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Abstract 

An enduring puzzle in social science literature is that immigrants‘ children 

belonging to Asian subgroups consistently outperform their Latino counterparts 

even after parents‘ socioeconomic background is considered. These disparities may 

be explained by differences in the coethnic community. Using the Children of 

Immigrants Longitudinal Data in California, this study quantitatively examines 

whether living with more coethnics affects the educational attainment of Mexican, 

Vietnamese, and Filipino children of immigrants. The results indicate that 

Vietnamese children benefit from living with a higher number of coethnics but 

Mexicans and Filipinos do not. The enduring Vietnamese effect may be attributed to 

underlying social characteristics of the Vietnamese community, such as their refugee 

status or norms about success. Overall, the effect of coethnic neighbors on education 

depends on immigrants‘ aggregate characteristics. 

Keywords: immigrants‘ children, coethnic community, educational attainment
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Octubre 2016) 
 
Resumen 

Un rompecabezas constante en la literatura de la inmigración es que los hijos de 

inmigrantes pertenecientes a los subgrupos asiáticos superan constantemente a sus 

homólogos latinos, incluso después de que los antecedentes socioeconómicos de los 

padres son considerados. Estas disparidades pueden explicarse por las diferencias en 

la comunidad de la misma etnia. Usando el Children of Immigrants Longitudinal 

Data en California, este trabajo examina si viviendo con más compañeros de su 

grupo étnico afecta el logro educativo de los hijos de los inmigrantes mexicanos, 

vietnamitas, y filipinos. Los resultados indican que los vietnamitas se benefician de 

vivir con un mayor número de compañeros de su grupo étnico, pero los mexicanos y 

filipinos no lo hacen. En los vietnamitas, el efecto persistente puede ser atribuido a 

las características sociales subyacentes de su comunidad, tales como su condición de 

refugiado o de su estrecha definición de éxito. Por lo tanto, ya sea que vivan con los 

vecinos del mismo grupo étnico tiene un efecto positivo o negativo sobre el logro 

educativo depende de las características de los inmigrantes. 

Palabras clave: hijos de inmigrantes, comunidad del mismo grupo étnico, logro 

educativo.
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mmigrants‘ children from Asian and Latino subgroups represent 20 

percent of school age children in the US and are an important focus of 

educational studies. One concern is that the two groups experience 

diverging educational trajectories and children from Asian subgroups 

consistently outperform their Latino counterparts. What is more perplexing 

is that these achievement differences persist net of parents‘ socioeconomic 

background. One reason for these disparities may be due to differences in 

the coethnic communities where immigrants‘ children reside. This study 

examines whether living in larger coethnic communities affects the 

educational attainment of Mexican, Vietnamese, and Filipino children of 

immigrants. 

Understanding how ethnic group membership affects education has 

emphasized the role of cultural versus structural factors (Zhou & Kim, 

2006). This approach can be limited though; for instance, studies focusing 

on cultural arguments, repertoires, and networks among Asians and Latinos 

can overlook structural differences between the two groups, such as 

education levels, resources, and migration into the US (Bean, Brown, & 

Bachmeier, 2015). Thus, it would be ideal to examine cultural and structural 

factors together, but this is rarely done because of data constraints, 

especially with quantitative methods. In turn, the goal of this paper is to 

begin to fill that gap by examining the coethnic community, which includes 

cultural and structural features, among three national origin groups with 

different structural characteristics. 

 

Neighborhood Effects: Coethnic Neighbors 

 

Aggregate effects at different levels are widely known to affect individual 

outcomes (e.g., neighborhood effects). One instance of this is coethnic 

concentration—the extent to which immigrants or their children live closely 

with people from the same country of birth, or coethnics. Often, coethnic 

concentration is calculated as the percentage of coethnics living in a small 

geographic area, such as a census tract. Coethnic concentration affects the 

children of immigrants‘ educational attainment (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; 

Portes & Zhou, 1993), though its effect can be positive (Åslund, Edin, 

Fredriksson, & Grönqvist, 2011) or negative (Bygren & Szulkin, 2010; 

Grönqvist, 2006; Nielsen, Rosholm, Smith, & Husted, 2003; Perreira, 

I 
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Harris, & Lee, 2006).  

Three hypotheses offer predictions about the effect of coethnic 

concentration on the children of immigrants‘ educational attainment: spatial 

segregation hypothesis, ethnic enclave hypothesis, and immigrants‘ 

characteristics hypothesis. However, the three hypotheses have not been 

examined together or considered with individual, family, school, and 

neighborhood characteristics. Bygren and Szulkin (2010) and Fleischmann 

et al. (2011) considered the spatial segregation and ethnic enclave 

hypotheses together on the children of immigrants‘ educational attainment 

and academic performance. Borjas (1995); Feliciano (2005); and Kroneberg 

(2008) considered the immigrants‘ characteristics perspective on the children 

of immigrants‘ educational attainment and academic performance, but the 

three hypotheses have not been considered together. Additionally, Pong and 

Hao (2007) examined individual, family, school, and neighborhood factors 

together on the children of immigrants‘ education, but did not examine the 

effect of the number of coethnic neighbors or the three hypotheses per se. 

This paper assesses the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on the 

children of immigrants‘ educational attainment, net of individual, family, 

school, and neighborhood characteristics.  

 

Spatial Segregation Hypothesis 

 

The spatial segregation hypothesis posits that the concentration of coethnic 

neighbors has a negative effect on educational outcomes (Marston & Van 

Valey, 1979; Massey, 1990; Massey & Mullan, 1984; Musterd, 2005). 

Although the spatial segregation hypothesis did not frame its predictions in 

terms of coethnics per se, it can be thought of as such because spatial 

segregation refers to the isolation of social groups, such as racial and ethnic 

minorities or immigrant groups, from the majority population of the host 

society (Marston & Van Valey, 1979; Massey & Mullan, 1984; White, 

1983). Most applications of spatial segregation include some measure of the 

share of social groups residing within a geographic area, such as the 

proportion of minorities, immigrant groups, or coethnics in a neighborhood 

(Åslund et al. 2011; Bygren and Szulkin 2010; Cutler and Glaeser 1997; 

White 1983).  

Spatial segregation posits that living in neighborhoods with a high 
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concentration of coethnic adults is unfavorable for education. Residents are 

isolated from well-informed and educated host society members, which 

lowers participation in mainstream institutions and impedes educational 

attainment (review in Alba, Logan, & Crowder, 1997; cf. Esser, 2004; 

review in Marston & Van Valey, 1979; Warner & Srole, 1945). 

Neighborhoods with many coethnics are marginalized areas with social 

problems (Burgess, 1925; review in Bygren & Szulkin, 2010), few 

resources, and limited mobility, delaying educational attainment for the next 

generations (Massey, 1990). Thus, the spatial segregation hypothesis views 

neighborhoods with large percentages of coethnics as uniformly negative. 

The spatial segregation hypothesis is most commonly assessed with racial 

and ethnic minorities and immigrants (Cutler & Glaeser, 1997; Massey, 

1990; Massey & Mullan, 1984), but its predictions have been extended to 

consider the children of immigrants‘ educational outcomes (Bygren & 

Szulkin, 2010). The closest assessment of the spatial segregation hypothesis 

on the children of immigrants‘ education is by Bygren and Szulkin (2010), 

who found that children living with more coethnic adults had lower 

academic achievement. Although they focused on academic performance, 

their finding supports spatial segregation‘s hypothesis that a greater 

percentage of coethnic neighbors leads to lower education. 

 

Ethnic Enclave Hypothesis 

 

A second hypothesis, the ethnic enclave hypothesis, views living with 

coethnics as positively influencing educational outcomes (Zhou & Bankston, 

1998). This hypothesis was originally developed to explain immigrants‘ 

economic outcomes. Immigrants living with more coethnics attained higher 

wages than those in the primary labor market by relying on coethnic 

networks for job opportunities and training (Portes, 1998; Portes & Zhou, 

1992). The ethnic enclave hypothesis has been extended to consider the 

children of immigrants‘ academic outcomes (Åslund et al., 2011; 

Fleischmann et al., 2011; Perreira et al., 2006; Portes, 2000; Zhou & 

Bankston, 1998). Immigrants‘ children benefit from coethnic assistance 

based on a shared national origin identity (Portes, 1998). Adult coethnics are 

concerned about children‘s well-being because of their shared national 

origin with immigrant parents. Parents rely on coethnic adult neighbors to 
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monitor children‘s behavior, which discourages deviant behavior and 

encourage academic achievement (Pong & Hao, 2007; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Thus, the ethnic enclave hypothesis 

suggests that living with a larger percentage of coethnics is uniformly 

positive. 

When the ethnic enclave hypothesis has been assessed quantitatively, the 

results have been inconclusive. In the closest assessment of the ethnic 

enclave hypothesis on the children of immigrants‘ education, Åslund et al. 

(2011) found that a larger share of coethnic neighbors was positively 

associated with children‘s academic achievement. Although they focused on 

academic performance, their finding supports the ethnic enclave‘s 

hypothesis that a larger percentage of coethnic neighbors would lead to 

greater educational attainment. However, Kroneberg (2008) found no 

relationship between the extent of coethnic assistance and academic 

performance.   

 

Immigrants’ Characteristics Hypothesis 

 

A third perspective, the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis, posits that 

the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on educational attainment is 

contingent on immigrants‘ social, economic, and demographic 

characteristics (Borjas, 1992; 1995; Kroneberg, 2008; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001). Immigrants‘ characteristics have been framed at several levels, such 

as individual immigrants or immigrant groups. Nonetheless, it makes no 

difference that these characteristics may occur at different levels because the 

premise of the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis is that there is no 

inherent benefit or detriment to living with coethnic neighbors. The effect of 

coethnic neighbors depends on immigrants‘ overall characteristics.  

Immigrant group characteristics are the aggregate characteristics of 

people from the same country of origin (Feliciano, 2005; 2006). For 

instance, persons born in Vietnam living in the US belong to the same 

national origin group and share similar group characteristics, such as the 

average education of all Vietnamese in the US. Three group characteristics 

can influence the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on the children 

of immigrants‘ educational attainment: average SES, educational selectivity, 

and classification by the US government. The relationship between each 
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group characteristic, the number of coethnic neighbors, and educational 

attainment can be conceptualized as an interaction effect (cf. Borjas, 1995), 

although it has not always been done so.    

One group characteristic, immigrant group SES in the destination country 

(occupation, education, and/or income) may have an interactive effect; the 

effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on education differs by group 

SES (cf. Borjas, 1995; cf. Kroneberg, 2008). When high SES groups live 

closely in a neighborhood, the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on 

education is positive because there are more educated and skilled coethnics 

to illustrate the benefits of education, set high aspirations, and serve as 

educational resources (Borjas, 1992; 1995; Kroneberg, 2008). When low 

SES groups live closely, the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on 

education is negative because there are more uneducated and low-skilled 

coethnics with fewer resources (review in Feliciano, 2005; cf. Zhou & Kim, 

2006). 

Another group characteristic, an immigrant group‘s selectivity, may also 

have an interactive effect on the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors 

on educational attainment. Immigrant selectivity is the difference between 

those who migrate (immigrants) and those who remain in the origin country 

(non-migrants). Migrants can be selective on several dimensions, such as 

education or health. Highly selective migrants are of higher class status 

relative to non-migrants in the home country and often maintain their view 

of being high status in the destination county (Feliciano, 2006). When highly 

selective groups live closely in a neighborhood, the effect of the number of 

coethnic neighbors on education is positive because there are more educated 

coethnics to instill high educational expectations (Feliciano, 2006; Gibson, 

1988; Zhou & Kim, 2006). When less selective groups live closely, the 

effect of the number of coethnics on education is negative because there are 

more poorly educated coethnics with lower expectations (Feliciano, 2006; 

Zhou & Kim, 2006). 

Another group characteristic, the US government‘s classification of a 

group—such as unauthorized, legal, and refugees/asylees—may have an 

interactive effect on the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on 

education (Banskton, 2014; cf. Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; cf. Portes & Zhou, 

1993). Groups classified as unauthorized—such as Mexicans, Salvadorans, 

and Guatemalans—reside in the US without government permission, 
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experience exclusionary state policies denying legal status, face limited 

opportunities, and have weak coethnic networks (Abrego, 2006; Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2006). When unauthorized migrants live closely together, the 

effect of the number of coethnics on education is negative because there are 

more coethnics with limited resources and opportunities.  

Immigrant groups entering the country legally, such as Filipinos, Indians, 

and Chinese, are permitted to stay and experience neutral government 

policies (Abrego, 2006; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). Legal immigrants, 

particularly high SES immigrants, can transfer their skills or invest in their 

local neighborhoods (Zhou, Tseng, & Kim, 2009). When legal migrants live 

closely together, the effect of the number of coethnics on education is 

positive because of the greater number of coethnics with resources. 

Refugees and asylees—such as the Vietnamese, Laotians, and 

Cambodians—have legal status and the right to work in the US. Refugees 

receive generous resettlement assistance and qualify for welfare provisions 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2006; Zhou, 2001; Zhou & Bankston, 1998). When 

refugees live closely together, the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors 

on education is positive because there are more well-supported coethnics. 

In the closest assessment of the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis on 

the children of immigrants‘ education, Kroneberg (2008) found that children 

with immigrant parents that primarily socialized with low SES coethnics had 

lower test scores than children with immigrant parents that socialized with 

high SES coethnics. Although Kroneberg (2008) focused on coethnics in the 

same metropolitan area rather than neighborhoods, his findings support the 

predictions of the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis that the effect of 

the number of coethnic neighbors on education depends on immigrants‘ 

overall characteristics. 

 

Case Studies: Mexican, Filipinos, and Vietnamese 

 

Mexicans, Filipinos, and Vietnamese are the three largest immigrant groups 

in San Diego, but have different aggregate characteristics, such as 

socioeconomic status, educational selectivity, and classification by the US 

government. The comparative cases allow us to a.) assess the extent to which 

these differences in group characteristics account for educational differences 

by national origin group; and b.) assess how a group‘s structural 
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characteristics affect the relationship between coethnic neighbors and 

educational attainment.  

Mexican immigrants have the lowest group SES and are the least 

selective of the three (Feliciano, 2005). Many work as unskilled/semi-skilled 

laborers with limited mobility (Abrego, 2006). Their classification by the US 

government includes unauthorized legal status, temporarily legal, and 

permanently legal though many have unauthorized legal status (Abrego, 

2006; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). 

In contrast, Filipinos are the most selective and have high education, 

income, and occupational statuses (Feliciano, 2005). They typically enter the 

US legally and the majority are skilled workers and professionals (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2006). Vietnamese immigrants have a low SES in the US but are 

highly educated relative to non-migrants in Vietnam (Feliciano, 2005). Their 

occupations in the US range from unskilled/semi-skilled laborers to 

entrepreneurs and are classified as refugees by the US government (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2006). 

 

Table 1. 

Predicted Effects of Coethnic Concentration on the Children of Immigrants' 

Educational Attainment 

 Spatial Segregation 

Hypothesis 

 Ethnic 

Enclave 

Hypothesis 

 Immigrants' 

Characteristics 

Hypothesis 

% Filipino -  +  + 

% 

Vietnamese 

-  +  + 

% Mexican -  +  - 

Filipino     + 

Vietnamese     + 

Mexican     - 
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Hypotheses 

 

Above, the predictions for the three hypotheses—the spatial segregation 

hypothesis, ethnic enclave hypothesis, and immigrants‘ characteristics 

hypothesis—are stated in the abstract. From the general hypotheses, I derive 

specific hypotheses about the relationship between coethnic neighbors and 

educational attainment for Mexicans, Filipinos, and the Vietnamese, and 

summarize them in Table 1.  

The spatial segregation hypothesis posits that the number of coethnic 

neighbors negatively affects the educational attainment of Filipino, Mexican, 

and Vietnamese children because living with more coethnics is uniformly 

negative for all groups. The ethnic enclave hypothesis posits that the number 

of coethnics positively affects the educational attainment of Filipino, 

Mexican, and Vietnamese children because living with more coethnics is 

uniformly positive for all groups. The immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis 

posits that the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors depends on 

immigrants‘ characteristics and differs by group. Filipino children living 

with more Filipinos will have a positive effect on educational attainment 

because of their high SES characteristics whereas Mexican children living 

with more coethnics will have a negative effect on educational attainment 

because of their low SES characteristics. Vietnamese children living with 

more coethnics will positively affect education because of their mostly 

positive and mixed SES characteristics.  

According to the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis, when 

immigrants‘ characteristics are explicitly measured, the effect of the number 

of coethnic neighbors on education will disappear because there is no 

inherent benefit or detriment about coethnic residence. Any benefit or 

detriment is an effect of immigrants‘ underlying social characteristics. 

Nonetheless, it may not be possible to measure all the levels of immigrants‘ 

characteristics influencing education, but to the extent that it is possible, the 

effect of coethnic neighbors will disappear. 

 

Neighborhood, School, and Individual/Family Controls 

 

The effect of coethnic concentration on educational attainment must be 

examined net of neighborhood (neighborhood SES); school (school safety); 
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family (parental SES, parental college expectations); and individual (sex, 

college aspirations, standardized math test scores) controls. While this list is 

not exhaustive, I include the most well-known factors predicting educational 

attainment (Kao & Thompson, 2003).  

First, the characteristics of the neighborhoods that children live in may 

influence their educational attainment. Neighborhood characteristics refer to 

the characteristics of all adults living in a small geographic area and include 

indicators, such as the average education or income (SES) of all adults in the 

neighborhood. Neighborhood SES positively affects educational attainment 

because neighborhood adults are role models and shape children‘s 

aspirations (Pong & Hao, 2007). Adults in high SES neighborhoods are 

more likely to be high SES themselves and have more resources and 

information than adults in low SES neighborhoods (Pong & Hao, 2007; 

Portes & Zhou, 1993).  

Second, school context also affects educational attainment. One indicator 

of school context is school safety, which measures the school‘s learning 

environment and can account for some differences in school quality or 

resources (Gronna & Chin-Chance, 1999; Parcel & Dufur, 2001). Schools 

with more social problems negatively affect education because children may 

feel more distracted and less attached to the school (review in Gronna & 

Chin-Chance, 1999). Thus, children that perceive their school to be unsafe 

will attain lower education levels than children who perceive their school to 

be safer (Crosnoe, 2005). 

Third, family background, such as parental education and income and 

parental expectations may influence educational attainment. Higher SES 

parents have greater resources and can exhibit the benefits of education to 

children (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Thus, children with higher SES parents 

will attain higher educational levels. Additionally, parents with higher 

expectations motivate children and shape their orientation toward future 

goals (Kao, 1995; Vartanian, Karen, Buck, & Cadge, 2007). Children with 

higher parental expectations will attain higher education levels than children 

with lower parental expectations. 

Fourth, individual factors, such as gender, test scores, and educational 

aspirations, also influence education. Females are more likely to attain 

higher education levels than males and this has been well-documented 

among immigrants‘ children (Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005; Kao & Tienda, 
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1995) and native-borns (review in Buchmann, DiPrete, & McDaniel, 2008). 

Educational aspirations, may also positively affect educational attainment 

because they capture goals or future ambitions (Feliciano, 2006; Perreira et 

al., 2006). Thus, children with higher educational aspirations will attain 

greater education levels than children with lower educational aspirations. 

Additionally, standardized test scores positively affect educational 

attainment because they are markers of individual achievement, learned 

information, or innate ability (review in Kao & Thompson, 2003). Children 

with higher test scores will attain higher educational levels than children 

with lower test scores. 

 

Methodology 

 

This study analyzes data from the California portion of the Children of 

Immigrants‘ Longitudinal Study (CILS) in San Diego and Miami. I analyze 

the San Diego portion because it includes 1990 Census tract data on the 

social and economic characteristics of children‘s neighborhoods whereas the 

Miami data does not. This data is a nonrandom sample. Respondents are 

clustered by schools, which I adjust for with robust clustering in the 

regression analyses. In the first wave (1991), students were 14-15 and 

surveyed and interviewed from 17 schools in San Diego County. Students 

were re-interviewed in 1994 when they were 17-18 and from 2001-2003 

when respondents were 24-25 (Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005). This study 

focuses on a sample of 1,132 Mexican, Filipino, and Vietnamese children 

with at least one foreign-born parent. Respondents were included in the 

sample based on their mother‘s country of birth. Foreign-born children are 

considered first generation and native-born children are considered second 

generation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).  

Although the third wave of data re-interviewed approximately 73 percent 

of the original sample, sample attrition remains a concern (Feliciano & 

Rumbaut, 2005). Multiple imputation was performed on all independent 

variables with missing cases. Missing data on the dependent variable was 

not imputed
1
. 

The ideal data set would include a large sample of immigrants‘ children 

from multiple national origins with information on family, school, and 

neighborhood characteristics (Conger, Schwartz, & Stiefel, 2011). To my 
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knowledge, this data does not exist. CILS comes the closest by offering a 

moderate sample of immigrants‘ children and information on their 

educational attainment, school context, and neighborhoods at the tract level. 

Although CILS does not include more extensive school and neighborhood 

information, such as school SES and the SES characteristics of coethnic 

neighbors, CILS remains more advantageous than other data. For instance, 

the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) does not include 

information on school context and has a small sample of first and second 

generation respondents. The National Education Longitudinal Survey 

(NELS), High School and Beyond (HS&B), and High School Longitudinal 

Study (HSL) do not include tract level information. National Longitudinal 

Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health) has a large sample of 

immigrants‘ children and includes contextual variables at the census tract 

(e.g., proportion of racial groups). However, there is limited information by 

national origin and a small Asian sample, which is a large focus of this 

study. Thus, CILS is better suited for this study. 

 

Variables and Measures 

 

Educational attainment 

The dependent variable is an individual‘s highest education in the third 

wave, measured as an ordinal variable with three categories: less than high 

school, high school graduate, and college graduate or higher.  

 

Coethnic neighborhood concentration 

The key independent variables are the percent of one‘s own coethnics 

living in the neighborhood, examined using three interactions between 

percent coethnic and national origin for Filipinos, Vietnamese, and 

Mexicans. Neighborhoods are measured by census tracts, which have an 

average size of 4,000 people and are intended to represent neighborhoods 

(Iceland & Steinmetz, 2003). I calculated the percentage of Mexicans, 

Vietnamese, and Filipinos living in each tract by matching 1990 Census 

summary statistics to the tracts that respondents resided in 1991. 

  

Neighborhood SES 

Neighborhood SES is created using two 1990 US Census tract level 



RISE – International Journal of Sociology of Education, 5(2) 227 

 

 

variables—percent of homeownership and total income—which were 

standardized, summed together, and then averaged. Neighborhood SES 

ranges from 0 to 1; a higher value represents a higher SES neighborhood. 

 

School safety 

The school safety index is a 4-point standardized scale and a higher score 

represents a safer school (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). School safety is 

included to capture school resources or SES, which is not available in CILS. 

 

Individual variables 

Parental SES is a standardized unit weighted sum comprised of father and 

mother‘s education, occupational status, and home ownership in 1992. This 

variable ranges from   -2.00 to +2.00 and is statistically well-behaved and 

more reliable than when measured independently (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). 

Parent‘s college expectations is a dichotomous variable of whether parents 

expect their children to attend college. 

Individual achievement indicators include a respondent‘s percentile on 

standardized math tests in 1991. A higher percentile indicates a higher 

score.
2
 Educational aspirations is a dichotomous variable measuring 

aspirations for a college degree or more versus less than a college degree. 

Generation status was omitted because there is little variation between the 

1.5, 1.75, and second generations. 

 

Results 

 

Table 2 presents the bivariate statistics for Mexicans, Filipinos, and 

Vietnamese, based on the complete imputed data set. There is a clear gap in 

educational mobility—approximately 27 percent of Filipino students and 41 

percent of Vietnamese students are college graduates compared with 9 

percent of Mexicans. The lower levels of college graduation among Filipinos 

is surprising as they have the highest parental and neighborhood SES. 

Mexicans and Filipinos live in neighborhoods with more coethnics than the 

Vietnamese. Overall, Table 2 indicates that educational attainment is not 

perfectly correlated with parental, neighborhood, and group SES.  
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Table 2. 

Bivariate Statistics of Mexican, Vietnamese, and Filipino. Children of Immigrants in 

San Diego, 1992-2003 

 

 

Mexicans Filipinos Vietnamese 

Dependent Variable 

   Educational Attainment 

      HS Dropout 9.0 2.0 4.2 

   HS Graduate 82.5 70.8 54.5 

   College+ 8.5 27.3 41.3 

Neighborhood Characteristics 

      Mean % of coethnics in neighborhood 34.7 25.7 5.7 

   Min % of coethnics in neighborhood 2.4 0 0 

   Max % of coethnics in neighborhood 90.0 75.7 14.9 

   Neighborhood SES 0.3 0.5 0.4 

School Characteristics 

   Safety Index 2.6 2.5 2.4 

Parental Characteristics 

   Parental SES -0.6 0.3 -0.3 

Parental Expectations 

      < College 45.8 8.8 11.6 

   College+ 54.2 91.2 88.4 

Individual Characteristics 

   Sex 

      Female 54.8 52.0 50.3 

   Male 45.2 48.0 49.7 

Age 

      13 22.2 23.4 23.3 

   14 45.8 47.8 38.6 

   15 26.5 26.2 34.4 

   16 5.6 2.7 3.7 

Generation 

      2nd generation 64.6 57.5 19.6 

   1st generation 35.5 42.5 80.4 

Standardized math scores 

      Bottom quartile (0-24%) 42.6 12.0 13.2 

   2nd quartile (25-49%) 29.9 22.0 18.5 

   3rd quartile (50-74%) 17.5 28.3 26.5 

   Top quartile (75-99%) 10.1 37.7 41.8 

Aspirations 

      < College 22.5 4.1 4.2 

   College+ 77.5 95.9 95.8 

N 378 565 189 
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Analytic Strategy 

 

This study uses ordinal logistic regression analysis, which requires that the 

assumption of parallel lines is not violated. To test this, I assessed Table 3 

using proportional odds (coefficients do not vary between cut points) and 

non-proportional odds (coefficients vary between cut points) using 

generalized logistic regression models. Generalized logistic regression 

models are less restrictive than proportional odds models estimated by 

ordinal logistic regression but more parsimonious and interpretable than 

models estimated by multinomial logistic regression (Williams, 2005). I ran 

the full model using non-parallel odds and parallel odds and conducted 

likelihood ratio tests of the two models for each imputed data set. The 

likelihood ratio tests were not statistically significant, indicating no 

difference between models estimated with proportional odds and non-

proportional odds. Therefore, I estimate my models using proportional odds 

because the non-proportional odds model did not significantly improve the 

model‘s fit. 

I also analyzed these models using multilevel regression but they were 

not superior to ordinal logistic regression models with clustered standard 

errors. Thus, I use the latter, which makes fewer assumptions than multilevel 

models (Primo, Jacobsmeier, & Milyo, 2007). 
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Table 3 

Odds Ratios Predicting Educational Attainment for Mexican, Filipino, and 

Vietnamese Children of Immigrants 

 

 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

% Vietnamese in census tract 0.977 0.930*** 0.985 0,973 0.941+ 

% Mexican in census tract 0.986* 0.983** 0.997 0.985** 0.997 

% Filipino in census tract 1.009** 1.006* 1.009** 1.026+ 1.002 

      Vietnamese 2.216*** 1.457 2.735*** 

 

1.487 

Mexican  0.401*** 0.353*** 0.490** 0.226*** 0.910 

Filipino 

   

0.492** 

       Interaction: 

%Vietnamese*Vietnamese 

 

1.100* 

  

1.154* 

Interaction: 

%Mexican*Mexican 

  

0.987 

  Interaction: %Filipino*Filipino 

   

0.984 

       Neighborhood SES 

    

1,664 

School safety 

    

1.301** 

Parent's SES 

    

1.633*** 

Parent's College Expectations 

    

1.818* 

College aspirations 

    

2.461** 

Math Scores 

    

1.952*** 

Male 

    

0.552*** 

 

 

Table 3 presents the odds ratios of obtaining less than a high school 

degree, a high school degree, or a college degree, estimated by ordinal 

logistic regression. The odds ratios give the odds that are associated with a 

unit change in the independent variable of being in a lower outcome 

category of the dependent variable compared to a higher outcome category. 

Table 3, Model 1 presents the separate effects of belonging to a particular 

national origin group and the ethnic composition of the neighborhood on the 

educational attainment of Mexican, Filipino, and Vietnamese children. I 

include national origin and the ethnic composition of the neighborhood to 

assess the aggregate ethnic effect on education without considering the 

specific characteristics of each national origin group. Model 1 is 

synonymous to ethnographic studies of neighborhoods that cannot 

disaggregate national origin effects with specific characteristics. Model 1 

includes four variables: percent Filipino, Mexican, and Vietnamese in a 

neighborhood and national origin group.  
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In Table 3, Model 1, the odds ratio for the percent of Filipinos living in a 

neighborhood is 1.009 and significant. For a one-unit increase in the percent 

of Filipinos in a neighborhood, the odds of being in a higher educational 

attainment category are 0.9 percent higher than being in a lower educational 

category, net of controls.
3
 Therefore, for one-unit increase in percent 

Filipino, the odds of obtaining a college degree is 0.9 percent higher than the 

odds of combined high school degree and less than a high school degree. 

Furthermore, the odds of combined college degree and high school degree is 

0.9 percent higher than the odds of obtaining less than a high school degree. 

The odds ratio for the percent of Mexicans living in a neighborhood is 0.987 

and statistically significant. The odds ratio for the percent of Vietnamese 

living in a neighborhood is not statistically significant. 

I also include a categorical variable for national origin: Mexican, 

Vietnamese, and Filipinos as the reference group. The odds ratio for 

Mexican is 0.401 and significant, indicating that the odds of obtaining a 

higher education level are lower for Mexicans relative to Filipinos. The odds 

ratio for being Vietnamese is 2.216 and significant, suggesting that the odds 

of obtaining a higher education level are higher for Vietnamese compared 

with Filipinos. 

Thus, Model 1 shows that national origin effects on education reflect 

aggregate group characteristics. Mexicans have lower odds of educational 

attainment whereas Vietnamese have higher odds. Similarly, the effects of 

ethnic neighbors also reflect aggregate group characteristics. Living with a 

higher percentage of Filipino neighbors is associated with higher education 

levels whereas living with a higher percentage of Mexican neighbors is 

associated with lower education levels. 

Table 3, Models 2–4 provide a detailed look of living in neighborhoods 

with one‘s own coethnics by assessing the effect of the percentage of 

coethnic neighbors on educational attainment. Including an interaction 

between the percent of one‘s own coethnics in the neighborhood and 

national origin assesses a true coethnic effect on educational attainment. The 

interactions are analyzed separately in Models 2, 3, and 4 for the 

Vietnamese, Mexicans, and Filipinos, respectively. Modeling the 

interactions separately is easier to interpret because an interaction term 

changes the interpretation of the coefficient and no longer corresponds to a 

change in odds ratio. 
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Model 2 includes an interaction between percent Vietnamese in a 

neighborhood and Vietnamese national origin to assess the effect of living 

with a higher percentage of Vietnamese coethnics on the educational 

attainment of Vietnamese children. There are three variables to consider in 

the interaction: percent Vietnamese neighbors, Vietnamese national origin, 

and the interaction term between percent Vietnamese neighbors and 

Vietnamese national origin. The odds ratio for percent Vietnamese is 0.93 

and significant. This represents the odds ratio of being in a higher 

educational attainment category for one-unit increase in the percent of 

Vietnamese neighbors for Filipino children. To calculate the corresponding 

odds for Vietnamese children, I multiply the odds ratio for the percent of 

Vietnamese neighbors by the odds ratio of the interaction term 

(0.93*1.1=1.023). For one-unit increase in the percent of Vietnamese 

neighbors, the odds of being in the college attainment category are 2.3 

percent greater than the odds of being in the high school and less than high 

school categories, for Vietnamese children.  

The odds ratio for Vietnamese national origin is 1.457 and not 

significant. The odds ratio for the interaction term is 1.1 and significant. The 

interaction term suggests that the percent of Vietnamese neighbors on 

educational attainment has a stronger, positive effect on educational 

attainment for Vietnamese children compared with Filipino children.  

Overall, Model 2 shows that for Vietnamese children, living with a 

higher percentage of coethnics increases the odds of educational attainment. 

Additionally, the positive effect of living with coethnics on educational 

attainment is stronger for Vietnamese children, which suggests that the 

positive effect of coethnic neighbors is unique to Vietnamese children.   

Models 3 and 4 assess the interactions between the percent of coethnic 

neighbors and national origin on educational attainment for Mexicans and 

Filipinos respectively. Both were not significant. In separate analyses, I 

analyzed Models 3 and 4 with all control variables and the interaction terms 

remained not significant. 

Model 5 adds neighborhood, school, family, and individual variables to 

Model 2 to assess whether the Vietnamese interaction remains significant, 

net of controls.
2
 Model 5 also examines specific reasons that account for the 

aggregate national origin effects shown in Models 1– 4. Model 5 shows that 

the odds ratios for percent Filipino and Mexican in a neighborhood and 
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Mexican national origin are no longer significant, net of controls. The odds 

ratio for percent Vietnamese in the neighborhood borders significance, net of 

controls. There is no change in the odds ratio for Vietnamese national origin 

and the interaction term from Model 2. The odds ratios for school safety, 

parent‘s SES, parent‘s college expectations, college aspirations, math scores, 

and gender are significant and work in the predicted direction. Model 5 

shows that net of controls, the interaction between the percentage of 

Vietnamese neighbors and Vietnamese national origin remains significant, 

but the positive effect associated with Filipino neighbors and the negative 

effects associated with Mexican neighbors and Mexican national origin are 

explained by socioeconomic factors.    

 

Discussion 

 

This study assesses the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on the 

children of immigrants‘ educational attainment. Three frameworks offer 

predictions about the effect of the number of coethnics on educational 

outcomes: the spatial segregation hypothesis, the ethnic enclave hypothesis, 

and the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis. This study systematically 

tests all three perspectives for Mexican, Filipino, and Vietnamese children.  

 

Assessing the Spatial Segregation Hypothesis 

 

The spatial segregation hypothesis posits that living with more coethnics 

negatively affects educational attainment because children are isolated from 

educated and informed host society members (review in Marston & Van 

Valey, 1979; Warner & Srole, 1945). Thus, the effect of the number of 

coethnic neighbors is uniformly negative for all groups. My findings do not 

support spatial segregation‘s hypothesis because living with a higher 

percentage of coethnics has a positive effect for Vietnamese children and no 

effect for Mexican and Filipino children. Thus, the effect of the number of 

coethnic neighbors on educational attainment is not uniformly negative. My 

findings differ from Bygren and Szulkin (2010) who found that living with 

more coethnic neighbors was negatively associated with the children of 

immigrants‘ educational attainment. One reason is because they aggregated 

children‘s educational attainment from various national origin groups, which 
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may conceal group differences. Thus, the negative association between 

coethnic neighbors and education could reflect the experience of some 

immigrant groups rather than an intrinsically negative effect of coethnic 

neighbors.  

 

 

Assessing the Ethnic Enclave Hypothesis 

 

The ethnic enclave hypothesis posits that living with more coethnics 

positively affects education because coethnic adults supervise and monitor 

children‘s behavior, which discourages deviant behavior and promotes 

school success (Zhou & Bankston, 1998). Thus, the effect of the number of 

coethnic neighbors is uniformly positive for all groups. My results show that 

Vietnamese children living with more coethnics attain higher education 

levels, but there is no significant effect of living with more coethnics among 

Mexicans and Filipinos. In contrast to the ethnic enclave hypothesis, 

immigrants‘ children do not benefit educationally merely by living with 

more coethnics.  

My results differ from Åslund et al. (2011) and Zhou and Bankston 

(1998), who found that coethnic concentration had a positive effect on 

academic performance and educational attainment. One reason is because 

both studies focused on the children of refugees so it is unclear how 

applicable their findings are for non-refugees. Thus, the positive association 

between coethnic neighbors and education could be related to refugee 

neighbors rather than an intrinsically positive effect of coethnic neighbors.  

 

Assessing the Immigrants’ Characteristics Hypothesis 

 

The immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis posits that the effect of the 

number of coethnic neighbors on educational attainment is contingent on 

immigrants‘ characteristics at different levels (Borjas, 1992; 1995; Feliciano, 

2005; 2006; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Although I cannot directly examine 

immigrant group characteristics, I examine Mexicans, Filipinos, and 

Vietnamese, who differ on group SES, educational selectivity, and 

classification by the US government. The immigrants‘ characteristics 

hypothesis posits that the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors will be 
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negative for Mexican children‘s education because of their low SES 

characteristics. However, the effect of the number of coethnic neighbors will 

be positive for Filipino children‘s education because of their high SES 

characteristics and positive for Vietnamese children‘s education because 

their selectivity and government support alleviate their low SES. The 

immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis posits that there is nothing inherently 

positive or negative associated with coethnic neighbors; rather, any positive 

or negative effect on education stems from immigrants‘ underlying social 

characteristics. 

My results are consistent with Kroneberg (2008), who found that the 

socioeconomic composition of coethnics shaped children‘s test scores. This 

study extends Kroneberg‘s (2008) work by showing that immigrants‘ 

aggregate characteristics may be transmitted vis-à-vis neighborhoods where 

coethnics live together. While Kroneberg (2008) speaks of these processes 

more generally for immigrants‘ children without regard to national origin, 

this study illustrates the role of immigrants‘ aggregate characteristics for 

three groups with different characteristics. 

My results support the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis in three 

ways. First, when the data is considered without controls, Mexican national 

origin is negatively associated with educational attainment and Vietnamese 

national origin is positively associated with educational attainment. This is 

consistent with the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis because the effect 

of national origin on education reflects aggregate group characteristics, 

which is positive for the Vietnamese and negative for Mexicans. This is 

consistent with Borjas (1992) and Feliciano (2005; 2006), who found that 

group characteristics, such as average income and educational selectivity, 

influenced the children of immigrants‘ education. 

Second, my results show that without controls, Vietnamese children 

living with more coethnics are more likely to attain higher education. This 

supports the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis by showing that the 

positive effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on Vietnamese 

educational attainment is influenced by positive group characteristics. This is 

consistent with Borjas (1995) and Zhou and Kim (2006) who found a 

positive effect of the number of coethnic neighbors on educational 

attainment among higher SES (cf. Borjas, 1995) and more selective groups 

(cf. Zhou & Kim, 2006). 
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Third, my results show that net of socioeconomic controls, the percent of 

Filipino and Mexican neighbors and Mexican national origin have no effect 

on education whereas the percent of coethnic neighbors has a positive effect 

on Vietnamese children‘s education. Although I cannot explicitly measure 

group characteristics in my analyses, I include several factors to control for 

underlying socioeconomic characteristics of the immigrant group. When I 

include socioeconomic controls, the baseline negative Mexican effect and 

baseline positive Filipino effect disappear, suggesting that Mexican and 

Filipino national origin effects are explained by the low and high SES 

characteristics of Mexicans and Filipinos respectively. The remaining 

positive effect of Vietnamese coethnic neighbors indicates some residual 

effects of Vietnamese group characteristics that cannot be accounted for by 

SES factors alone. In the event that I could explicitly control for all group 

characteristics in my analysis and the immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis 

is true, the positive effect of Vietnamese coethnic neighbors would 

disappear. The enduring effect of Vietnamese coethnic neighbors on 

Vietnamese children‘s educational attainment suggests some underlying 

characteristics of the Vietnamese that are not explicitly measured and 

included in my model. 

Overall, my findings provide the most evidence for the immigrants‘ 

characteristics hypothesis and no support for the spatial segregation and 

ethnic enclave hypotheses. My results suggest that the education of 

immigrants‘ children is shaped by immigrants‘ individual and aggregate 

characteristics. Immigrants‘ characteristics can influence the effects of the 

number of coethnic neighbors on children‘s educational attainment. When 

immigrants‘ characteristics are positive, the number of coethnic neighbors 

will positively affect educational attainment. Consistent with the 

immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis, the results imply that the effect of the 

number of coethnic neighbors is not intrinsically beneficial or detrimental, 

but depends on the underlying social characteristics of the immigrants. The 

immigrants‘ characteristics hypothesis offers the most comprehensive 

explanation of how the number of coethnic neighbors affects educational 

attainment by considering immigrants‘ characteristics at several levels. 

One reason why coethnic residence has a significant and positive effect 

for Vietnamese children may be attributed to unmeasured characteristics of a 

tight-knit and well-established Vietnamese community in San Diego (Zhou, 
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2001). Generous government support via Aid to Families with Dependent 

Children, Supplementary Security Income, and Refugee Cash Assistance, 

has ensured a basic level of well-being. Many pooled their resources from 

welfare assistance to start businesses or pay for children‘s college education 

(Rumbaut & Ima, 1988; Zhou, 2001). The Vietnamese community in San 

Diego has coethnic community organizations directed at youths‘ education 

(Rumbaut & Ima, 1988). Thus, despite their low SES, the resources in the 

Vietnamese community may explain why Vietnamese children benefit 

educationally from more coethnic neighbors. 

Additionally, the Vietnamese community may have specific norms about 

success. Lee and Zhou (2015) found that Vietnamese immigrant parents 

defined success exclusively as attending a highly ranked university and a 

professional occupation. In turn, the specific definition of success is further 

reinforced by high-achieving coethnics and supplementary education 

programs in the Vietnamese community (Kasnitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, & 

Holdaway, 2009). When high-achieving coethnic peers become the measure 

for success, Vietnamese children understand their own ethnic identity and 

educational expectations along similar lines. Thus, the educational benefit 

associated with Vietnamese neighbors may be attributed to both material 

resources and community norms of success.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This study‘s findings contribute to our understanding of the achievement gap 

between Asians and Latinos by highlighting the role of coethnic neighbors. 

Whether the effect of coethnic concentration is positive or negative differs 

by national origin group and depends on several features of immigrant 

groups, such as the level of government support and coethnic community 

norms. Future research may look further at how coethnic neighbors offer 

material and symbolic resources to benefit children‘s education.  

This study suggests how coethnic communities reinforce the relationship 

between ethnicity and educational mobility. Children belonging to coethnic 

communities may internalize community-wide norms about education and 

attribute them to their ethnic background (Lee & Zhou, 2015). These norms 

may reinforce the relationship between ethnicity and education in ways that 

individual and parental expectations do not because of the reference to 
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coethnic peers as the benchmark for success. Overall, coethnic communities 

may contribute to our understanding of how educational achievement and 

disadvantage becomes ethnicized or racialized (review in Jiménez & 

Horowitz, 2013; Lee & Zhou, 2015). 

Nonetheless, there are some limitations of this study. First, I do not have 

a measure of group characteristics, but use different groups as a proxy. I 

examine groups with different SES, educational selectivity, and government 

reception so they are useful as comparative cases. Future studies may 

examine how specific immigrant group characteristics shape education.  

Second, the data is a non-representative sample of immigrants‘ children 

in San Diego. However, the Mexican, Filipino, and Vietnamese sample in 

the CILS is comparable to their national representation. In 2000, 30 percent 

of Mexicans and 87 percent of Filipinos had a high school degree or higher 

compared with 36 percent of Mexican immigrants and 91 percent of Filipino 

immigrants in CILS. In both the Census and CILS, 61 percent of Vietnamese 

immigrants had a high school degree or more. 

Notwithstanding its limitations, my findings on Mexican, Filipino, and 

Vietnamese children may extend to other groups with similar characteristics. 

Poorly selected groups with low SES and a large population of unauthorized 

status—such as Salvadorans and Guatemalans—may show similar findings 

as Mexicans. Selective groups with high SES and skilled professionals, such 

as immigrants from Hong Kong and India, may resemble Filipinos. The 

Vietnamese in this study may resemble other refugee groups, such as 

Cambodians and Laotians, or highly selective groups with low SES, such as 

Colombians and Nicaraguans.  

 

Notes 
 
1
 I used Stata‘s ICE command (by Patrick Royston) to run Full Bayesian Multiple 

Imputation by Rubin (1987). I imputed missing cases on independent variables: 
school safety, parent‘s college expectations, and college aspirations. In total, 478 
missing cases were imputed, changing the total sample size from 654 
(Mexican=211; Vietnamese=149; Filipinos=294) to 1132 (Mexican=378; 
Vietnamese=189; Filipinos=565). 
2
 I also included standardized English test scores, but the two were highly 

correlated. 
3 In separate analyses, I examined the neighborhood‘s racial composition (percent 
White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian) and found no significant effects. 
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