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a b s t r a c t

In 2000 Census microdata, various outcomes of second-generation
immigrants are related to their parents’ age at arrival in the United States,
and in particular whether that age fell within the ‘‘critical period’’ of
language acquisition. We interpret this as an effect of the parents’ English-
language skills and construct an instrumental variable for parental English
proficiency. Estimates of the effect of parents’ English-speaking proficiency
using two-stage least squares yield significant, positive results for children’s
English-speaking proficiency and preschool attendance, and significant,
negative results for dropping out of high school and being below
age-appropriate grade.

I. Introduction

The children of immigrants lag behind the children of natives in ed-
ucational and economic achievement.1 In a nation of immigrants, why this is the case
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1. See recent work by Card, DiNardo, and Estes (2000), Grogger and Trejo (2002), and Smith (2003).
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becomes a question of major importance. Of particular concern are the disadvantages
that the second generation inherits from its immigrant parents.

The gap between the second generation and other natives appears to be linked to
English-language proficiency. More than 8 percent of students enrolled in U.S. public
schools are classified as limited English proficient (LEP), of which three-quarters are
Hispanic.2 Surprisingly, only half of these LEP students are actually foreign-born.
The rest are U.S.-born, mostly the children of immigrants. Evidently, growing
up and attending school in the United States are not sufficient for developing
English-language proficiency. In this setting, parental English-language skills might
have an important role in the educational (and therefore economic) assimilation of
their children. And yet we are not aware of studies that rigorously examine the effect
of immigrant parents’ English-language skills on children’s outcomes.3 (We review
related literature in Section IIA.)

A considerable challenge to estimating the causal effect of parental English-
language skills on children’s outcomes is the endogeneity of the parental language
skills. Parental English-language skills are correlated with many other variables that
also affect child outcomes, such as parental ability, income, education, and cultural
attitudes. Additionally, reverse causality is possible. For example, as children be-
come more English-proficient, they teach their parents English or force their parents
to learn English. For these reasons, ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions of a
child outcome on parental language skills may not estimate the causal effect.

In this study, we identify the causal effect of parental English-language skills by tak-
ing advantage of the psychobiological phenomenon that younger children learn lan-
guages more easily than older children and adults. We show in Section IIIA that
there is indeed a strong association between immigrants’ age at arrival in the United
States and their English-language skills. This leads us to use an instrumental variable
for parental English derived from immigrant parents’ age at arrival. One complication
is that age at arrival probably affects immigrants through channels other than language,
such as through better knowledge of American culture and institutions. We therefore
use immigrants from English-speaking countries to control for nonlanguage-related
age-at-arrival effects. The result is an instrumental-variables strategy using age at arrival
interacted with a dummy for non-English-speaking country as the exclusion restriction.

We implement our instrumental-variables strategy using individual-level data from
the 2000 U.S. Census. The data are described in Section IIB. In Section IIIB, we find
that immigrant parents’ English-speaking proficiency has a significant positive effect
on U.S.-born children’s English-speaking proficiency while the children are young,

2. Zehler et al. (2003), using data provided by school districts, estimates 4.0 million LEP students in grades
K–12 in U.S. public schools in the 2001-2002 school year. Different school districts have different stand-
ards for classifying a student as LEP, but the commonality is that students classified as LEP are deemed to
have inadequate English skills.
3. One possible exception is Leon (2003), which estimates the effects of ethnic capital and parental capital
on children’s school enrollment using 1910 and 1920 Census data. Parental capital is measured as the abil-
ity to read and write in any language interacted with the ability to speak English. The coefficient of this
variable should therefore be interpreted as some mix of the effect of parental education and English-lan-
guage skills. In addition, since our first working paper version was issued (Bleakley and Chin 2004b),
we have become aware of Casey and Dustmann (2005), which examines the effect of parental language
skills using German panel data.
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but ceases to matter by the time they reach middle school. Because children with
limited-English-proficient parents enter school with poorer English-language skills
on average, a logical question to ask is whether this early deficiency has longer-term
consequences. We estimate the effect of parental English on children’s educational
outcomes in Section IV. We find that children with limited-English-proficient parents
are more likely to drop out of high school, be below their age-appropriate grade, and
not attend preschool. In Section V, we perform robustness checks and examine mech-
anisms for the effect of parental English on children’s outcomes. Section VI concludes.

II. Background

A. Related Literature

We are not aware of studies that estimate the effect of immigrant parents’ English-
language skills on children’s language and educational outcomes, let alone attempt to
isolate the causal effect.4 A number of studies have examined the determinants of
language and educational outcomes of the children of immigrants; parental En-
glish-language skills are not among the many individual, family, school, and social
capital characteristics considered in their regression models. They consistently find
that family income and parental education are among the most important determi-
nants of children’s academic success (for example, Portes and MacLeod 1999; Card,
DiNardo, and Estes 2000; Hirschman 2001; and Grogger and Trejo 2002). Some of
these studies include children’s English-language proficiency as an explanatory vari-
able, and this tends to have large effects (for example, Portes and MacLeod 1999 and
Bleakley and Chin 2004a). A few studies also include a home-language background
measure as an explanatory variable (for example, Grogger and Trejo 2002 and Glick
and White 2003). The measures of home-language background are usually based on
the language the child uses at home.5 It is debatable whether they measure parental
English-language skills since which language is used and which languages are
known could be different things.6

Some studies have examined the determinants of language outcomes of the chil-
dren of immigrants. They tend to be more concerned with the maintenance of the
heritage language than the acquisition of English, and leave unanswered the effect
of parental English-language skills on child’s English-language skills (for example,
Portes and Hao 1998).

Other studies on the language outcomes of childhood immigrants tend to be more
descriptive. For each immigrant generation (the immigrants themselves are the first
generation, their U.S.-born children are the second, and their U.S.-born grandchil-
dren are the third), these studies might report the proportion who use the heritage

4. See previous footnote for exceptions.
5. For example, to measure home language environment, Grogger and Trejo use a dummy for child speaks
language other than English with parents, and Glick and White use four dummies characterizing language
use at home: only English, only non-English language, both with English dominating, and both with non-
English language dominating.
6. A child may speak to his/her parent in a language other than English for a variety of reasons: (1) he
himself/she herself does not speak English; (2) his/her parents do not understand English; or (3) the parents
understand English but want to enforce using the heritage language at home.
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language or English (for example, Hernandez and Charney 1998; Suro and Passel
2003). These studies help us understand how quickly members of a certain ethnicity
or nationality adopt English (often at the expense of the heritage language). How-
ever, they tend to leave open the question of what channels mediate this growth of
English use generation by generation. Is English spreading through the parent-child
link per se, because the entire ethnic community is adopting English, which affects
the children in that community irrespective of their parents, or because of other var-
iables that are changing generation by generation?

Although there has not been research on the effect of parental English-language
skills on the children of immigrants, there is good reason to believe it is an important
mechanism for their assimilation into U.S. society. Research in child language devel-
opment has shown that parental literacy skills and practices have measurable effects
on their children’s cognitive abilities. For example, when parents read to their chil-
dren, use a larger vocabulary, or discuss more complex ideas, children’s language
and educational outcomes improve (for example, Hart and Risley 1995; Farkas
and Beron 2004). The type of parental language skills considered in these studies
is more subtle than the type considered in the present paper. One would expect
whether a parent knows a language at all would have more pronounced effects on
children than, say, whether a parent knows 8,000 English words or 10,000.

Our paper is among the first to estimate the effect of parental English-language
skills on the language and educational outcomes of the children of immigrants. A
further contribution is the use of an instrumental-variables (IV) strategy to identify
the causal effect of parental English-language skills. Several recent studies have used
IV strategies to estimate the intergenerational effects of parental education, including
Currie and Moretti (2003); Black, Devereux, and Salvanes (2005); and Oreopoulos,
Page, and Stevens (2006). The tenor of these studies is that parents and children
share many factors, the researcher can rarely control for all these factors, and conse-
quently OLS estimates of the effects of parental human capital on child outcomes are
likely to be biased. IV strategies are used to address the endogeneity problem.

B. Data and Descriptive Statistics

We implement our empirical strategy using individual-level data from the 2000 U.S.
Census of Population and Housing.7 The 2000 Census offers measures of English-
language skills for individuals age 5 and above.8 These measures are self-reported,
and many researchers studying the relationship between language and earnings have
used them.9 Another attractive feature of the 2000 Census is that for individuals born

7. Specifically, we combine the 1 percent and 5 percent Public Use Microdata Sample files downloaded
from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) website (Ruggles et al. 2004).
8. The Census question based on which the English-ability measures in this paper are constructed is: ‘‘How
well does this person speak English?’’ with the four possible responses ‘‘very well,’’ ‘‘well,’’ ‘‘not well,’’
and ‘‘not at all.’’ This question is only asked of individuals responding affirmatively to ‘‘Does this person
speak a language other than English at home?’’ We have coded individuals who do not answer ‘‘Yes’’ to
speaking another language as speaking English ‘‘very well.’’ We form an ordinal measure of English-speak-
ing ability as follows: 0 ¼ speaks English not at all, 1 ¼ speaks English not well, 2 ¼ speaks English well,
and 3 ¼ speaks English very well.
9. Kominski (1989) reports that the Census measure of English-speaking ability is highly correlated with
standardized tests of English-language skills and functional measures of English-language skills.

270 The Journal of Human Resources

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
5,

 2
02

6.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 2
00

8
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 



outside the 50 states and the District of Columbia, there is also information on
exact year of arrival in the United States; previous censuses provided year of arrival
in multiyear intervals, making our IV strategy less precise. A well-known disadvan-
tage of the Census data, though, is the lack of rich measures of child school perfor-
mance. For the children we study, who are at risk for dropping out of high school,
several meaningful measures of educational outcomes can be gleaned from the
2000 Census. Using the measures of educational attainment, current school atten-
dance, current grade attending, and age, we construct measures of school attendance
and grade-for-age for the very young children (aged 3–7) and older teens (aged
15–17).10 For the very young children, we look at probability of attending school,
probability that a six-year-old is in kindergarten or higher, and the probability
that a seven-year-old is in first grade or higher. For the older teens, we examine
the probability of dropping out of high school and probability of being below the
age-appropriate grade.11

Our analysis is conducted using the U.S.-born children younger than 18 whose
parents were childhood immigrants.12 We define a childhood immigrant as an immi-
grant who was younger than 18 upon arrival in the United States. For these immi-
grants, age at arrival is not a choice variable since they did not time their own
immigration but merely followed their parents.13 We chose the age range for the
parents to be 25 to 55—these individuals would be old enough to have spent years
in the United States but young enough to still have children living in the same house-
hold.14 The census is a cross-sectional data set, and parents can be linked to children

10. For 8- to 14-year-olds, there is little variation in the school attendance rate (it is around 99 percent),
which is not surprising given the compulsory schooling laws. Moreover, because grade of school attendance
and educational attainment at lower levels are measured in broad categories in the 2000 Census (attendance
in grades 1–12 is measured in three categories, 1–4, 5–8, and 9–12; grades 1–12 attainment is better—1-4,
5-8, 9, 10, 11, 12), it is not possible to construct meaningful grade-for-age measures for them.
11. A child is coded as dropped out of high school if he/she does not possess a high school degree and is
not currently attending school (this is called status dropout by the U.S. National Center for Education Sta-
tistics). A child is coded as below age-appropriate grade if he/she is currently attending Grade 8 or lower, or
is age 15 and has completed eight grades or fewer, or is age 16 and has completed nine grades or fewer, or is
age 17 and has completed 10 grades or fewer. This rough measure understates the number of children who
are behind a grade. For example, a 17-year-old child who has completed Grade 10 observed on Census day
in April might be on-schedule because he was born in the fourth quarter and unable to enroll in first grade
until he was six years plus nine months old, or he might be behind schedule because he was born in the third
quarter, entering school at exactly six years and should already have completed Grade 11. It is unfortunate
that the public-use 2000 Census microdata provides only age, not month or quarter of birth.
12. For the purposes of this paper immigrant is defined as someone born outside the 50 states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia. This means that a person born in Puerto Rico is considered an immigrant although legally
he/she is a U.S. citizen at birth.
13. According to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, immigrating parents may bring any unmar-
ried children younger than 21. We use a more restricted set of childhood immigrants: immigrants who were
under 18 upon arrival (that is, maximum age at arrival is 17).
14. The range of year of arrival for the parents is therefore 1945–92. For children aged five to 17, 80 per-
cent of the parents arrived by 1980. For children aged 15–17, 96 percent arrived by 1980. We have per-
formed the analysis with a narrower range of years of arrival and the results are basically unchanged.
Additionally, it should be noted that our sample (of childhood immigrants who are parents) does not appear
to be selected on the basis of English proficiency from the full sample of childhood immigrants—when we
estimate Equation 3 described below with the probability of having a child in our sample as the outcome
and with data on all childhood immigrants, the coefficient for the instrument is insignificant.
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only if they reside in the same household.15 We stack data on children whose biolog-
ical father is a childhood immigrant with data on children whose biological mother is
a childhood immigrant. Children with two childhood-immigrant biological parents
are matched to the mother’s characteristics.16

We divide our sample into three mutually exclusive language categories: children
with parents from non-English-speaking countries of birth, countries of birth with
English as an official language that have English as the predominant language,
and other countries of birth with English as an official language.17 The first category
is our ‘‘treatment’’ group and the second is our ‘‘control’’ group. The last category is
omitted from the main analysis, since we are not sure how much exposure to the En-
glish language immigrants from these countries would have had before immigrating.
Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics for the treatment and control groups. Table
A1 in the online appendix shows the decomposition of the sample by parents’ coun-
try of birth and our classification of countries by English-speaking status.

III. Effect on English Proficiency

In this section, we quantify the effect of the English proficiency of
immigrant parents on the English proficiency of their U.S.-born children. Consider
the regression model

yija ¼ a + b PARENT ENGija + da + gj + wija#r + eijað1Þ

for U.S.-born child i with parent born in country j arriving in the United States at age
a. yija is the child outcome, PARENT_ENGija is a measure of parental English-lan-
guage skills (the endogenous regressor), da is a full set of parental age-at-arrival
dummies, gj is a full set of parental country-of-birth dummies, and wija is a vector
of exogenous explanatory variables (such as age and sex of the child and parent).

To obtain a consistent estimate of the effect of parental English-language skills, b,
we use an instrumental variable that is motivated by the critical period hypothesis for
language acquisition (see Newport 2002 for a review). There is believed to be a crit-
ical age range in which individuals learn languages more easily and after which

15. We use the MOMLOC and POPLOC variables constructed by IPUMS to match children with their
parents within a household.
16. We have performed the analysis using a sample where these children are matched to the father’s char-
acteristics instead and the results are basically unchanged. Additionally, the estimated effects of parental
English on children’s educational outcomes do not differ significantly by sex of the childhood immigrant
parent, thus we report only pooled results in this paper.
17. We used The World Almanac and Book of Facts, 1999 to determine whether English was an official
language of each country. Recent adult immigrants from the 1980 Census were used to provide empirical
evidence of the prevalence of English in countries with English as an official language. English-speaking
countries are defined as those countries from which more than half the recent adult immigrants did not
speak a language other than English at home. The remaining countries with English as an official language
are excluded from the main analysis. We made two exceptions to this procedure. First, despite the fact that
the United Kingdom was not listed as having an official language, we included it in the list of English-
speaking countries. Second, we classified Puerto Rico as non-English speaking even though English is
an official language due to its colonial history.
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language acquisition is more difficult. This appears to be linked to physiological
changes in the brain (Lenneberg 1967). Maturational changes starting just before pu-
berty sharply reduce a child’s ability to acquire second languages. In short, younger
children—who are still in their critical period—learn languages more easily than
adolescents and adults.

Immigrants from non-English-speaking countries will need to learn English to
function in American schools, workplaces, and other institutions. Those who arrive
at a younger age have a language-learning advantage. On the other hand, younger
arrivers likely differ from older arrivers along nonlanguage dimensions that also af-
fect outcomes. Incorporating immigrants from English-speaking countries into the
analysis enables us to partial out the nonlanguage effects of age at arrival. This is
because upon arrival in the United States, immigrants originating from English-
speaking countries encounter everything that immigrants from non-English-speaking
countries encounter except a new language. Thus, any difference in children’s out-
comes between young and old arrivers from non-English-speaking countries that is
over and above the difference from English-speaking countries can plausibly be at-
tributed to language.

To be more concrete, suppose YOUNGa is a dummy for parent arriving young and
NON-ENGj is a dummy for parent being born in a non-English-speaking country.
Then the exclusion restriction we use for Equation 1 is YOUNGa 3 NON-ENGj.
The first-stage equation is:

PARENT ENGija ¼ a1 + p1 YOUNGa 3 NON-ENGj + d1a + g1j + wija#r
1

+ e1ijað2Þ

and the reduced-form equation is:

yija ¼ aRF + pRF YOUNGa 3 NON-ENGj + dRF a + gRF j + wija#rRF + eRF ija:ð3Þ

Note p1 and pRF are difference-in-differences estimators, and can be interpreted as
the effect of English-language proficiency under the assumption that nonlanguage
age-at-arrival effects are the same for immigrants from non-English-speaking coun-
tries and those from English-speaking countries. Because there is not a universal age
after which the critical period ends—just as there is variation in the onset of puberty,
so there is variation in the age after which language acquisition becomes more diffi-
cult—the choice of age cutoff for arriving young appears arbitrary (although the
graphical evidence in the next subsection provides some guidance). Thus, in most
of our regression analysis, we will be agnostic about where this cutoff is by using
as instruments a dummy for each parental age at arrival (age at arrival 0 is omitted)
interacted with NON-ENGj.

18

A. Graphical Evidence

In our sample of children with at least one childhood immigrant parent, the relation-
ship between immigrants’ age at arrival and their English-language skills is strong.
This can be seen in Figure 1. The triangle-marker line in Panel A displays the mean

18. The results are not dependent on the specific parameterization of age at arrival in forming the instru-
ment. Table A2 in the online appendix presents results using alternative ways of defining the instrument.
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Figure 1
English-Speaking Ability by Age at Arrival for Immigrant Parents
Notes to Figure 1: The sample is as described in Table 1 notes. In Panel A, displayed for each age at

arrival is the mean English-speaking ability for the immigrant parent. In Panel B, displayed for each

age at arrival is the difference in mean English-speaking ability between parents from non-English-

speaking countries and parents from English-speaking countries. Statistics are weighted by child-level

IPUMS weights, and regression-adjusted for dummies for age, sex, race, and Hispanic status of the par-

ent who is the childhood immigrant, and dummies for the age and sex of the child. The English-speaking

ability ordinal measure is defined as: 0 ¼ no English, 1 ¼ not well, 2 ¼ well, and 3 ¼ very well.
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English-speaking ability for immigrant parents from non-English-speaking countries.
Consistent with the research on language acquisition, people who received their first
exposure to English at an earlier age attain a higher level of English proficiency than
those who received it later. In fact, immigrant parents from non-English-speaking
countries who arrive quite young (up to around age nine) attain English-language
skills comparable to those of immigrant parents from English-speaking countries.
For later ages of arrival, however, their English-language skills are markedly lower.
The square-marker line in Panel A displays the mean English-speaking ability of the
immigrant parents from English-speaking countries. It is flat: nearly every immigrant
from English-speaking countries speaks English very well.19 This result is as pre-
dicted by the theory, since their first exposure to English does not depend on when
they migrated to the United States.

Older arrivers have statistically significantly lower English-speaking ability. Fig-
ure 1, Panel B, plots for each age at arrival the difference in mean English-speaking
ability between parents from non-English-speaking countries and parents from
English-speaking countries. Parents who arrived at age nine or earlier from non-
English-speaking countries speak English at least as well as their counterparts
from English-speaking countries.20 After age-at-arrival nine, parents from non-
English-speaking countries have significantly lower English-speaking proficiency,
and indeed the disadvantage increases almost linearly with age at arrival.

Figure 2 shows the relationship between parent’s age at arrival and child’s English-
speaking ability. The negative relationship between parent’s age at arrival and child-
ren’s English-speaking ability is especially pronounced for the younger children.
This makes sense because the younger the child, the greater the share of the child’s
time spent in activities in the home or with the family. As the child attends school
longer and participates in more activities outside the home and family, he/she is ex-
posed to more English. For the two oldest child age categories in Figure 2—spanning
ages 13 to 17—children’s English-speaking proficiency does not depend on the
parents’ English-speaking proficiency. For the younger child age categories, it is
striking that the parental age at arrival at which the line turns from relatively flat
to downward sloping is the same between Figures 1 and 2. This is supportive of
our assertion that the observed relationship between parent’s age at arrival and
child’s English-speaking ability arises from parent’s English-speaking ability.

B. Instrumental-variables Estimation

We summarize the relationship between parent’s age at arrival and English-language
skills depicted in Figures 1 and 2 in a regression framework. Column 1 of Table 2
shows the results of estimating Equation 2, the first-stage equation. The instrument,
YOUNGa 3 NON-ENGj (where YOUNGa is a dummy for arriving by age nine) has
strong predictive power for parental English. In particular, just as we saw in Figure 1,

19. This line is not mechanically pinned at three because some of these countries have large non-English-
speaking communities, for example, the Quebecois in Canada.
20. The significantly higher English proficiency among early arrivers from non-English-speaking countries
is an artifact of controlling for Hispanic status, a conventional demographic control variable. If the Hispanic
dummy were excluded, the curve in Figure 1, Panel B would shift down but its shape would be unchanged.
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immigrants who arrive at a younger age from non-English-speaking countries have
significantly higher English-speaking ability.

Column 2 of Table 2 shows the results of estimating Equation 3 with child En-
glish-speaking ability as the outcome. The reduced-form effect on child’s English-
speaking ability, although statistically significant, is of a much lower magnitude than
the effect on own English-speaking ability. Comparing Columns 1 and 2, the own
effect of the instrument on English-speaking ability is almost six times as much as
the effect on one’s child.

Columns 3 and 4 of Table 2 show the results of estimating Equation 1 by 2SLS. In
Column 3, we use YOUNGa 3 NON-ENGj as the identifying instrument.21 For each
unit improvement in parental English (say, moving from speaks English well to very
well), child’s English improves by 0.1692 units among children aged 5–17. In

Figure 2
Child’s English-Speaking Ability by Immigrant Parent’s Age at Arrival and
Child’s Age
Notes to Figure 2: Displayed for each parental age at arrival is the difference in mean English-speaking

ability between children with parents from non-English-speaking countries and children with parents

from English-speaking countries. Sample and method are as described in Figure 1 notes.

21. In this case, Equation 1 is just identified. Thus, the 2SLS coefficient for parental English is equivalent
to the indirect least squares estimate obtained by dividing the reduced-form coefficient by the first-stage
coefficient for the instrument.
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Column 4, we use as identifying instruments a dummy for each parental age at ar-
rival interacted with NON-ENGj.

22 The effect of parental English on child English
is basically unchanged (0.1611). We would have gotten an effect of 0.1849 had
we used OLS to estimate Equation 1, so for children aged 5 to 17 as a group,
OLS is upward-biased. A Hausman test does not reject the equality of the OLS
and 2SLS estimates at the 5 percent level of significance (the difference between
the two estimates is close to significant though—the Hausman test p-value is
0.0559). A priori, we could not have known whether OLS would be upward-biased
or downward-biased since, although ability bias would likely cause the former, clas-
sical measurement error could cause the latter.

Figure 2 suggested that the effect of parental English on child English would vary
by child age, so we have estimated Equation 3 for each child age separately. Figure 3
graphs the 2SLS estimates (triangle-marker line) and OLS estimates (square-marker
line) of the effect of parental English by child age. Both lines reveal a positive impact
of parental English that is diminishing with child age and disappearing by middle
school.23 According to the 2SLS estimates, a unit increase in parental English-speak-
ing ability raises five-year-old children’s English-speaking ability by 0.52 units and
10-year-old children’s by only 0.08 units. By the time a child is age 12, parent’s En-
glish-speaking skills would have ceased to matter for the ordinal measure of child’s
English-speaking skills. A one-unit increase in parental English-speaking ability
increases the probability that the child speaks any English significantly by more than
one percentage point only for children aged 5–6, the probability that the child speaks
English well or very well only for children aged 5–7, and the probability of speaking
English very well for children aged 5–12.24 Thus, in spite of deficiencies in parental
English-language skills, children will learn some English by age seven, learn to
speak it well by age eight, and learn to speak it very well by age 13.

The first main finding of this paper is that parents’ English-speaking proficiency
has a beneficial effect on children’s English-speaking proficiency that is declining
with child age and that becomes zero by the time children are in middle school.

IV. Effect on Child Educational Outcomes

Since limited-English-proficient parents have children who spend
their elementary school years with poorer English-language skills on average, a

22. We have not reported the coefficients and standard errors associated with the 17 instruments because
the same information is conveyed by Figure 1. With parents arriving at age 0 from non-English-speaking
countries as the omitted group, we see no significant coefficients for the interactions for ages at arrival 1 to
9, and coefficients that are significant, negative, and growing in magnitude with age at arrival for interac-
tions for later ages at arrival. Separately, since Equation 1 is now overidentified, we can perform a test of
overidentification. The Hansen test suggests that our instruments as a group are exogenous (this is true not
only for Table 2, Column 4 but for all our later 2SLS results).
23. 2SLS estimates are larger than OLS estimates for children aged five and six, and the reverse is true for
older children. These differences tend to be significant at the 5 percent level according to Hausman tests.
24. These results are not reported. They come from estimating Equation 1 by child age using 2SLS, but
instead of using the ordinal measure of child’s English-speaking ability as the dependent variable, the prob-
ability that he/she is at a particular level of English-speaking ability is used.
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logical question is whether this has consequences for children’s educational out-
comes. In this section, we apply the same techniques we used to estimate the effect
of parental English on child English in the previous section to examine educational
outcomes for children aged 3–7 and 15–17. (Specific channels through which paren-
tal English-language skills might be affecting child educational outcomes are exam-
ined in Subsection VB.)

A. Early Educational Outcomes

We examine the school attendance and grade-for-age of children aged 3–7 in Table 3.
We estimate Equation 1 using OLS in Column 1, 2SLS where the interactions
between parental age-at-arrival dummies and NON-ENGj are the identifying

Figure 3
Effect of Parental English on Child’s English by Child’s Age
Notes to Figure 3: The square-marker line shows the OLS coefficient for parental English for each

child age. The triangle-marker line shows the 2SLS coefficient for parental English for each child

age. The dotted lines show the 95 percent confidence interval (CI) bands for the OLS and 2SLS esti-

mates (based on robust standard errors adjusted for clustering by parental country of birth). Each co-

efficient comes from a separate regression estimated using 2000 IPUMS data that also contains

dummies for the age at arrival, country of birth, age, sex, race, and Hispanic status of the parent

who is the childhood immigrant, and dummies for the age and sex of the child. The identifying

instruments for the 2SLS estimates are interactions between dummies for parental age at arrival

and dummy for parent being born in a non-English-speaking country.
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instruments (which we will refer to as 2SLS-DD) in Column 2, and 2SLS where the
parental age-at-arrival dummies themselves are the identifying instruments (which
we will refer to as 2SLS-D) in Column 3. For 3–7-year-olds as a group, the estimates
suggest that the probability of school attendance is higher for children with more En-
glish-proficient parents (see Row 1). This positive effect comes entirely from three-
and four-year-olds. By the time the child is age five or higher, all parents are at least
as likely to send their children to school, as indicated by the small or insignificant
coefficients.

Are children with less English-proficient parents starting K–12 schooling at a later
age? The second to last row of Table 3 suggests that six-year-olds with more English-
proficient parents are weakly more likely to be attending kindergarten or higher (the
correct grade-for-age for a child who is aged six in April 2000 is kindergarten or
Grade 1). In the last row, seven-year-olds with more English-proficient parents are
significantly more likely to be attending first grade or higher (the correct grade-
for-age for a seven-year-old is Grade 1 or Grade 2). These results are not due to dif-
ferences in state of residence by age at arrival and country of origin, which in turn
could generate differences in compulsory schooling laws or school quality and avai-
lability—we have augmented the models with state fixed effects and obtain similar
results. These results are consistent with an earlier starting age for K-12 schooling
and lower retention rates in kindergarten for children with more English-proficient
parents.

We have reestimated the models restricting the treatment group to be children with
Hispanic parents (the control group continues to be all children with parents from
English-speaking countries), enabling us to obtain estimates for a subpopulation that
is considered especially at-risk for poor educational outcomes.25 The results, which
are shown on the right side of Table 3, are similar to the results for the overall sam-
ple.

The 2SLS estimates of the effect of parental English tend to be larger than the
OLS estimates, significantly so in a few cases.26 The estimates of the effect of En-
glish proficiency on children’s early educational outcomes are overall downward bi-
ased. Apparently, the downward bias caused by measurement error more than offset
the upward bias caused by ability-bias-type stories.

It is worth making a comment about the two alternative 2SLS estimates, 2SLS-DD
and 2SLS-D. In general, in Table 3, they lead to the same qualitative result. However,
it is apparent for the outcome, seven-year-old attending first grade or higher, the
2SLS-DD estimate is much larger in magnitude—albeit much less precise—than
the 2SLS-D estimate. Recall that the 2SLS-DD estimator relies on the assumption
that the difference in child outcome between younger arrivers and older arrivers
would have been the same among immigrants from non-English-speaking countries
and those from English-speaking countries. A priori, we thought that the nonlanguage

25. The sample used for this analysis is about two-thirds of the original one.
26. Hausman tests indicate that the 2SLS-DD estimate of the effect on seven-year-old attending first grade
or higher is significantly different from the OLS estimate (p-value is 0.0148), and both 2SLS estimates of
the effect on three- to four-year-olds attending school are different from the corresponding OLS estimates
(p-value is 0.0644 for the test involving the 2SLS-DD estimate and 0.0195 for the test involving the 2SLS-
D estimate).
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age-at-arrival effects would work against the older arrivers, that is, adjustment to
U.S. institutions would be more difficult for the older arrivers, and their children
would do worse. It turns out, however, that for several child-educational outcomes
(this one, and the teen educational outcomes below), among parents from English-
speaking countries, the older arrivers have children who are doing better than the
younger arrivers are.27 This means that controlling for nonlanguage age-at-arrival
effects actually increases, rather than decreases, the estimated benefit of parental En-
glish. A story consistent with this is that less assimilated parents are stricter or care
more about education, so their children have better educational outcomes. But an-
other possible interpretation is that immigrants from English-speaking countries
might be poor controls for the nonlanguage effects of age at arrival that immigrants
from non-English-speaking countries experience. For people who take the latter
view, the 2SLS-D estimates might be preferable—these estimates assume nonlan-
guage age-at-arrival effects are zero, which given the present situation leads to lower
estimated benefits of parental English on child educational outcomes. Also, in Sub-
section VA, we pursue several strategies to enhance the comparability between immi-
grants from English- and non-English-speaking countries.

A second main finding of this paper is that young children with more English-pro-
ficient parents are more likely to attend preschool and start first grade on time.
According to 2SLS-DD estimates, a one-unit increase in parental English-speaking
ability increases the probability that three- to four-year-olds attend school by 9.39
percentage points (which is one-quarter of the mean attendance rate for three- to
four-year-olds with parents from non-English-speaking countries) and decreases
the probability that six- to seven-year-olds are below their age-appropriate grade
by 1.93 percentage points (which is two-thirds of the mean percent below age-appro-
priate grade). These effects of parental English are therefore economically meaning-
ful in size.28

B. Longer-run Educational Outcomes

We turn to the educational outcomes of children aged 15–17. These children are
close to the legal school-leaving age but generally still live with their parents. Table
4 presents the results of estimating Equation 1 using OLS, 2SLS-DD, and 2SLS-D.
The top half shows results for probability of dropping out of high school. In Row 1,
for 15- to 17-year-olds as a group, all the estimates are negative and significant. The
2SLS-DD estimate in Column 2 suggests that a one-unit increase in parental English-
speaking ability reduces the probability of child dropping out of high school by 1.77

27. An examination of the right side of Table 1, Panel C reveals this.
28. They do not appear unreasonably large though. A one-unit increase in the parental English ordinal mea-
sure corresponds to a one-standard-deviation increase among older-arriving parents from non-English-
speaking countries. The measure of parental English is not normally distributed—it is a scale of 0 (speaks
no English) to 3 (speaks English very well) with few people at 0 and many people at 3. However, among
older-arriving parents from non-English-speaking countries, individuals are roughly evenly divided among
categories 1 to 3 (with few in category 0), which means that a one-unit increase corresponds to moving up
one tercile on the language scale. This is a sizable movement. Moreover, as we discuss below, concomitant
with this movement is a significant increase in parental schooling and family income, which also affect
child outcomes.
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percentage points, which is about 80 percent of the mean high school dropout rate for
children with parents from non-English-speaking countries.

The bottom half of Table 4 shows results for probability of being below the age-
appropriate grade. As discussed in Subsection IIB, our measure of this outcome is
very rough and likely fails to capture some students who are only one grade behind
vis-à-vis their on-schedule school progression based on their birth date and relevant
compulsory schooling laws. We find that parental English has a negative and signif-
icant effect on the probability of the child falling behind their appropriate grade-for-
age. For 15- to 17-year-olds as a group, the 2SLS-DD estimate in Column 2 suggests
that a one unit increase in parental English-speaking ability reduces the probability
of being below the age-appropriate grade by 4.32 percentage points, which is about
60 percent of the mean percent below age-appropriate grade for children with parents
from non-English-speaking countries.

For both teen educational outcomes, the 2SLS estimates of the effect of parental
English tend to be larger than the OLS estimates, though never significantly so at
conventional levels.29 In addition, the 2SLS-D estimates in Column 3 are smaller
in magnitude than the 2SLS-DD estimates. The reason for the difference between
the two 2SLS estimates is as mentioned in the previous subsection—among children
with parents from English-speaking countries, the children of older arrivers have bet-
ter educational outcomes than the children of younger arrivers.

We have reestimated the models restricting the treatment group to be children with
Hispanic parents (the control group continues to be all children with parents from
English-speaking countries) and displayed the results on the right side of Table 4.
The results are similar.

A third main finding of this paper is that teenagers with more English-proficient
parents are less likely to drop out of high school and be below their age-appropriate
grade.

V. Robustness/Specification Checks

A. Comparability of the Control and Treatment Countries

In this subsection, we consider and discard several alternative hypotheses for the
results above on child English-speaking ability and educational outcomes.

One concern is that many low-educated young men migrate on their own to the
United States from Mexico and Central America to look for work. Among the older
arrivers from non-English-speaking countries, there may be a disproportionate num-
ber of low-educated immigrants who never intended (or were never able) to attend
school in the United States, and, moreover, who differ along other dimensions as well
since they chose to migrate on their own. There is no way of identifying which immi-
grants were ‘‘loner migrants,’’ as we have a cross-section in which all childhood
immigrants are currently adults. Instead, we redo our analysis dropping the oldest

29. There are no differences at the 5 percent significance level. The p-value for the Hausman tests com-
paring the 2SLS-DD estimate to the OLS estimate is under 0.15 only for the following outcomes: dropping
out of high school for 15- to 17-year-olds as a group (0.1091) and for 15-year-olds only (0.1113), and being
below-age-appropriate grade for 17-year-olds only (0.0889).
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arrivers. Table 5, Panel B shows the results after excluding children with parents who
arrived at age 16 or 17. Overall, the estimated effects are similar to the base results
(reported in Panel A).

A second concern is that English-speaking countries and non-English-speaking
countries may differ in ways that affect the assimilation process in the United States
of emigrants. On the one hand, it is possible that immigrants from non-English-
speaking countries exhibit a stronger age-at-arrival effect simply because immigrants
from poorer countries face additional barriers to adaptation and that these barriers
increase in severity as a function of age at arrival. This is plausible because non-En-
glish-speaking countries tend to be poorer than English-speaking countries. Richer
countries tend to have better school systems, such that a year of schooling in richer
countries would be a closer substitute for a year of schooling in the United States. It
is plausible, then, that immigrants from non-English-speaking countries on average
receive a lower return for each year of schooling received in the home country (be-
cause schooling back home is so different) and a higher return for each year of
schooling received in the United States (because there is so much new in the United
States and much catch-up) than immigrants from non-English-speaking countries.
This would mean that interactions between parental age at arrival and NON-ENGj

are invalid exclusion restrictions in Equation 1. One way to address this problem
is to control explicitly for the interaction between parental years of schooling
obtained in the United States and NON-ENGj. This ends up not being feasible so
we take a more indirect approach.30 We allow parental age-at-arrival effects to differ
by school quality in the parental country of birth. We use three proxies for school
quality: per capita GDP, per-pupil school expenditures at the primary level, and
teacher-pupil ratio at the primary level.31 In Panels C–E, we include as a control vari-
able an interaction between parental age at arrival and each of the three proxies in
turn.32 The results are similar to the base results. In Panel F and G, we estimate

30. We view years of schooling as an outcome of English proficiency (see Bleakley and Chin 2004a),
which argues against controlling for parental schooling in the United States and interactions thereof. Still,
this leaves open the possibility of controlling for potential parental schooling in the United States by age 16
(this has less endogeneity problems since it is just based on age at arrival and not individual choices about
school attendance) interacted with parent being from a non-English-speaking country. We have done this
(results are not reported), and although the 2SLS effects on child educational outcomes are the same sign
as the base results, none of them are statistically significant. Moreover, the coefficient for potential parental
schooling in the United States by age 16 interacted with parent being from a non-English-speaking country
is never significant in the child education regressions. This is perhaps not surprising, given the high degree
of collinearity between the source of identification (younger children learn language more easily than older
children, with older children having a disadvantage that is growing almost linearly with age at arrival) and
the added control (younger children have more years of potential schooling in the United States than older
children, with children having one fewer year for each year past school entry age six that they arrive).
31. These are from the data sets constructed and described by Lee and Barro (1997) and Summers and Heston
(1988). We use the values for 1965 because parents in the 2000 Census sample would be exposed not to con-
temporaneous conditions in their country of birth but conditions prevailing when they were children.
32. For parsimony, the specific parameterization of this control is max(0, age at arrival-6) 3 school quality
proxy in parent’s country of birth. The rationale for using the piecewise linear function of age at arrival is
that immigrants who arrived in the United States at age six or earlier would not have been exposed to the
school system in the origin country while older arrivers would have (age at arrival 26) years of potential
exposure to origin-country schooling (since six is often the age of entering Grade 1). We have used other
parameterizations of this control and the results are similar.
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effects of parental English separately for children with parents from below-median-
GDP countries and above-median-GDP countries. Although effects are generally
similar for both groups, effects tend not to be significant for the richer country group
partly because of the fewer observations.33 A notable difference between Panels E
and F, though, is in the 2SLS-D estimates for the teen educational outcomes—par-
ental English improves educational outcomes only for teenagers with parents from
poor countries.

On the other hand, English-speaking countries might have greater cultural and in-
stitutional similarity to the United States, making adjustment easy for immigrants
from these countries irrespective of age at arrival. In contrast, immigrants from
non-English-speaking countries encounter both a foreign language and foreign cul-
ture, so even ignoring the language there is more to adjust to for the older arrivers.
To address this problem, we restrict analysis to groups of countries that might be
more similar to each other. In Panel H, we drop children of immigrants from Canada.
These children account for one-third of the observations of children of immigrants
from English-speaking countries, yet they may be poor controls for the assimilation
process of the average immigrant due to Canada’s geographic proximity to the
United States and status as a former British colony. The results remain.34 In Panel
I, we restrict analysis to children of parents who emigrated from the Caribbean. In
Panel J, we restrict analysis to children of parents who emigrated from Europe or
Canada. When looking within a geographic region, the control and treatment coun-
tries are likely more similar in terms of their economic and historical backgrounds.
The estimates in Panels I and J support the implications of the base results although
understandably they are less precise.

A third concern is that the years the parent spent in the United States prior to hav-
ing the child may affect outcomes in a way that varies by the English-speaking status
of the parental country of birth. Because on average people who arrive at an earlier
age have lived in the United States longer, then to the extent that a year of U.S. ex-
perience confers differential nonlanguage-related returns to immigrants from non-
English-speaking countries, it is invalid to use interactions between parental age at
arrival and NON-ENGj as instruments. This problem is mitigated by the fact that
our sample (described in Table 1) is comprised of children whose parents have been
in the United States for an average of 28 years. These immigrant parents would have
had ample opportunities to learn what they can about American institutions and lan-
guage already, such that additional years in the United States make little difference.
However, we do recognize that parental English-language skills measured in the
2000 Census may differ from the skills that prevailed at the time the child was born,
and it would be desirable to account for the possibility that some parents may have
had their children soon after arriving in the United States when differential

33. The median GDP is calculated based on the sample of children aged 3 to 17 from all countries, and
since Mexico is the median country of origin, accounts for about 40 percent of the total sample, and falls
in the below-median category, the number of observations in the below-median category is about 2.5 times
that in the above-median category. It should be noted, however, that the findings of the paper are not driven
by the children of Mexican immigrants alone—the findings remain even when we drop them from the
analysis.
34. The results remain even when we also exclude children with parents from England, Scotland, Wales,
Australia, and New Zealand from the analysis.
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nonlanguage-related returns to years in the United States may have applied. It is not
possible to control explicitly for parental years spent in the United States interacted
with NON-ENGj and still use our instruments.35 A feasible approach is to restrict the
analysis to children whose parents had spent a long time in the United States prior to
their birth. In Table 5, Panel K, we keep only the children whose parents had spent at
least one decade in the United States prior to their birth (this is three-quarters of the
original sample) and obtain results that are similar to the base results.

B. Channels of the Effects of Parent’s English-Language Skills

To what extent are the effects of parental English-language skills on child educa-
tional outcomes mediated through parental education, family income and some other
variables related to the home environment that parental English has been docu-
mented to affect? First, parents with better English-language skills have significantly
higher educational attainment (Bleakley and Chin 2004a).36 This may inspire chil-
dren to pursue more education and improve parents’ ability to gather information,
communicate with the school, and help with school assignments. In Table 6, Panel
B, we examine how the estimated effect of parental English changes once we control
for parental years of schooling. We see that the effects on children’s educational out-
comes are often greatly diminished (especially for the 2SLS-D estimates in the even
columns), which is consistent with schooling being a key mechanism for the effect of
parental English on children’s educational outcomes.

Second, parental English-language skills may improve child outcomes through in-
creasing earnings (for example, Angrist and Lavy 1997; Dustmann and van Soest
2002; and Bleakley and Chin 2004a).37 Children grow up with greater financial security
in neighborhoods with better schools, which could improve outcomes. In Table 6, Panel
C we control for family income. Although family income tends to improve children’s
outcomes, the reduction in the estimated benefits of parental English is modest.

Third, the effects of parental English proficiency may be mediated through labor
force participation. Bleakley and Chin (2007) find that higher English proficiency
increases the probability of working for female childhood immigrants and for wives
of male childhood immigrants (men tend to have a high level of participation that is
not sensitive to English proficiency). It is theoretically ambiguous what the conse-
quences are for children’s outcomes since, although the working parent will raise
family income and gain more exposure to the English-speaking world, he/she will
have less time to spend with his/her child. In Panel D of Table 6, we control for
the childhood immigrant parent working last year.38 On average, working improves
children’s outcomes, but the reduction in the estimated benefits of parental English
through the employment channel is even more modest than the income channel.

35. This is because years the parent spent in the United States prior to having the child is a linear combi-
nation of variables in the model: parent’s age at arrival ½[parent’s age in year 2000-(2000-year of
immigration)�, parent’s age, child’s age, and a constant.
36. In our sample of children aged 5–17, a one-unit increase in parental English leads to a 3-year increase
in years of schooling according to the 2SLS-DD and 2SLS-D estimates.
37. In our sample of children aged 5–17, a one-unit increase in parental English leads to approximately a
25 percent increase in family income, according to the 2SLS-DD and 2SLS-D estimates.
38. We have also estimated models controlling for mother working last year—where the sample is re-
stricted to two-parent families—and obtained similar results.
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To summarize Table 6, parental education appears to be an important intermediary
for the effect of parental English-language skills on children’s educational outcomes.
Family income and parental employment status play smaller roles.39 If immigrants
from English-speaking countries were good controls for the nonlanguage age-at-ar-
rival effects experienced by immigrants from English-speaking countries, then we
would prefer the 2SLS-DD estimates and conclude that there could still be a role
for other channels (the odd columns of Panel E show point estimates that suggest
a benefit of parental English that is at least 40 percent of the base estimates, though
they tend to be insignificant). If we preferred the 2SLS-D results, then parental school-
ing is the primary intermediary via which parental English affects child educational
outcomes, and there does not appear to be a role for other channels (the even columns
of Panel E show point estimates that are close to zero and sometimes opposite-signed).

Other channels for the effect of parental English on children’s educational out-
comes might include the following. First, parents’ English-language skills affect
children’s English-language skills, which in turn affect children’s educational out-
comes. Note in Table 6, Columns 1 and 2 that the estimated effect of parental English
on young children’s English proficiency barely changes after controlling for the pa-
rental schooling, family income, and parental employment status channels. This is
consistent with parental English having a direct role in the development of children’s
English-language skills, such as through using English at home. Even though our
analysis using Census data suggests that children with less-English-proficient parents
catch up in English-speaking ability by middle school, differences in richer measures
of English-language skills could remain, such that even longer-run children’s educa-
tional outcomes are impacted through this channel. (We explore this possibility in the
next subsection.) Second, even if the English-language skills of children with less
English-proficient parents did catch up in all meaningful ways, it may be difficult
to undo the accumulated effects of spending the elementary school years labeled
as limited English proficient. Third, more English-proficient parents might be more
adept at helping with children’s school assignments or maneuvering their children
into the classes, programs and schools that position their children to succeed.

C. Alternative Measures of English Proficiency

In Section III, we found that children whose parents have lower English-speaking
proficiency themselves have lower proficiency throughout elementary school, but
catch up by middle school. The ‘‘language gap’’ may well extend beyond the ele-
mentary school years, but we are unable to detect this because of the bluntness of
the English-language measure provided by the Census. Oral language proficiency
develops more easily than the wider range of language skills needed for success in
high school and thereafter, and it is possible that children of immigrants who speak

39. In results not reported, we have also controlled for several other potential intermediating variables and
found that they did not materially change the estimated effect of parental English: whether child is in a two-
parent household, family size, and ‘‘neighborhood of residence.’’ We used two measures of ‘‘neighborhood
of residence’’: dummies for super-public use microdata area (an area smaller than the state containing a
minimum of 400,000 residents) and the percent of the population in the public use microdata area (an area
containing a minimum of 100,000 residents) that has the same country of birth as the childhood immigrant
parent.
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English very well are still behind in this wider range of English-language skills.40 To
assess this, we consider more detailed language measures from the National Longi-
tudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY) (U.S. Department of Labor Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2002). Since we cannot replicate our instrumental-variables strategy with
this dataset, we present these results as suggestive only.

The NLSY is a nationally representative sample of individuals aged 14–22 in 1979.
The Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) was administered to these
individuals in 1980. The ASVAB contains ten subtests, including ones that assess En-
glish-language skills. We find that among U.S.-born individuals with at least one im-
migrant parent in the NLSY, those who grew up in homes where a foreign language
was spoken tend to perform worse on subtests most related to English-language skills.
This is shown in Figure 4, which displays estimated densities of residualized scores of
four subtests by whether a foreign language was spoken at the respondent’s childhood
home. Panels A and B show the results for the vocabulary test and reading comprehen-
sion test, respectively. Among the subtests in the ASVAB, these two are the most ev-
idently language-oriented. The estimated distributions are markedly different, with
those from foreign-language childhood homes having more mass in the lower end.
Panel C plots the densities for the arithmetic test. While it is sometimes said that math-
ematics is the universal language, the observed differences between the two distribu-
tions is consistent with the importance of English proficiency at younger ages.
Arithmetic is taught in the early grades, precisely when we saw above that the second
generation’s English proficiency is most affected by parental English. Additionally,
the subject is typically taught by rote repetition and memorization, in English, of
key phrases (‘‘two plus two is four,’’ etc.). Moreover, there is evidence that exact ar-
ithmetic depends on language and uses a part of the brain that is also used to generalize
associations between words (Dehaene et al. 1999). The coding-speed test, summarized
in Panel D, is a measure of processing speed that consists of matching items (numbers,
names, etc.) in two different lists. This is perhaps the most language-content-free test,
and it shows the least difference between the two groups. In fact, there is less mass in
the lower scores for those from foreign-language childhood homes. We view Panel D
as a control experiment; it is revealing that children with a foreign-language back-
ground do significantly worse on tests that have more rigorous requirements for En-
glish-language skills, but no worse on tests without them.

The evidence from NLSY, then, supports the idea that although U.S.-born children
with limited-English-proficient parents eventually catch up in terms of the Census
measure of English-language skills (which is in a few discrete categories and relates
to speaking ability only), they continue to lag behind in terms of richer measures of
English-language skills. Even as teenagers and adults, individuals with less English-
proficient parents continue to have worse English-language skills.41

40. See Collier (1995) and Hakuta, Butler, and Witt (2000).
41. In Table A3 in the online appendix, we present further evidence that children’s English-language skills
may be worse beyond elementary school using data from the National Education Longitudinal Study of
1988 (NELS). This table also examines a variety of children’s educational outcomes. The NELS analysis
supports the findings in this paper, and additionally shows that children with less English-proficient parents
are less likely to get an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. We cannot replicate our instrumental-variables
strategy using the NELS data; therefore, we do not emphasize these results.
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VI. Conclusions

Children whose parents have lower English proficiency have signif-
icantly worse English-language skills for at least the first 11 years of their lives. Al-
though they eventually catch up in English-speaking ability to the children whose
parents are more English-proficient by middle school at least as measured by the
Census, there appear to be permanent detrimental effects of poor parental English-
language skills. They are less likely to attend preschool, more likely to be behind
their age-appropriate grade, and more likely to drop out of high school. This has neg-
ative consequences in terms of human capital formation—there are fewer years of
schooling and, moreover, the same years of schooling may encapsulate quite distinct
skills and knowledge developed for children whose parents differ in English profi-
ciency. English is the language of instruction and interaction in U.S. schools, and
command of English enhances the ability of the child to learn and follow directions.

Figure 4
Kernel Density Estimates of ASVAB Scores by Home Language
Notes to Figure 4: Data are from the NLSY-1979. Sample size is 751 (composed of children who

were born in the US with at least one foreign-born parent and with nonmissing ASVAB scores). Dis-

played in each panel is the kernel density estimate for the indicated ASVAB subtest, decomposed by

whether a foreign language was spoken at the respondent’s childhood home (solid line for yes,

dashed line for no). The residualized ASVAB scores are computed from a regression of the raw score

on quadratics in the highest grade completed for each parent, dummies if the parental education var-

iables are missing, and dummies for Black and year of birth. The mean differences in ASVAB sub-

tests between the two groups (measured by including the foreign-language-at-home indicator variable

in the regression) in Panels A–D have p-values of 0.059, 0.120, 0.139, and 0.783, respectively.
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Children who start school with limited English-language skills will learn less given
the same instruction, and may even be relegated to less rigorous instruction. Addi-
tionally, due to grade repetition, children with less English-proficient parents would
have been exposed to less content in the classroom since some of the content is
repeated.

Parental education seems to be an important mediator of the effect of parental
English-language skills on child educational outcomes. Still, even after controlling
for the parental education channel and other socioeconomic-status-type channels that
we a priori thought were important, there remains a role for direct channels. Direct
channels include teaching the child English-language skills, helping the child with
school assignments, and maneuvering to get the child into the right classes and
schools. This suggests that adult English classes, which may impart limited private
returns (to the extent that English-language skills raise earnings through increasing
years of schooling, then earnings may not be much affected), may nevertheless pro-
vide significant social returns.

School-based English-learning programs for older childhood immigrants upon
their arrival in the United States from non-English-speaking countries would have
greater social returns than adult English classes. The payoff of possessing English-
language skills while in middle school or high school are much greater—the private
returns are higher, and from a social perspective the benefits for the children are ac-
crued without having to incur the costs of adult English classes. In future research we
will attempt to evaluate different programs targeted toward limited-English-profi-
cient children. The benefits of finding programs that raise English proficiency are
even higher than previously thought.
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