduced this gap to 12.9 percentage points, largely as a result of the 
effect of the urban/rural (location) variable. Family income increased the gap (immigrant families 
generally have lower incomes than their Canadian counterparts); parental education reduced it 
somewhat, but by only 2.6 percentage points. After accounting for these more or less standard 
variables, 11.4 percentage points of the original 16.6-percentage-point gap remained. 
Accounting for differences in reading test scores and self-reported high school grades (children 
of immigrants tend to have higher grades than children of the Canadian-born reduced the gap 
by 2.1 percentage points.5 This data set also has information on parental expectations, such as 
whether they expect their children to attend university. Controlling for group differences in this 
variable reduced the gap by 2.5 percentage points, a significant reduction. 

Table 3 
Gap between second and third-and-higher generations in probability of attending 
university 

Basic

variables 1

Column 2 plus 

family income

Column 3 plus 

parental 

education

Column 4 plus 

grades and 

schools

Column 5 plus 

parental 

expectation re: 

attending 

university

Overall 16.6 12.9 14.0 11.4 9.3 6.8

By country of origin (both 

parents from same origin)

Americas -2.0 -6.5 -4.9 -3.0 5.5 * -7.6 *
Africa 44.7 39.6 39.7 36.2 25.6 25.5

China 43.8 38.3 40.3 39.9 30.7 31.0

Other East and South East 

Asia 19.6 15.0 19.7 19.5 16.6 11.5

Other Asia 29.9 26.4 30.3 25.3 14.2 * 13.6 *

Western and Northern 

Europe 19.2 17.2 * 19.0 * 8.8 * 8.2 * 7.4 *

Southern and Eastern 

Europe 5.5 0.0 * 4.4 * 9.1 6.1 * 3.6 *

Anglosphere
2 4.0 0.0 * -2.7 * -3.9 -5.1 * 4.9 *

percentage points

ControlsNo controls

* Not significant 
1. Basic variables include urban/rural, province, whether linguistic minority, family type. 
2. ―Anglosphere‖ includes English-speaking countries such as England, the U.S., New Zealand, Australia and Ireland. 
Source:  Finnie and Mueller (2010) with data from Statistics Canada’s Longitudinal Youth in Transition Survey. 
 

 

                                                      
 5.  This variable may well be endogenous, as noted by the authors (i.e., the desire to go to university drives marks 

higher). 
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Overall, a significant portion of the gap persists even after one has accounted for these 
variables, including parents’ education. These results were also produced by source region 
background (Table 3). Large gaps remain after controlling for these variables.6 

However, the results related above apply largely to children of immigrants who arrived three to 
seven decades ago, since the research typically covers the population aged 25 to 64. Will the 
decline in earnings of the successive cohorts of immigrants who have arrived since 1980 
negatively affect their children’s educational outcomes? To produce some preliminary evidence, 
Bonikowska and Hou (2011) focus on the university attainment of the children of immigrants, but 
only those who arrived as immigrants themselves at age 12 or younger. This group of young 
immigrants is referred to as the 1.5 generation, and other research has shown that it often 
displays outcomes similar to that of the true second generation.   

The raw data suggest a large and increasing (unconditional) positive gap from the 1960s to the 
1980s cohorts in the university completion rate between the 1.5 generation and the third-and-
higher generations. This increasing positive gap across cohorts is driven primarily by the shift 
towards increasing numbers of immigrants from Asian countries; they tend to send their children 
to university at a much higher rate than do other groups, as noted above. Regarding the effect 
of the decline in family income between the 1960s and 1980s immigrant cohorts, this had only a 
very small (and at times statistically insignificant) effect on the educational attainment of the 
children of immigrants.7 This result is consistent with the above-mentioned evidence, which 
suggests that family income has only a minor effect on the educational attainment of the 
children of immigrant families. The results also suggest that the deterioration in earnings among 
entering immigrants over the 1980s to early 2000s may have a small negative effect on the 
educational outcomes of their children. However, the educational attainment of immigrants to 
Canada rose dramatically in the 1990s, and this positive effect on their children’s educational 
outcomes may more than offset any negative effect from declining family income. 

2.3 Summary 

The children of immigrants in Canada (second-generation Canadians) have a significantly 
higher level of educational attainment than the children of Canadian-born parents (third-and-
higher generations), on the basis of the unadjusted raw data. This higher level of educational 
achievement is most noticeable among the visible-minority second generation. There is 
significant variation among ethnic/source region groups; children from Chinese and South Asian 
immigrant families register the highest educational attainment. However, very few second-
generation ethnic groups do not outperform, educationally, the third-and-higher generations. 
Immigrants to Canada are more highly educated than the Canadian-born population as a whole, 
and this higher parental education accounts for perhaps one-half of the (numerically positive) 
educational attainment gap between the second generation and the third-and-higher 
generations. Location of residence is important, as the second generation lives 
disproportionately in large urban areas, where educational attainment is higher. ―Ethnic capital,‖ 

                                                      
 6.  These results suggest that the explanatory variables employed account for only part of the gap between the 

second and the third-and-higher generations. These results do not mean, however, that these variables are not 
strong determinants of the likelihood of attending university (rather than strong determinants of the gap in this 
likelihood). For example, in the model with all controls except grades and expectations, a child whose parent has 
a BA is 28.4 percentage points more likely to attend university than someone with a high-school-educated parent. 
Even with grades and expectations included, this coefficient remains at 20.8 percentage points. Unfortunately, 
this model is estimated for the entire population, and typically in this type of analysis one is unable to determine 
whether there is any difference, regarding the effect of parents’ education, between the second generation and 
the third-and-higher generations. 

 7.  As the authors point out, this does not necessarily mean that this effect is causal; unobserved differences in 
abilities of immigrants across successive cohorts may be resulting in both lower immigrant earnings and a smaller 
university completion rate among their children. 
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typically measured by the educational and income levels of the group as a whole, plays a role, 
accounting for perhaps one-quarter of the gap, and likely much of the inter-source region group 
differences in educational outcomes. Parents’ expectations also play a role, perhaps a 
significant one, although the research on this point is sparse. Nevertheless, much of the gap 
persists even after adjusting the data for all of these effects, particularly among the higher 
achieving ethnic/source region groups, such as the second generation with Chinese and South 
Asian immigrant parents, two of the larger immigrant groups in recent decades. 

The effect of parents’ education on the educational attainment of the children is weaker among 
families with immigrant, rather than Canadian-born, parents. Put another way, the 
intergenerational transmission of education is weaker (only about one-third as strong) among 
immigrant families than among Canadian-born families. This weaker association results largely 
from the fact that children from less educated immigrant families are more likely to achieve a 
higher level of education than are their Canadian-born counterparts from families with similar 
(low) levels of education. This is a positive effect for immigrant families, since lower educational 
levels of the parents are less likely to be passed on to the children of immigrants than is the 
case for the children with Canadian-born parents. As regards the effect of parents’ income on 
the educational outcomes of the children, it is well known that, in general, after accounting for 
the education of the parents, parents’ income has only a weak effect on the educational 
outcomes of the children. In immigrant families, this result appears to be even more 
pronounced, since family income is found to have little effect on the educational outcome of the 
children (after controls for parents’ education and other factors) and little effect on the 
intergenerational transmission of education.  

Finally, the positive (unconditional) educational attainment gap between the second generation 
and the third-and-higher generations appears to have grown between the 1960s and 1980s 
entering immigrant cohorts (on the basis of evidence using the 1.5 generation as a proxy for the 
second generation). The rising positive gap was driven primarily by the rising share of Asians 
and other visible minorities among the entering immigrant population. These groups are more 
likely to send their children to university than immigrants from other source countries. This 
increase in the positive gap may continue in the future, for reasons discussed in the conclusion. 
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3  Educational outcomes among the children of 
immigrants in the U.S. 

3.1 The educational attainment gap between the second generation 
and the third-and-higher generations 

The second generation (the U.S.-born children of immigrants) is found to achieve levels of 
educational attainment similar to those of the third-and-higher generations when unconditional 
comparisons (no controls) are made (see Card, DiNardo, and Estes 2000). Using data from the 
1940s to the mid 1990s for those aged 16 to 66, Card, DiNardo, and Estes find that both the 
mean number of years of education and the distribution of educational attainment between 
these two groups are very similar. Furthermore, this similarity has been long lasting, observed in 
the 1940, 1970, and mid-1990s data (Card, DiNardo, and Estes 2000).8 Using Current 
Population Survey (CPS) data from the mid 1990s, Chiswick and DebBurman (2004) find that 
the second generation has a slightly higher level of educational attainment, 0.5 years more than 
the third-and-higher generations. Card (2005) also finds a 0.4 year advantage for second-
generation over third-and-higher-generation immigrants, after controlling for age only. Using 
more recent CPS data (from the early 2000s), Aydemir and Sweetman (2007) find that 
(unconditional) years of schooling are roughly the same between the two generations.  

However, Card, DiNardo and Estes (2000) find that conditional on parental background, 
second-generation Americans have higher levels of education than the third-and-higher 
generations. Other things equal (notably parents’ education), being a child of an immigrant 
parent in the U.S. tends to result in higher educational outcomes. Card (2005) shows that 
second-generation sons whose fathers had as little as 10.4 years of schooling (well below the 
mean) ended up ahead of their third-and-higher-generation counterparts. Furthermore, the sons 
of Mexican immigrants who had very low levels of schooling (5.5 years less than domestic-born 
fathers) ended up with 12.2 years of schooling, closing 80% of the education gap with the third-
and-higher generations faced by their fathers.9 These findings are consistent with those for 
Canada by Bonikowska (2008), who finds that the educational advantage of the second 
generation is driven by sons and daughters from families with lower levels of educational 
attainment. However, even  after controlling for family background, notably parents’ education, 
the second generation outperforms the third-and-higher generations educationally in the U.S. 
(Card 2005). The low educational attainment of the parents in Mexican and other Hispanic 
immigrant families remains an important feature of the immigrant landscape. It has important 
implications for the educational outcomes of future cohorts of second-generation Americans. 
This issue is discussed in the conclusion.  

3.2 Ethnic group differences 

The American sociological literature, concerned with a host of second-generation outcomes, 
including educational outcomes, turns to the theory of ―segmented assimilation.‖ This theory 
predicts that some second-generation ethnic groups will experience very different outcomes 
(see Portes and Fernandez-Kelly 2008, Zhou 1997, and Zhou et al. 2008). The theory outlines 
exogenous factors at play and the principal barriers confronting immigrant children, and 
produces predictions of the path (upward or downward) that may be followed by the second 

                                                      
 8. Interestingly, the educational attainment of immigrants (the first generation) is lower than those of the third-and-

higher generations in the U.S., while in Canada it is higher.      
 9. The mean level of education of third-and-higher generations sons is 13.3 years (14.4 for daughters), and it was 

12.2 for second-generation male Mexicans (12.4 for females). 
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generation of a particular ethnic group, as determined by these two earlier components. These 
components are defined as follows: 

A) Exogenous factors (important determinants of outcomes of the children of immigrants) 
- human capital of parents 
- social context that immigrant groups face  
- composition of the immigrant family (single-parent vs. two-parent family) 

 
B) Barriers 

- possible discrimination 
- ―bifurcated‖ labour markets (a ―hollowing out‖ of the occupational structure, with fewer 

middle-earning jobs and more low-paid and high-paid jobs). 
- lifestyle choices 
 

This theory is driven by the particular context that exists in the U.S. Boyd (2002), for example, 
has argued that it does not apply to Canada. The theory predicts significant variation in 
outcomes by ethnic group. Portes and Fernandez-Kelly (2008) note that parents’ human capital 
and family socio-economic status (SES) are closely associated with national origins in the U.S.: 
high human capital immigrants come predominantly from China, India, the Philippines, and 
South Korea. Low human capital immigrants originate from nearby Latin American and 
Caribbean nations, particularly Mexico. Hence, second-generation outcomes are stratified along 
these lines.  

In contrast, Zhou et al. (2008) point out that one has to be careful of such generalizations. Most 
children of newcomers in the ―new‖ immigration (since the early 1970s), consisting of a much 
larger proportion of visible-minority groups, achieve rates of social and economic mobility that 
are comparable to, or better than, those of earlier waves of European immigrants (Alba and Nee 
2003; Bean and Stevens 2003). For example, recent data suggest that Mexican immigrants 
have made considerable gains over three generations in narrowing the educational and income 
gaps with U.S.-born Whites (Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Smith 2003).10 As well, as noted 
above, conditional on parents’ background characteristics, on average, the children of Mexican 
immigrants educationally outperform the children of the third-and-higher generations. 

Zhou (1997), in a review of the sociological literature, asks what constituted some of the major 
determinants of the educational attainment of contemporary second-generation Americans. 
Parents’ socio-economic status (measured by educational attainment and occupation) clearly 
mattered. However, Steinberg (1996) found that ethnicity played a strong role, even after 
accounting for explanatory variables such as the payoff of schooling, peer group effects, and 
attributional styles. This tendency of ethnicity, even after controls, to strongly affect schooling 
outcomes has been an enduring puzzle in the sociological literature (Feliciano 2005). In her 
review, Zhou (1997) points to other important determinants of second-generation educational 
outcomes, including family structure. Children of immigrants from two-parent families 
demonstrate higher academic achievement and stronger educational aspirations than those 
from single-parent families (Rumbaut 1994 and 1997, and Portes 1995). In addition, describing 
factors that resemble what economists would call ―ethnic capital,‖ Zhou (1997), for example, 
contends that, the greater the involvement in one’s ethnic community, the tighter the ethnic 
community, and that, the greater the conformity to the group’s expectations, the superior the 
outcomes. She argues that community characteristics such as persistence in the bottom 
economic stratum, particularly for Mexicans, and discrimination encountered in childhood play 
an important role (Ogbu 1991; Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Portes and MacLeod 1999). 

                                                      
10. Labour market outcomes of these groups are discussed in more detail in a companion paper (Picot and Hou 

2011). 
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Using data from the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study in California, Rumbaut (2005) 
assesses the determinants of the number of years of schooling for these children in 2005, on 
the basis of their characteristics as reported during the 1991-to-1995 period. Rumbaut employs 
four groups of variables: basic characteristics,11 family SES context,12 educational expectations, 
and early academic achievement scores. Parental socio-economic status is significant, even 
after controls for expectations and early academic achievement. Ethnic group differences13 
persist even after controlling for family context (parents’ education, proportion of single parents, 
etc.), just as they did in Canada.  

Rumbaut (2005) finds that the children of Mexican immigrant parents receive less schooling, 
and the Vietnamese the most schooling, even after controls for family background. However, 
many of these ethnic group differences become insignificant or marginally significant when 
parents’ expectations and students’ efforts are added to the regression. This finding suggests 
that these variables may account for much of the intergroup differences that persist after 
controlling for the basic variables such as parents education and family type. This was not the 
case in the Canadian research reported earlier, however. Educational expectations is a strongly 
significant variable (within the context of many other controls), as are, not surprisingly, early 
educational achievement scores.  

The above-reported results are based on sociological research. Economists have also noted the 
heterogeneity in education and earnings outcomes by source region background of the 
children’s parents. Card, DiNardo and Estes (2000) show that, in the mid-1990s, male second-
generation Americans whose parents were from Mexico and other Central/South American 
countries had fewer average years of education (unconditional) than the third-and-higher 
generations (11.7 vs. 13.0). Those children whose parents were from Europe (13.8), Asia 
(13.5), and the Caribbean/ Africa (13.2) had more years of education. The same general pattern 
is evident among immigrants themselves (the first generation who are the potential parents of 
the second generation). Those from Mexico and other Central/South American countries have 
fewer years of education, while those from the other three regions exhibited higher levels. 

Since educational attainment of the parents is a major determinant of the educational outcomes 
of the children, the low levels of parental educational attainment among Central/South American 
parents is clearly significant, as suggested by the ―segmented assimilation‖ theory. It is also 
significant in the U.S. because the share of immigrants from Central/South America has been 
rising, increasing from 14% in 1970 to 42% by the mid 1990s (Card, DiNardo and Estes 2000). 
Hence the share of the second generation with parents from these countries (parents who tend 
to have low levels of educational attainment) will increase in the future. Lower levels of 
educational attainment among the immigrant parents have tended to result in lower levels of 
education among the second-generation children in the U.S. 

3.3 The intergenerational transmission of education among 
immigrant families 

The degree of upward educational mobility between immigrant parents and their children is one 
of the most important determinants of immigrant economic integration in the long run. A high 
degree of intergenerational ―stickiness‖ among groups where the immigrant parents have low 
educational levels will result in relatively poor educational outcomes for the children. 

                                                      
11. Age, education, and ethnicity. 
12. Parental SES, including education and occupation, family type, and number of children. 
13. Mexican, Cambodian, Filipino, and Vietnamese compared to Asian reference group. 
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Overall, the degree of ―stickiness‖ in the intergenerational transmission of education among 
immigrants appears to be similar to, or somewhat higher than, that of American-born families. 
The intergenerational correlations of education (the extent to which the child’s education is 
dependent on the father’s) were in the 0.40 to 0.45 range, and changed little over the two 
periods covered, 1940–70, and 1970−95 (Card, DiNardo and Estes 2000). This means that 
between 40% and 45% of the educational advantage (or disadvantage) of the parent is passed 
on to the child. More recent work by Card (2005) suggests an intergenerational correlation in 
education of around 0.30 for immigrant families, about the same as among the American-born 
population. The lower intergenerational correlation of education means that the rate of 
educational assimilation (1 minus the correlation) may be increasing among more recent 
cohorts of immigrants to the U.S. 

Card, DiNardo and Estes (2000) find that, at least for the transmission between immigrant 
parents in 1970 to their children in 1995, it is the fathers’ education, not the fathers’ earnings, 
that matters to their children’s educational attainment. Fathers’ earnings exerted no influence on 
the educational and labour market outcomes of the second generation, after controls for fathers’ 
education were applied. This is consistent with other recent Canadian research suggesting that 
family income had little effect on the intergenerational transmission of education among 
immigrants (Aydemir, Chen, and Corak 2008).  

The degree of educational mobility appears to be higher in Canada than in the U.S. Aydemir, 
Chen, and Corak (2008) found only a weak association between the educational attainment of 
immigrant parents and that of their children, and estimated intergenerational correlations of 
education in the 0.13-to-0.16 range (i.e., only about 15% of the educational advantage or 
disadvantage of the parent was passed on to the child). Intergenerational educational mobility 
was higher among members of this group than among their U.S. counterparts, and perhaps 
more importantly, higher than among the third-and-higher generations in Canada.  

Smith (2003) looked at educational and wage integration across generations for the Hispanics in 
the U.S. It is among this population that sociologists in particular have been concerned about 
poorer educational outcomes. This concern is related to the notion that, as a result of low 
parental education levels and the preponderance of single-parent families, these particular 
groups are not likely to integrate towards the middle class, and demonstrate little advancement 
intergenerationally. Smith contends that this view is based on a misinterpretation of the data. He 
notes that cross-sectional data on the first and second generations of Hispanics indeed show 
little intergenerational gains in educational attainment or wages.14  

However, he points out that one needs longitudinal, not cross-sectional data, to study the 
degree of integration that takes place between the first and second generations. This integration 
is measured by the change in the educational attainment and/or wage gap between the first or 
second generations, and the comparison group, the third-and-higher generations. Smith (2003) 
points out that cross-sectional data are not appropriate because the first generation 
(immigrants) included in the sample are not the parents of the second generation (the children 
of immigrants) included in the sample, and hence one is not measuring intergenerational 
change in assimilation or integration. Smith sets up quasi longitudinal data by creating 25-year 
lags between the parents and the children (as adults) to approximate a comparison of the first-
generation parents with their second-generation children. When the data are set up this way, 
Smith finds two things. First, there are large educational attainment gains between the first and 
second generations among Mexicans specifically and among Hispanics in general. For 

                                                      
14. The Smith study compares the first and the second generations with the third-and-higher generations of the same 

age at any given time, for example, the mid-1990s. The data show that the educational attainment gap with the 
third-and-higher generations is roughly the same for the first and second generations; this finding suggests that 
little catch-up has taken place. The same is observed for the wage gaps with the third-and-higher generations. 
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example, Mexican immigrants born between 1945 and 1949 had 7.8 years of schooling, while 
their American-born sons had 12.1 years. The same was true for Hispanics as a whole. Blau 
and Kahn (2005) also concluded that the educational attainment of Mexican-Americans 
increases substantially between the first and second generations. This finding is not 
unexpected, since intergenerational educational attainment was rising for the American 
population as a whole over this period.  

Of more interest is the comparison of both first-generation and second-generation Hispanics to 
third-and-higher-generation White men. Smith (2003) finds a declining (negative) educational 
attainment gap. For example, among this same cohort of immigrant Mexicans born between 
1945 and 1949, the age-adjusted educational attainment gap with the third-and-higher-
generation Whites was 5.6 years of education for the immigrant parents (a deficit) and only 1.0 
years for their American-born children. For Hispanics as a whole, the comparable numbers were 
3.8 and 0.7. Hence, unlike the cross sectional data, which showed little difference in the 
educational attainment gap between the first and second generations, compared with the third-
and-higher generations, the longitudinal data demonstrate a major closing of the gap 
intergenerationally. 

3.4  Summary  

On average, American children with immigrant parents have (unadjusted) educational 
attainment levels roughly equal to, or marginally higher than, those of the children of American-
born parents. However, parental educational attainment is lower, in the aggregate, among 
immigrant families than American-born families. Hence, on the basis of adjusted data 
(accounting for differences in parents educational attainment, location, family status, and other 
variables), the second generation is seen to outperform the third-and-higher generations 
educationally. 

In Canada, there are significant ethnic group/country of origin differences. In the U.S., Latin 
American and Caribbean immigrants have significantly fewer years of schooling than 
immigrants from China, India, the Philippines, and South Korea, for example. These differences 
result in the inter-ethnic group differences in the educational attainment of the children of 
immigrants. However, even after accounting for ethnic group differences in family background 
and other standard variables, much of the ethnic group difference in educational attainment of 
the children persists in the U.S., just as it does in Canada. 

The American sociological literature turns to the theory of ―segmented assimilation‖ for guidance 
regarding a host of outcomes of the children of immigrants, including educational attainment. 
Like economists, sociologists find parents’ education and socio-economic status important, but, 
even after accounting for these factors, they observe that differences in educational outcomes 
among ethnic groups persist. Parental expectations regarding educational attainment appears 
to play a major role, as does family status: second-generation children from two-parent families 
are observed to have higher levels of education.  

The extent to which the parents’ advantage (or disadvantage) in educational attainment is 
passed on to their children appears to be about the same (or marginally greater) among 
immigrant as among American-born families, but is greater than that observed among immigrant 
families in Canada. There may be dimensions of the Canadian education system that result in 
higher levels of educational mobility between generations; it is seen among both the Canadian-
born and the immigrant community. As in the Canadian case, some U.S. research suggests that 
within the second generation in that country the major intergenerational educational gains are 
made by children whose parents have very low levels of education. Also as seen in Canada, it is 
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the parents’ education, not the parents’ income, that is the primary determinant of educational 
outcomes of the children. 

Much of the concern regarding the educational outcomes of the second generation in the U.S. 
focuses on the Hispanic immigrant community. However, significant gains in relative educational 
attainment (relative to the third-and-higher generations) are observed as one moves from the 
immigrants themselves, to their children, and even to the third-and-higher generations. 
Nonetheless, the low levels of educational attainment among Hispanic immigrants have been 
associated with lower levels of education among their second-generation children, in spite of the 
gains that they are making.   
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4 A summary of determinants 

The determinants of second-generation educational outcomes suggested by this review include 
the following: 

 Parental educational attainment 

This variable accounts for perhaps half of the positive unadjusted gap in educational 
attainment between the second generation and the third-and-higher generations in 
Canada. After adjusting for parental educational attainment, a positive gap develops 
between the second generation and the third-and-higher generations in the U.S. While 
parents’ education is major determinant of the outcomes of children of immigrant 
families, its effect on the children’s educational outcomes is less among immigrant 
families than domestic-born families, at least in Canada. Growing up in a family with less 
educated parents appears to be less of a disadvantage among immigrant groups than 
among the Canadian-born.  

 

 Location of residence 

Families living in large urban areas tend to have higher levels of educational attainment 
than others. The second generation tends to live in such urban areas. 

 

 Ethnic capital 

Usually measured by the ethnic group’s average education and income, this variable 
may account for one-quarter of the gap between the second generation and the third-
and-higher generations. 

 

 Ethnic group/Source region/Visible-minority status 

Even after adjusting for variables such as those mentioned above, ethnic group 
differences in educational attainment persist among the second generation. Blacks (in 
Canada) and Hispanics (in the U.S.) tend to have lower levels of educational attainment, 
and Asians higher levels. 

 

 Parental expectations 

This variable is used in selected American and Canadian research. Its effect persists 
even after accounting for parental educational attainment, and in at least one study, is 
seen to be as important (Rumbaut 2005). In another study, it accounted for a significant 
share of the ethnic group differences in second-generation outcomes (Finnie and 
Mueller 2010). 

 

 Family type and composition 

The American sociological literature suggests that children from two-parent immigrant 
families demonstrate higher levels of academic achievement and stronger educational 
aspirations than those from single-parent families. This variable is seen as particularly 
important among Blacks and Hispanic ethnic groups. 
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5 Conclusion 

Conditional on family background, location, and other basic demographic variables, the children 
of immigrants attain higher levels of education than children with domestic-born parents in both 
countries. Unconditionally, the second generation attains levels much higher than those of the 
third-and-higher generations in Canada and levels roughly equal to those of the third-and-higher 
generations in the U.S. There is significant variation by ethnic group in both countries, driven in 
part by differences in the parents’ educational attainment, ―ethnic capital,‖ family composition, 
and possibly parents’ expectations regarding higher education. However, even after accounting 
for the effects of such variables, inter-ethnic group differences remain. Nevertheless, in Canada, 
there are few second-generation ethnic groups that do not educationally outperform the third-
and-higher generations, while in the U.S., those with Mexican, and other Central/South 
American backgrounds attain, unconditionally, lower levels of education than the third-and-
higher generations. The shift in source regions/ethnic groups over time is a major part of the 
story regarding changes in educational outcomes of the children in both countries. 

During the 1970s and 1980s in particular, there was a major shift in immigrant source regions in 
both countries. In Canada, this meant an increased share of immigrants from Asia (notably 
China and South Asia) and Africa; in the U.S., this translated into increasing shares from Mexico 
and other Central/South American countries (Appendix Text table 1). At the same time, Canada 
moved to a ―points‖ system for skilled economic migrants, which emphasized educational 
attainment. This change resulted in an immigrant inflow with educational levels higher than 
those of the Canadian-born population. In the U.S., immigration is driven primarily by family 
reunification objectives, where education is not necessarily accentuated. Hence, educational 
levels are lower. These differences hold important implications for second-generation outcomes, 
given the importance of parental education as a determinant of the children’s educational 
attainment. 

For the larger source region immigrant groups in the U.S., the educational level of the parents is 
below that of the American-born population. Thus, some of the larger second-generation groups 
register, unconditionally, relatively low levels of education compared to the third-and-higher 
generations, notably those with Mexican and other Central/South American backgrounds. This 
holds even though, conditional on family backgrounds, these same groups achieve levels of 
education similar to those of third-and-higher-generation Whites. 

Canada faces a very different situation because the children of the major immigrant ethnic 
groups (Chinese, South Asians, etc.) come, on average, from families with high levels of 
educational attainment, usually higher than those of Canadian families in general. These  
immigrant groups also have high levels of ―ethnic capital.‖ In addition, there may be some 
characteristics of the Canadian education system that promote educational mobility among 
generations, particularly upward mobility in less educated families. For example, although in 
general Americans are more likely to attend university than Canadians, Canadians from lower 
income families (the bottom quartile of the family income distribution) are more likely to attend 
university than their American counterparts.15  

The overall result of all of these factors is a very high level of educational attainment among 
second-generation immigrants in Canada, particularly the visible-minority groups. And in 
Canada future immigrant parents of second-generation children are even more highly educated 

                                                      
15. There may be a number of reasons for this. The more obvious ones might include a more homogeneous 

elementary-secondary school system in Canada that likely provides a more comparable education to rich and 
poor families alike, the method of school funding, which, being provincial, tends to distribute resource more 
equitably to rich and poor neighbourhoods alike, unlike the situation where funding is local, and, finally, possibly 
some differences between the two countries in student loan and financing arrangements. 
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and more likely to come from countries with high ―ethnic capital‖, given the change in 
characteristics of entering immigrants over the 1990s and 2000s. Trends in the U.S. are 
different. There has not been an overall increase in educational attainment among future 
immigrant parents of second-generation children (i.e. recent immigrants entering during the 
1990s and 2000s), and they have increasingly come from Mexico and other Central/South 
American countries, with lower levels of education. 
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Appendix 1   

Text table 1 
Composition of source regions and educational attainment of new immigrants 
aged 25 to 54 in the United States and Canada 

1980 1990 2000 2005 1980 1990 2000 2005

United States

Source region

North America 2.6 2.0 2.6 1.8 2.8 2.1 2.8 2.1

Carribbean 7.0 7.2 6.9 5.1 7.6 7.7 7.8 6.2

South and Central America 25.1 32.2 40.6 49.3 24.8 30.9 36.6 40.9

Northern Europe 4.4 3.9 3.3 2.6 4.4 3.5 2.7 2.1

Western Europe 2.7 2.5 3.0 2.2 3.4 2.9 2.9 2.0

Southern Europe 4.5 1.9 1.7 1.3 3.8 1.5 1.6 1.2

Eastern Europe 6.0 6.2 7.7 5.5 6.0 5.8 8.7 7.0

Africa 3.9 3.9 5.8 5.9 2.1 2.3 5.0 5.5

South Asia 5.4 5.6 8.7 8.5 4.1 4.1 7.1 7.2

Southeast Asia 13.4 9.3 5.6 5.2 16.2 13.7 8.4 9.4

East Asia 12.8 15.6 10.4 9.1 14.4 17.2 12.9 12.7

West Asia 6.4 4.4 2.9 2.5 4.8 3.7 2.6 2.6

Oceania and other 5.8 5.2 0.9 1.0 5.6 4.6 1.0 1.1

With a university degree 33.0 33.9 36.3 35.0 19.7 26.0 32.3 36.0

Canada

Source region

North America 6.9 2.4 1.6 1.9 7.9 3.5 2.1 2.4

Carribbean 6.8 4.5 3.0 2.9 7.2 6.0 3.6 3.2

South and Central America 6.4 8.8 4.4 7.2 6.6 9.2 5.2 7.7

Northern Europe 17.3 4.7 2.6 3.0 15.0 4.9 2.0 2.1

Western Europe 5.7 2.5 3.6 3.4 5.6 2.7 3.2 2.7

Southern Europe 7.9 5.3 5.3 2.4 7.2 4.3 4.8 2.1

Eastern Europe 5.7 12.9 10.3 9.9 5.5 11.3 11.0 10.8

Africa 6.5 8.6 9.6 12.7 5.4 5.8 7.4 9.7

South Asia 6.2 9.8 18.7 20.3 6.9 7.3 15.1 17.8

Southeast Asia 14.9 11.2 6.5 7.2 15.6 15.7 9.9 10.5

East Asia 10.0 19.2 25.1 20.4 11.9 21.4 27.9 23.1

West Asia 4.4 9.3 8.6 8.0 3.6 7.1 7.3 7.2

Oceania and other 1.5 0.7 0.6 0.8 1.5 0.7 0.5 0.6

With a university degree 26.2 28.2 52.9 59.7 16.4 21.1 41.7 51.1

Men Women

percent

 
Note: New immigrants include those who immigrated to Canada within the previous 5 years. 
Source: Bonikowska, Hou and Picot (2011), Census of Population, Canada and United States. 
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