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Abstract 
By assessing the intergenerational educational mobility of recent cohorts of high school 
graduates, we consider whether Hispanics’ lagging postsecondary attainment reflects a 
temporary lull due to immigration of low education parents or a more enduring pattern of 
unequal transmission of social status relative to whites. Using data from three national 
longitudinal studies, a recent longitudinal study of Texas high school seniors and a 
sample of students attending elite institutions, we track post-secondary enrollment and 
degree attainment patterns at institutions of differing selectivity. We find that group 
differences in parental education and nativity only partly explain the Hispanic-white gap 
in college enrollment, and not evenly over time. Both foreign- and native-born college-
educated Hispanic parents are handicapped in their ability to transmit their educational 
advantages to their children compared with similar white parents. We conclude that both 
changing population composition and unequal ability to confer status advantages to 
offspring are responsible for the growing Hispanic-white degree attainment gap. 
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Stymied Mobility or Temporary Lull? 

 
Introduction  

The democratization of higher education after the G.I. bill was enacted and again in the 

aftermath of the Civil Rights movement is evident in higher college participation rates for 

all demographic groups. At the turn of the 20th century only about 2 percent of the adult 

population were college graduates and a scant 6 percent achieved college degrees as 

recently as 1950 (Cox and Alm, 2001). Currently about one in four persons ages 25 and 

over, and 29 percent of 25-29 year olds, are college graduates. These secular trends 

conceal persisting differentials along race and ethnic lines, however. As the most rapidly 

growing segment of the college-age population, Hispanics are notable because they are 

falling behind whites and blacks even as their college enrollment and graduation rates 

rise (Tienda and Mitchell, 2006).  

 Between 1970 and 2000 the share of Hispanics with bachelor’s degrees doubled, 

rising from 5 to 10 percent among adults ages 25 and over. During the same period the 

share of same age college-educated black adults climbed from 4 to 14 percent and the 

share of college-educated whites more than doubled, up from 11 to 27 percent (U.S. 

Bureau of the Census, 2003). Hispanic BA receipt rates trailed those of whites by 6 

percentage points in 1970, but the gap widened to 17 points over the next 30 years. Thus, 

in the midst of an impressive expansion in American higher education, Hispanics have 

fallen further behind in their attainment of college degrees. 

The growing Hispanic-white college gap challenges classic sociological 

predictions that between-group inequalities will tend to decline as society-wide 

educational opportunities increase. Educational expansion permits upward 

intergenerational mobility, particularly for groups with low average levels of educational 
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attainment (Blau and Duncan 1967; Treiman 1970). Thus, lagging Hispanic college 

degree attainment presents a puzzle that has broad implications for understanding the 

contours of ethnic stratification as their share of the U.S. population increases while the 

demand for skilled workers remains high. 

The most widely cited explanations for the widening Hispanic-white college 

attainment gap focus on changes in population composition. Specifically, sustained 

immigration of low-skilled workers from Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America has put 

downward pressure on the educational attainment levels of second-generation Hispanic 

youth, whose low college attendance is traced to low education parents (Fry, 2004; Mare, 

1995; Schneider, et al., 2006; Wojtkiewicz and Donato, 1995). Recent trends in 

educational attainment for native-born Hispanics concur with this explanation. The share 

of native-born Hispanic adults who have BA or higher rose from 10 to 15 percent 

between 1980 and 2000, while the share of foreign-born Hispanic college graduates 

declined modestly (Statistical Abstract of the United States 2006). This compositional 

explanation for the Hispanic college puzzle is consistent with status attainment theory, 

which predicts rising attainment levels across successive generations, but especially 

during a period of educational expansion (Blau and Duncan 1967; Hauser and 

Featherman 1978: Chapter 8; Mare, 1979; 1995).  

The voluminous status attainment literature has amply documented the powerful 

influence of parental education on children’s completed schooling. Because parental 

education provides a floor below which offspring are not likely to fall, sons and 

daughters of college-educated parents are more likely than offspring with less well 

educated parents to pursue higher education. Compared with parents who lack post-
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secondary degrees, college-educated parents are better equipped to convey their 

postsecondary expectations at young ages; they better understand the post-secondary 

landscape and increasingly competitive admission process; and they invest more in 

resources to promote college-going (Glick and White, 2004; Attewell, et al., 2007; 

Schneider, et al., 2006; Bellessa-Frost, 2006). For example, in 1994, 59 percent of high 

school graduates whose parents lacked college degrees enrolled in a post-secondary 

institution compared with 93 percent of students with college-educated parents. These 

disparities are even more striking according to type of institution attended. Only 27 

percent of high school graduates whose parents were not college educated attended a 4-

year institution, but over 70 percent of their schoolmates with college-educated parents 

did so (Choy, 2001; Nanuz and Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  

By assuming that the relationship between parental and children’s education is 

similar across social groups, status attainment theory predicts a narrowing of group 

inequalities over time, as greater shares of disadvantaged young adults surpass their 

parents’ completion levels. Yet, even early mobility theorists acknowledged that the 

assumption of uniform transmission might be unwarranted. In a classic article about 

occupational mobility, Otis Dudley Duncan (1968) showed that black men were more 

likely than white men to experience downward mobility (based on their fathers’ and their 

own first job). Duncan viewed this as a transitory aberration associated with the great 

migration of southern-born blacks to the industrial North. In his words (1968:21), “it is 

virtually certain …that this pattern cannot prevail indefinitely in the future.”   

Recent scholarship documenting that black parents have a more difficult time 

transmitting their educational advantages to their offspring challenges both the 
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assumption that mobility rates are uniform among demographic groups and that unequal 

transmission rates between blacks and whites are temporary. Hertz (2004) finds that 

white children born in the top income quartile have a 45 percent chance of remaining 

there compared with only 15 percent of their black counterparts. Moreover, he reports 

that affluent black children are nearly four times more likely than whites to experience 

extreme downward mobility, from the top to the bottom income quartile, and that black 

children from the lowest income quartile attain the top income quartile at only a quarter 

of the rates of whites. Likewise, Attewell and associates (2007) show that young black 

adults with college-educated parents experience higher rates of educational downward 

mobility than their white statistical counterparts.  

These stylized facts correspond to Persell, Catsambis and Cookson’s (1992) 

notion of "differential asset conversion" – a process by which the economic, social, and 

cultural assets that influence educational attainment of one group do not operate in 

similar ways for other groups. In their words, "Social stratification may influence the rate 

of asset conversion, as it does in financial markets, where small savers receive lower 

returns than do large savers. Thus, members of disadvantaged groups may lack equal 

access to certain markets or may pay higher prices in the same market" (p. 209). Thus, 

changes in population composition may not be the only factor driving the widening 

Hispanic-white gap in college attainment. 

Whether and to what extent unequal intergenerational transmission rates account 

for Hispanics’ lagging educational attainment is an open question. Recent evidence that 

educational attainment of fourth- and fifth-generation Mexican-Americans trails that of 

whites (Telles and Ortiz 2008) suggests that Hispanics lagging educational attainment is 
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not a temporary lull, but likely reflects stymied mobility across parental education levels. 

However, these findings are based on residents in two Southwestern metropolitan 

sampled in 1968 and re-interviewed 35 years later and may not generalize to the current 

Mexican origin population, which is more geographically dispersed.  

By assessing the intergenerational educational mobility of three recent cohorts of 

high school graduates (1982, 1992 and 2004), we consider whether Hispanics’ lagging 

postsecondary attainment reflects a temporary lull or a more enduring pattern of unequal 

transmission of social status relative to whites. Specifically, we decompose the Hispanic-

white college gap into its explained and unexplained components, distinguishing between 

unequal transmission rates by origin and differences in population composition, notably 

parental education and immigration status. If immigration mainly changes the educational 

composition of Hispanic parents, our analyses of the relationship between parental 

education and young adults’ college trajectories adequately account for its role in the 

Hispanic college puzzle. But if, as several studies have suggested, foreign-born parents 

face unique challenges transmitting status advantages to their children (Glick and White, 

2003; 2004; Wojtkiewicz and Donato, 1995), the growing Hispanic-white college gap 

also may derive from nativity differences in intergenerational transmission of educational 

status.   

Our nuanced and novel perspective to the well investigated process of 

intergenerational mobility is situated to unveil the presence of differential transmission 

rate by origin among youth with comparable background in terms of parental education 

and nativity. Importantly, the empirical analyses also consider how expansion of the 

postsecondary system and the greater postsecondary stratification it generated impacted 
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the Hispanic-white college gap by distinguishing between quantitative and qualitative 

enrollment inequities. Finally, given the significance of our research question to the 

current debate about the assimilation of immigrants, we complement analyses of national 

trends in Hispanic postsecondary enrollment with data of Texas high school seniors (in 

2002).1  

 The following section outlines implications of the postsecondary education 

system expansion that are germane for understanding trends in social mobility. After 

outlining our research strategy—formulating testable hypotheses and estimation 

approach, and describing the data and key constructs—we discuss the empirical results. 

In addition to summarizing key findings, the concluding section discusses several 

mechanisms that may be responsible for the unexplained share of the Hispanic-white 

college attainment gap.  

 

 
Postsecondary Education Expansion and Ethnic Stratification 
 
 The expansion of the postsecondary system during the period of the current 

investigation provides an intriguing setting for assessing questions related to temporal 

changes in intergenerational mobility. That not all segments of the postsecondary system 

expanded uniformly has direct implications for the college choices confronted by 

successive cohorts of college entrants. Specifically, the relative growth of public and 

private, selective and nonselective, as well as two- and four-year institutions determines 

both the number and range of college options confronted by white and Hispanic high 

                                                 
1 High-immigration states, like Texas, are notable for their high level of ethnic inequality in educational 
attainment (Murdock, 2003). For example, in 2005, 35 percent of adult white Texans held college degrees 
compared with less than 10 percent of comparably aged Hispanics (U.S. Census Bureau 2006). 
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school graduates in recent decades. Both quantitative and qualitative dimensions of the 

postsecondary system are important for understanding trends in educational 

intergenerational mobility, and the Hispanic college puzzle in particular.  

Recent trends reveal that the postsecondary education expansion from 1970 to 

2000 largely involved 2-year institutions because enrollment at 4-year public and private 

universities grew slowly over the same period (Digest of Education Statistics, 2003). In 

Texas, for example, the share of total post-secondary enrollment at 2-year institutions 

surpassed that at 4-year institutions after 1995 (Tienda, 2006). That demand for access to 

selective institutions surged as children of baby boomers graduated from high school in 

unprecedented numbers created a college squeeze and sharpened divisions within the 

higher education system (Alon and Tienda, 2007).  

Enrollment trends are also relevant for understanding persistent inequality in 

higher education because many recent studies show that the type and selectivity of 

college attended—vocational vs. academic; 2-year vs. 4-year; non-selective vs. 

selective—influences the probability of graduation as well as long-term life chances 

(Bowen and Bok, 1998; Alon and Tienda, 2005). Notably, Hispanics are over-represented 

at 2-year institutions compared with whites, and among those who attend 2-year colleges 

they are less likely than whites to transfer to 4-year institutions. Not surprisingly, 

Hispanic college enrollees are less likely than whites to complete baccalaureate degrees 

(Schneider et al., 2006; Fry, 2004).  

Thus, decoding the Hispanic college puzzle requires consideration of both 

quantitative and qualitative aspects of postsecondary outcomes. The quantitative aspect 

refers to the chances of college attendance and the qualitative aspect, i.e. the stratification 

 7



Stymied Mobility or Temporary Lull? 

 
within the postsecondary system, refers to the selectivity and type of college destinations. 

In particular, Raftery and Hout’s (1993) notion of Maximally Maintained Inequality 

(MMI) is relevant to understanding college enrollment differentials during a period of 

postsecondary expansion. They posit that even when post-secondary educational capacity 

expands, educational disparities between high- and low- status groups will persist until 

most members of high-status groups have reached the prevailing attainment threshold.  

Lucas (2001) refined the MMI concept by distinguishing between quantitative and 

qualitative inequities, arguing that privileged groups use their status advantages to secure 

quantitatively similar, but qualitatively superior education. His theoretical refinement, 

denoted Effectively Maintained Inequality (EMI), predicts that educational outcomes will 

become increasingly stratified along qualitative dimensions (such as college type and 

selectivity) even as disparities in overall college attainment levels shrink.  

These formulations suggest that both quantitative and qualitative dimensions of 

inequality should guide our quest to solve the puzzle of lagging Hispanic college degree 

attainment. Accordingly, our empirical analyses address several specific questions about 

quantitative and qualitative inequality in postsecondary education and how it might have 

structured and helped to maintain the ethnic gap in intergenerational mobility: (1) Are 

white and Hispanic students with college-educated parents equally likely to attend 

college? (2) Are white and Hispanic students with college-educated parents equally likely 

to attend 4 year non-selective and selective post-secondary institutions? Given claims that 

population composition, and immigration in particular, is largely responsible for the 

rising Hispanic-white college gap, we pose three additional questions: (3) Are native- and 

foreign-born students with college-educated parents equally likely to attend college? (4) 
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Are native-born white and Hispanic students with college-educated parents equally likely 

to attend college, and, if so, (5) are they equally likely to attend 4-year selective post-

secondary institutions? Finally, because the Hispanic-white college gap is also attributed 

to differential access to 2- and 4-year institutions, we also ask whether (6) conditional on 

enrollment in 4-year institutions, are Hispanic students with college-educated parents as 

likely as whites to earn a BA?  

Individually and collectively answers to these questions will reveal whether 

Hispanics’ lagging educational attainment is a temporary lull or potentially more 

enduring stymied intergenerational mobility. The relative size of the attainment gap 

unexplained by the two core mechanisms—education of native and immigrant parents 

and unequal transmission rates—requires further theorizing about additional mechanisms, 

responsible for the growing ethnic disparities in college degree attainment.  

 

Data and Methods  

Estimation Strategy and Hypotheses 

 The key question raised by the Hispanic college puzzle is whether the relationship 

between parental and offspring’s educational attainment differs between whites and 

Hispanics. If the rates of intergenerational educational transmission for whites and 

Hispanics are equal, then the Hispanic college puzzle derives mainly from changes in the 

Hispanic population’s educational composition. If status transmission rates are unequal, 

educational attainment for Hispanic youth would lag behind that of whites even in the 

absence of changes in population composition.  
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To understand Hispanics’ lagging postsecondary attainment, we first estimate the 

odds of college enrollment (or graduation) using the following general form: 

Ω(x)=exp(xβ) 

Where x includes a series of dummy variables indicating the individual’s ethnicity and 

parental education (Hispanic no college, Hispanic some college, Hispanic college, white 

no college, and white some college). The coefficients in these variables represent the 

college enrollment (or graduation) odds for each ethno-education group relative to the 

reference category (white high school graduates with college-educated parents To 

differentiate the effect of parental education from that of immigration we also estimate a 

specification that fully interacts parental education with nativity.   

The hypothesis of equal transmission rates (H0) will be supported if at any given 

time point, the college-going and completion odds of Hispanic students whose parents 

lack college degrees roughly equal those of white students with similarly educated 

parents. The enrollment/graduation odds of children of both white and Hispanic parents 

lacking college experience should be lower than those of the children of parents with BA 

degrees. Furthermore, equal transmission rates imply trivial ethnic inequalities among 

children whose parents are college graduates. The alternative hypothesis (H1) assumes 

unequal intergenerational transmission rates for each cohort. Lower odds of college 

enrollment/graduation for Hispanic students compared with white students with similarly 

educated parents refute the null hypothesis. Furthermore, lower enrollment/graduation 

rates for all Hispanic cohorts would suggest that the observed ethnic inequities are not 

transitory. 
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We also model students’ odds of enrolling in two-year, four-year and four-year 

selective institutions in order to evaluate qualitative stratification among postsecondary 

outcomes.2 These specifications are based on multinomial logistic regressions where the 

dependent variable is an array of college destinations stratified by college type and 

admission selectivity. H1 predicts that at each level of parental education, ethnic 

inequalities will be especially pronounced for elite college enrollment and that qualitative 

disparities will widen as advantaged groups seek to gain access to the most prestigious 

postsecondary institutions. The testable implication is that among students with college-

educated parents, the Hispanic-white gap will be larger for 4-year compared with 2-year 

institutions, and for selective four-year compared with nonselective four-year institutions.  

Simulations  

 To decompose intergenerational educational mobility into its explained and 

unexplained components, we compare the observed matriculation rates for white and 

Hispanic students with two simulated alternatives. The first simulates Hispanic college 

enrollment if their parents’ education matched that of white parents, holding constant 

their intergenerational educational transmission rates. This isolates the share of the ethnic 

college gap attributable to a key difference in population composition, namely parental 

education. The second simulation estimates Hispanic college enrollment if they 

experienced the same rate of intergenerational educational asset conversion as whites, 

given their parents’ actual education. This exercise isolates the share of the ethnic gap 

due to unequal transmission rates.  

                                                 
2 The model follows this general form: Ωm|n(x)=exp(x[βm-βn]), where m and n are types of college 
destinations.  
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Computationally, the first simulation is generated by regressing college 

destinations on parental education levels for white students only, and then applying the 

resulting white coefficients to Hispanic high school graduates for the corresponding 

parent education strata. The second simulation is produced by regressing college 

destinations on parental education levels for Hispanic students only and estimating their 

enrollment patterns after substituting white average educational levels for the Hispanic 

parental education distribution. To further disaggregate the explained component of the 

gap, we repeat these simulations by disaggregating Hispanic students according to their 

parents’ education and birthplace. 

Data Description 

We use five different data sets to answer the specific questions posed above. First, 

to assess the intergenerational educational mobility during a period of educational 

expansion and population diversification, we analyze three nationally representative 

cohorts of high school graduates in 1982, 1992, and 2004.3 High School & Beyond 

(HS&B), which surveyed a nationally-representative sample of high school sophomores 

in 1980, re-interviewed respondents in 1982, when most were high school seniors. 

Additional follow-up interviews were administered until approximately 10 years post-

high school.  The National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS) drew a 

representative sample of 8th graders in 1988 and re-interviewed them in 1990, 1992 (their 

senior year), 1994, and 2000. More recently, the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 

                                                 
3 These longitudinal surveys were conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics.  
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(ELS) sampled 10th graders in U.S. highs schools in 2002 and followed up with 

respondents in 2004 and 2006, when most were two years out of high school.4   

 Because sample sizes of college-educated immigrant parents are tiny in these 

national samples, we supplement the national studies with a large, representative survey 

of Texas public high school graduates, which permits sample stratification by both 

parental education and nativity. We use data from the Texas Higher Education 

Opportunity Project (THEOP), based on a representative sample of 13,803 high school 

seniors who were interviewed in spring of 2002.5 A random sample of 5,863 respondents 

was re-interviewed one year later to ascertain their college enrollment status. We restrict 

analyses to students who participated in both the base-year study and in the 2003 follow-

up.  

Finally, to track ethnic differences in college graduation likelihood according to 

college selectivity level and parental education, we use the College and Beyond (C&B) 

database, a restricted-access database built by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, based 

on a large sample of students who attended the most selective institutions in 1989. Again, 

national datasets contain too few observations of college enrollees to allow simultaneous 

stratification by ethnicity, parental education and college type.6  

Variable Definitions  

                                                 
 4Because all three national studies are based on two-stage, stratified sampling designs, our multivariate 
analyses correct the downwardly biased standard errors due to the clustering of students in institutions.   
5 Like the national surveys, the THEOP data are based on a school-level sampling scheme. 108 Texas 
public high schools were randomly selected based on a scheme that classified Texas public high schools as 
of 2000 based on region, urbanicity, and school racial/ethnic composition. 82 of these high schools granted 
permission to administer surveys during class-time to all seniors present, and the remaining schools 
required the project to sample a small number of classes or administer the survey via the mail. Sample 
weights produce the population distribution 
6 The analyses are adjusted to account for the clustering of observations in a small number of institutions. 

 13



Stymied Mobility or Temporary Lull? 

 
 Empirical analyses focus on three characteristics of high school graduates7: 

ethnicity, parental educational attainment, and nativity, as determinants of their 

postsecondary outcomes (college enrollment, destination and attainment). Respondents 

missing data on any of these attributes are dropped from the samples.  

We use students’ self-reported race and ethnicity to define four demographic 

groups: whites, blacks, Hispanics, and Asians.8 All statistical analyses include blacks and 

Asians, but for parsimony of exposition these coefficients are reported only in Appendix 

Tables A-1 and A-2. One issue that may create a bias in our findings is Hispanics' 

heterogeneity based on national origin. This is because immigrants from different 

countries differ in their educational selectivity vis-à-vis non-migrants in the home 

country, which in turn affects the college attainment of the second generation (Feliciano, 

2005; Bohon, Johnson, and Gorman, 2006). To a large extent, however, these differences 

reflect variation in family background, and parental education in particular (Duncan, 

Hotz and Trejo, 2006). Moreover, it was demonstrated that generation status is more 

influential predictor of socioeconomic outcomes than national origin (Tienda and 

Mitchell, 2006). Unfortunately, few data sets permit disaggregation of Hispanics by both 

nativity and national origin.  

Our focus on Hispanics with college-educated parents precludes a full 

disaggregation by national origin, but as a sensitivity analysis we have disaggregated 

Hispanics to Mexicans and non-Mexican, as was done by two NAS studies (Smith and 

Edmonston, 1997; Tienda and Mitchell, 2006). As expected, our results show that parents 

                                                 
7 Students who failed to earn a high school diploma or a GED (and thus were ineligible to enter college) 
were excluded from the analysis. 
8 Native Americans and students who reported another race or ethnicity are excluded from these analyses. 
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of Mexican youth average lower education levels compared with other Hispanic youth.9  

Within parental education strata, however, nationality differences regarding college 

destination are statistically insignificant and substantively trivial for most comparisons. 

Stated differently, for the datasets analyzed here, the educational transmission rate among 

Hispanics varies little by national origin. This claim finds further support in lower 

Hispanic transmission rates compared with whites in all four data sets, despite different 

changes in the composition of the national origin groups during the observation period. In 

the interest of clarity and parsimony, we do not disaggregate Hispanics by their national 

origin for multivariate analyses, but do reference relevant Mexican – non-Mexican 

differences when these are statistically significant.  

Parental educational attainment is measured by three categories representing the 

highest degree attained by either the respondents’ mother or father. High school 

graduates whose parents dropped out of high school or completed a high school diploma 

but never enrolled in post-secondary education are designated “No college parents.” If at 

least one parent had entered college, but did not earn at least a bachelor’s degree, students 

are classified as having “Some college parents.” Finally, graduates who had at least one 

BA-credentialed parent, including those who completed a graduate degree, are designated 

“BA or higher parents.” Using this classification, respondents were sorted into six ethno-

education groups: Hispanics with no college parents, Hispanics with some college 

parents, Hispanics with BA or higher parents, whites with no college parents, whites with 

some college parents, and whites with BA or higher parents (which serves as the 

reference category). Nativity was coded, using the Texas survey, by classifying 

                                                 
9 These results are not reported but are available from the authors. 

 15



Stymied Mobility or Temporary Lull? 

 
respondents’ parents according to their birthplace, and both native- and foreign-born 

parents were further assigned to the six ethno-education groups. 

Degree attainment data was collected 10 years and 8.5 years post high school 

graduation for the 1982 and 1992 high school cohorts, respectively. We sort students into 

four categories based on their final educational attainment: (1) no college; (2) attended 

college but earned no degree; (3) earned a certificate or an Associate Degree (AA); and 

(4) BA or higher. Analyses of degree attainment are restricted to the 1982 and 1992 

national datasets because the college graduation status of the Texas and the 2004 national 

high school graduation cohort is unavailable. In addition, we model 6-year graduation 

status using the C&B database. This dependent variable is obtained from institutional 

records that were collected for all students who enrolled in the fall of 1989 at all of the 

C&B institutions. In the college graduation analysis we also control for standardized test 

scores and high school class rank. 

 Most studies of post secondary attendance only consider whether or not students 

matriculated, thus ignoring the “qualitative” stratification in college destinations. For 

Hispanics this is important because their rising college participation involves 

disproportionate representation in 2-year institutions, with their attendant implications for 

eventual degree attainment (Schneider, et al, 2006; Swail, et al, 2003; Fry, 2004; Velez, 

1985). We use a multiple response category with four outcomes based on selectivity 

categories from Barron's Profiles of American Colleges (1992), but also including non 

enrollment and 2-year institutions: (1) no post-secondary education; (2) two-year colleges 

(those offering programs requiring 2 or less years to complete, including community 

colleges); (3) four-year noncompetitive colleges; and (4) four -year competitive colleges 
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(median SAT above 900).10  Finally, in order to improve the comparability between the 

three national datasets, models include statistical controls for Census regions.11 These 

regional dummies identify respondents who live in New England, the Mid-Atlantic, East 

North Central, West North Central, South Atlantic, East South Central, West South 

Central, Mountain, and Pacific states.  

 

Results 

Table 1 classifies white and Hispanic high school graduates by parental education 

status using data from the three national longitudinal studies as well as the Texas study. 

Hispanic parents average lower levels of post-secondary education in all four surveys. 

Nationally, the share of white students whose parents lacked college training fell by half 

between 1982 and 2004, but the comparable drop for Hispanics was less than 25 percent. 

Consequently the ethnic gap in parental education of high school graduates widened 

considerably from 1982 to 2004. For both groups, most of the improvement in parental 

education status occurred during the 1980s, but appears to have slowed during the 1990s, 

a period coincident with the surge in low skill immigrants from Latin America.  

[Table 1 about Here] 

The white-Hispanic ratio provides a convenient way to summarize the trends and 

differentials reported in Table 1. Nationwide the white-Hispanic ratio for students with 

parents lacking college fell between 1982 and 2004, from 0.73 to 0.47. The mirror image 

is the group share with college-educated parents. By 2004 more than 40 percent of white 

                                                 
10 For the analyses based on the ELS data we only consider whether or not students enrolled in 2-year 
colleges or 4-year colleges because detailed data on postsecondary institutions are not currently available. 
11 This accounts for differences in the sampling frames of the three national datasets.  
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high school graduates had at least one college-credentialed parent (up 17 percentage 

points since 1982), yet the share of Hispanic high school graduates with college-educated 

parents rose only 6 percentage points—from 15 percent in 1982 to 21 percent in 2004.12 

The white-Hispanic ratio for students with college-educated parents rose from 1.8 to 2.0 

during the 1980s and remained unchanged through 2004. In Texas, the educational divide 

along ethnic lines is wider still. In 2002, 19 percent of white high school graduates had 

parents lacking college experience compared with over half of Hispanic students. 

Conversely, almost 54 percent of white students had college-educated parents, compared 

with only 19 percent of Hispanics (W-H ratio of 2.87).  

Table 2 portrays the ethnic gap in degree attainment by parental education status 

for the 1982 and 1992 national cohorts. Consistent with secular trends, college attainment 

rates were higher for both whites and Hispanics from the class of 1992 compared with the 

1982 class. Moreover, in accord with predictions of status attainment theory, students 

with college-educated parents exhibit higher degree attainment than their ethnic peers 

with less educated parents. Yet, for all levels of parental education, Hispanic high school 

graduates from both national cohorts were less likely to earn BA degrees than similarly-

situated whites. Of particular note, among students with college-educated parents, whites 

were nearly twice as likely to earn a baccalaureate degree as Hispanics. To further 

examine how inequalities in transitions to and from the postsecondary system contribute 

to the Hispanic-white gap in degree attainment, we estimate the likelihood of college 

enrollment/destination and college graduation for both groups across different time 

periods.  

                                                 
12 Among Mexicans the rise in the share of educated parents was trivial: from 15 percent in 1982 to only 18 
percent in 2004. Among non-Mexicans it was more substantial (from 15 to 29 percent, respectively).  
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 [Table 2 about Here]  

Inequalities in college enrollment and college destinations  

For each dataset we estimate the association between parental education and 

whether offspring enrolled (1) at any post-secondary institution; (2) at a 2-year college; 

(3) at a 4-year college or university; and (4) at a competitive institution. Figures 1 and 2 

plot odds ratios to portray the standing of ethno-education groups relative to whites 

whose parents graduated from college, represented by the crossing line set at 1.0 (Long, 

1997).13 Not only do all of the odds ratios plotted in Figure 1 fall below the crossing line, 

but they suggest greater disparities in the likelihood of college attendance over time.  In 

1982 the odds ratios for Hispanics with college educated parents lag behind their white 

counterparts, but these youth also were unable to differentiate themselves from whites 

whose parents had only some college experience. Likewise Hispanic youth whose parents 

acquired some college were unable to differentiate themselves from whites whose parents 

lack any college experience.  

(Figure 1 about Here) 

The 1992 national stratification regime reveals a well-defined tripartite 

segmentation where white students with college-graduate parents are at the top of the 

hierarchy—well above Hispanics with college-educated parents—and all other groups are 

clustered below them. The ensuing dozen years witnessed a pulling apart of whites and 

Hispanics with college-educated parents. In 2004, the college enrollment odds for 

Hispanics with college-educated parents are only marginally higher than the enrollment 

odds for whites whose parents have some college. Results for the 2002 Texas high school 

                                                 
13 Estimates for Figures 1 and 2 are reported in Appendix Tables A-1 and A-2. 
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cohort also reveal that Hispanics with college-educated parents lag well behind their 

white peers with comparably educated parents. The point estimates reported in Appendix 

Table A-1indicate that black high school graduates also are less likely than similarly 

situated whites to enroll in college.  

Figure 2 portrays the qualitative aspects of the stratification regime based on 

group differences in enrollment at 2-year, 4-year and competitive postsecondary 

institutions. Panel A shows a white-Hispanic college enrollment gap for all cohorts with 

college educated parents (these differences are statistically significant for the 1982 and 

2002 cohorts). Moreover, as Panels B and C reveal the association of parental and 

offspring’s educational credentials is tightly coupled with the stratification of the 

postsecondary system. The odds of 4-year college enrollment are more polarized along 

ethnic and class lines compared with 2-year enrollment. For all four cohorts, students 

whose parents lack any college or have some college exposure short of a degree are 

considerably less likely to enroll in 4-year colleges compared with offspring of parents 

with baccalaureate degrees. Furthermore, among students with college-educated parents, 

Hispanics (as well as blacks) are at a large disadvantage vis-à-vis whites in their access to 

4-year institutions.14  Data on competitive university enrollment for the 2004 national 

cohort is not yet available, but evidence from the other three surveys indicates that white 

students with college-educated parents are appreciably more likely to attend competitive 

post-secondary compared institutions with all education-specific demographic groups, 

including Hispanics with college-credentialed parents. Among students whose parents 

                                                 
14 A sensitivity analysis reveals that there are no differences in transmission rates between Mexicans and 
other Hispanics.  
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lack BA degrees the contours of ethnic stratification are less sharply defined for their 

offspring.   

 (Figure 2 about Here) 

Taken together, the results suggest that the key difference between Hispanics and 

whites stems from differential access to Bachelor's degree-granting institutions, which 

prior scholarship largely attributes to family background (notably parental education). 

The odds ratios plotted in Figures 1 and 2 are consistent with the basic tenets of status 

attainment theory, yet they also challenge the assumption of a uniform association by 

ethnicity (and race). For all four cohorts, Hispanic students with college-educated parents 

are significantly less likely than white students whose parents are college graduates to 

enroll at any college, particularly a 4-year institution. That ethnic inequality in 

educational attainment persists for more than three decades indicates that the Hispanic 

college puzzle is not a transitory phenomenon. Moreover both differences in the 

distribution of parental education and Hispanic parents’ lower success in transmitting 

their educational resources to their offspring than comparable white parents, particularly 

for attendance at 4-year universities, contribute to the Hispanic-white college disparity. 

To better appreciate the relative magnitude of population composition and unequal 

intergenerational transmission rates in maintaining Hispanic-white college enrollment 

disparities, we decompose the gap into its main components.  

Decomposition of the ethnic gaps in college destinations 

We first assess what part of the gap can be attributed to differences in parental 

education levels and what part to differences in transmission rate (i.e. left unexplained). 

In essence we compare the observed matriculation rates for white and Hispanic students 
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with two simulated alternatives. The first estimates Hispanic college enrollment if their 

parents’ education matched that of white parents, assuming no change in the 

intergenerational transmission of educational status. The second simulates Hispanic 

college enrollment patterns if the distribution of parental education remained unchanged, 

but Hispanic parents converted their educational assets at the same rate as whites.  

[Table 3 about Here] 

The results reported in Table 3 show observed ethnic enrollment gaps range from 

8 to 17 percentage points across the cohorts compared. The first simulation reveals the 

relative influence of parental education on offspring’ postsecondary enrollment. 

Assigning parental education of white students to Hispanic high school graduates boosts 

overall college enrollment rates for all cohorts, and notably so for the 1992 national 

cohort and the 2002 Texas cohort. Specifically, over 70 percent of 1992 Hispanic high 

school graduates and nearly 80 percent of 2002 Hispanic high school graduates from 

Texas would have enrolled in college if the their parents’ education was comparable to 

that of their white counterparts. This compares with actual enrollment rates of 66 and 67 

percent, respectively. Overall, parental education explains between a quarter to one-third 

of the Hispanic-white enrollment gap in 1982 and 2004, respectively, while it accounts 

for most of the gap in 1992 and Texas 2002 (73 and 84 percent, respectively).  

Yet, parental education contributes less to explaining qualitative gaps. For all 

national cohorts, ethnic differences in parental education explained not more than a 

quarter of the ethnic enrollment gap at 4-year institutions or at the more competitive 

institutions. In Texas, Hispanic parents’ educational assets account for about half of the 

ethnic college enrollment gap at 4-year institutions and almost 40 percent of the average 
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disparity in selective college enrollment. Mass migration of unskilled immigrants from 

Mexico is implicated in the results for Texas, which we consider next. Yet, even in 

Texas, most of the qualitative gaps in college attendance are not accounted for by 

parental educational resources, suggesting that unequal transmission rates also foment the 

Hispanic-white college gap.   

The simulation that assigns whites' transmission rates to Hispanics reveals that at 

all levels of institutional selectivity, part of the Hispanic-white enrollment gap results 

from Hispanic parents’ lower success in transmitting their education status to their 

offspring compared with similarly credentialed white parents. Equalizing 

intergenerational transmission rates would reduce qualitative enrollment gaps by boosting 

Hispanics' access to baccalaureate institutions. Specifically, in 1982 and 2004 Hispanics' 

simulated enrollment rate at four-year institutions is 10 percentage points higher than the 

observed share, and 4 percentage points higher in 1992 and 2002 Texas. The simulations 

reveal that the ethnic gap in enrollment at 4-year and competitive colleges and 

universities would be substantially reduced if educational transmission rates of Hispanics 

and whites were similar. Thus, parents' ability to transmit status advantages can reduce 

qualitative educational inequality by increasing the share of Hispanic youth that attend 

baccalaureate institutions. In sum, our temporal perspective reveals that Hispanics 

lagging postsecondary attendance is more than a temporary lull due to changing 

population composition, but also stems from unequal transmission rates.  

To further unpack the Hispanics college puzzle we assess how much immigration 

contributed to the rising disparities by changing the educational composition of Hispanic 

parents, and whether native- and foreign-born parents are equally successful transmitting 
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status advantages to their children.  Using the Texas data, Table 4 repeats the simulations 

reported in Table 3 by disaggregating Hispanic students according to their parents’ 

birthplace.15 The top panel reports the simulation for Hispanic students with U.S.-born 

parents and the lower panel repeats the exercise for Hispanics with foreign-born parents.  

[Table 4 about Here] 

 In 2002 Hispanic Texas public school graduates with native-born parents were 

11.5 percentage points less likely than similarly situated white students to enroll in any 

college, 16 percentage points less likely to enroll in 4-year colleges, and 19 percentage 

points less likely to enroll in a competitive 4-year college. Consistent with national data, 

they were more likely than whites to enroll in 2-year institutions. The college enrollment 

gap for Hispanic graduates with foreign-born parents was larger still—18.4 points 

overall. Moreover, their enrollment at four-year institutions was 27 percentage points 

below that of white Texas students  

The simulations reveal that if U.S-born parents of Hispanic students had the 

educational resources of their white counterparts, the Hispanic-white college enrollment 

would be virtually eliminated. This finding regarding quantitative inequality provides 

strong support for the status attainment explanation of Hispanic-white educational 

inequality. Yet, it does not square with the experience of students with foreign-born 

parents, nor does it explain qualitative inequality between the groups. If immigrant 

parents had the same educational resources as their white counterparts, they could only 

halve the overall enrollment gap. Moreover, parental education does not entirely account 

for qualitative differences in college destinations between Hispanics and whites, 

                                                 
15 We are unable to directly assess parents’ immigration status in the national data because these samples 
lack sufficient numbers of Hispanic high school graduates with college-educated parents who were also 
born abroad. 
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irrespective of their birthplace. Among students with native-born parents, parental 

education accounts for 60 percent of the gap in attendance at 4-year colleges, but only for 

35 percent among their counterparts with immigrant parents. The explanatory power of 

parental education for enrollment at competitive institutions is lower still, accounting for 

41 and 33 percent of the ethnic disparities among Texas high school graduates with 

native- or foreign-born parents, respectively.  

To illustrate the implications of these findings the second simulation demonstrates 

that equalizing intergenerational transmission would not close the overall ethnic college 

enrollment gap either for Hispanics with U.S.- or foreign-born parents, but it could 

considerably alter their college destination, from 2-year colleges to 4-year institutions 

including the most selective ones. The magnitudes of the gap reductions are larger for 

students with foreign-born parents, affirming that immigration depresses the ability of 

educated parents to transmit their assets to their children.  

Findings for Texas cannot be generalized to the U.S. as a whole, partly because 

the State’s postsecondary system includes a larger share of 2-year institutions compared 

to the national average and partly because over half of Texas’s college-age population is 

minority (Tienda, 2006). Yet, they are instructive in affirming that both foreign- and 

native-born college-educated Hispanic parents are handicapped in their ability to transmit 

their educational advantages to their children compared with similar white parents. 

Hispanics’ intergenerational transmission handicap is most pronounced for access to 

competitive post-secondary institutions, particularly among students with immigrant 

parents. The simulations for Texas cement our claims that both changing population 

composition due to immigration of low education parents and unequal ability to confer 
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status advantages to offspring are responsible for the growing Hispanic-white enrollment 

gap.  

Inequalities in college completion 

Hispanic-white disparities in postsecondary enrollment and college destination are 

the precursors to observed gaps in degree attainment. The process of differential asset 

conversion may continue through college, possibly widening disparities in graduation 

rates, even at 4-year schools or at the most selective institutions in the nation. To assess 

this claim we analyze the BA degree completion odds of students who enrolled in 28 

academically “more competitive” college and universities in the fall of 1989 based on the 

College and Beyond (C&B) study (Bowen and Bok, 1998). The C&B sample is 

sufficiently large to stratify both by ethnicity and parents' educational level.16 After 

estimating the college graduation odds of all C&B students (Panel A in Table 5), we 

disaggregate the sample by institutional selectivity. Specifically, we compare BA 

attainment odds at the most selective institutions in American higher education, where 

the average SAT score is 1250 or higher (Panel C), with the BA attainment at less 

selective institutions (Panel B).  

[Table 5 about Here]  

 The first model of Table 5 reveals that Hispanic C&B students, even those with 

college-educated parents, are less likely than whites to have earned a BA within six years 

of enrollment. This generalization obtains both for the most selective institutions as well 

as those designated highly selective (Models 3 and 5). Yet, controlling for test scores, and 

high school ranking, Hispanic students with college educated parents who attended less 
                                                 
16 Analyses of the relationship between type of institution, parental education, ethnicity and college 
completion based on nationally representative data are unstable because these samples include relatively 
few Hispanic students who graduated from college in each cell.  
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selective C&B institutions are no less likely to earn a BA than white enrollees (Model 4). 

Substantively, these results indicate that Hispanic-white gap in BA attainment is partly a 

function of ethnic inequalities in high school achievement that determines college 

readiness, even among students whose parents hold BA degrees. Yet, at the nation’s most 

elite colleges and universities Hispanic students with college-educated parents are 

significantly less likely than their white counterparts to complete a BA degree, even after 

equalizing their academic preparation. This suggests that highly qualified Hispanic 

students who attend the most selective universities face academic and other challenges 

compared with their white peers with highly educated parents. Available data do not 

permit further probing of this result, such as comparing the graduation rates of students 

whose parents have post-graduate degrees or who themselves graduated from elite 

institutions, but this is an area deserving further investigation.  

 

Conclusions 

This study investigates the Hispanic college puzzle, namely, that Hispanics have 

fallen further behind whites in their postsecondary enrollment and BA attainment levels 

even as their college enrollment and graduation rates reached an all time high. This 

stylized fact is all the more important because Hispanics surpassed blacks as the largest 

national minority in 2003 and are projected to grow at a rapid clip through 2030 (Tienda 

and Mitchell, 2006). Although the surge in low-skill immigration from Latin America is a 

popular explanation for the widened Hispanic-white college gap, we demonstrate that 

compositional shifts are not the only factor responsible for the growing degree attainment 

disparities. Group differences in parental education only partly explain the Hispanic-
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white gap in college enrollment, and not evenly over time. The explanatory power of 

parents’ nativity status also is limited because all Hispanic parents are handicapped in 

their ability to convert their educational assets for benefit of their offspring.   

 The large unexplained ethnic gap in access to 4-year and the more competitive 

institutions indicates rising qualitative inequality in higher education even as quantitative 

gaps narrowed. This, too, curbs Hispanic degree attainment because the type and 

selectivity level of institution attended shape students’ graduation chances (Bowen and 

Bok, 1998; Alon and Tienda, 2005). Moreover, the ethnic transmission disadvantage 

persists well into college, as evident by considerable gaps in graduation rates among 

students attending the nation's most selective institutions.  

This is not to say that changes in population composition are inconsequential for 

the widened Hispanic-white college gap. Children of immigrant parents face formidable 

barriers to college access, particularly if they are first generation college-goers. Our 

results confirm that Hispanic students with foreign-born parents face greater 

disadvantages in postsecondary destinations than their counterparts with native-born 

parents mainly because of their parents’ lower education levels. That children of 

immigrants are the fastest growing segment of the Hispanic population magnifies the 

social significance of these findings for the contours of future socioeconomic inequality. 

Our findings that immigration is not the sole factor driving the Hispanic-white college 

gap add a social significance to this fact.  

 The reasons for the unequal transmission rates are a topic of another study. Ethnic 

differences in high school academic preparation and college orientation may partly 

explain the puzzle. For example, Schneider and her colleagues (2006) finds that Hispanic 
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students whose parents hold college degrees are significantly less likely than their white 

peers to take advanced math courses in high school, which is an important predictor of 

college enrollment (Schneider, et al., 2006). Rising income inequality coupled with 

soaring college costs and changes in financial aid policies may further exacerbate the 

ethnic gap in college destinations and graduation rates in the future (Alon, 2007; The 

College Board, 2005a; Morris and Western, 1999; The College Board, 2005b). Other 

circumstances, such as limited information about college and graduation from high 

schools that do not prepare them for college-level work, may further clarify the Hispanic 

college puzzle. Our findings should propel additional research to identify other factors 

responsible for the growing Hispanic-white postsecondary gaps. 

 29



 

REFERENCES  

Alon, Sigal. 2007. "The Influence of Financial Aid in Leveling Group Differences in Graduating from Elite 
Institutions." Economics of Education Review 26:296-311.  

Alon, Sigal and Marta Tienda. 2005. "Assesing the 'Mismatch' Hypothesis: Differntials in College 
Graduation Rates by Institutional Selectivity." Sociology of Education 78:294-315.  

------.2007. "Diversity, Opportunity and the Shifting Meritocracy in Higher Education." American 
Sociological Review 72:487-511.  

Attewell, Paul, David Lavin, Thurston Domina and Tania Levey. 2007. Passing the Torch: Does Higher 
Education for the Disadvantaged Pay Off Across the Generations? New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation.  

Barron's. 1992. Profiles of American Colleges. Hauppauge, NY: Barron's Educational Series.  

Bellessa-Frost, Michelle. 2006. "Texas Students' Knowledge of University Admissions Policies and 
Standards: Do High School Counselors Matter?" Unpublished Manuscript. Office of Population 
Research. (http://theop.princeton.edu/reports/wp/students_knowledge.pdf).  

Blau, Peter M. and Otis D. Duncan. 1967. The American Occupational Structure. New York: The Free 
Press.  

Bohon, Stephanie A., Monica K. Johnson and Bridget K. Gorman. 2006. "College Aspirations and 
Expectations among Latino Adolescents in the United States." Social Problems 53:207-25.  

Bowen, William G. and Derek Bok. 1998. The Shape of the River: Long-Term Consequences of 
Considering Race in College and University Admissions. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.  

Choy, Susan. 2001. Students Whose Parents did Not Go to College: Postsecondary Access, Persistence, 
and Attainment. NCES 2001-126. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center 
for Education Statistics.  

The College Board. 2005a. Trends in College Pricing. New York: College Board Publications.  

------.2005b. Trends in Student Aid. New York: College Board Publications.  

Cox, Michael W. and Richard Alm. 2001. Taking Stock in America: Resiliency, Redundancy, and Recovery 
in the U.S. Economy. Dallas, TX: Annual Report of the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas.  

Digest of Education Statistics. 2003. "Chapter 2: Tables 15-18, Chapter 3: Table 175." Projection of 
Education Statistics to 2012. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. 
(http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d03tables/dt175.asp) 

Duncan, Brian, V. Joseph Hotz and Stephen J. Trejo. 2006. "Hispanics in the U.S. Labor Market." Pp. 228-
90 in Hispanics and the Future of America, edited by Marta Tienda and Faith Mitchell. Washington, 
DC: National Academy Press 

 

http://theop.princeton.edu/reports/wp/students_knowledge.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d03tables/dt175.asp


 

Duncan, Otis D. 1968. "Patterns of Occupational Mobility among Negro Men." Demography 5:11-22.  

Feliciano, Cynthia. 2005. "Does Selective Migration Matter? Explaining Ethnic Disparities in Educational 
Attainment among Immigrants' Children." International Migration Review 39:841-71.  

Fitzgerald, Robert A. 2000. College Quality and the Earnings of Recent College Graduates. NCES 2000-
043. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.  

Fry, Richard. 2004. "Latino Youth Finishing College: The Role of Selective Pathways." Report. 
Washington, DC: Pew Hispanic Center.  

Glick, Jennifer E. and Michael J. White. 2003. "The Academic Trajectories of Immigrant Youths: Analysis 
within and Across Cohorts." Demography 40:759-83.  

------.2004. "Post-Secondary School Participation of Immigrant and Native Youth: The Role of Familial 
Resources and Educational Expectations." Social Science Research 33:272-99.  

Hauser, Robert M. and David L. Featherman. 1976. "Equality of Schooling: Trends and Prospects." 
Sociology of Education 49:99-120.  

Hertz, Tom. 2004. "Rags, Riches, and Race: The Intergenerational Economic Mobility of Black and White 
Families in the United States." Pp. 165-91 in Unequal Chances: Family Background and Economic 
Success, edited by Samuel Bowles, Herbert Gintis and Melissa O. Groves. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation.  

Long, J. Scott 1997. Regression Models for Categorical and Limited Dependent Variables. London: Sage 
Publications.  

Lucas, Samuel R. 2001. "Effectively Maintained Inequality: Education Transitions, Track Mobility, and 
Social Background Effects." American Journal of Sociology 106:1642-90.  

Mare, Robert D. 1979. "Social Background Composition and Educational Growth." Demography 16:55-71.  

------. 1995. "Changes in Educational Attainment and School Enrollment." Pp. 155-214 in State of the 
Union: America in the 1990s, Vol. 1: Economic Trends, edited by Reynolds Farley. New York, NY: 
Russell Sage.  

Morris, Martina and Bruce Western. 1999. "Inequality in Earnings at the Close of the Twentieth Century." 
Annual Review of Sociology 25:623-57.  

Nanuz, Anne-Marie and Stephanie Cuccaro-Alamin. 1998. First Generation Students: Undergraduates 
Whose Parents Never Enrolled in Post-Secondary Education. NCES 98-082. Washington, DC: U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. 

Persell, Caroline H., Sophia Catsambis and Peter W. Cookson Jr. 1992. "Differential Asset Conversion: 
Class and Gendered Pathways to Selective Colleges." Sociology of Education 65:208-25.  

Raftery, Adrian E. and Michael Hout. 1993. "Maximally Maintained Inequality: Expansion, Reform, and 
Opportunity in Irish Education, 1921-75." Sociology of Education 66:41-62.  

 



 

Schneider, Barbara, Sylvia Martinez and Ann Owens. 2006. "Barriers to Educational Opportunities for 
Hispanics in the U.S." Pp. 179-227 in Hispanics and the Future of America, edited by Marta Tienda 
and Faith Mitchell. Washington, DC: National Academies Press.  

Smith, James P. and Barry Edmonston, editors. 1997. The New Americans: Economic, Demographic, and 
Fiscal Effects of Immigration. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.  

Swail, Watson S., Alberto Cabrera and Chul Lee. 2003. Latino Youth and the Pathway to College. 
Washington, DC: Educational Policy Institute.  

Telles, Edward and Velma Ortiz. 2008. Generations of Exclusion: The Assimilation and Racialization of 
Mexican Americans. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.  

Tienda, Marta. 2006. "Harnessing Diversity in Higher Education: Lessons from Texas." Pp. 7-14 in Ford 
Policy Forum, 2006: Exploring the Economics of Higher Education, edited by Maureen Devlin. 
Washington D.C.: NACUBO and the Forum for the Future of Higher Education.  

Tienda, Marta and Faith Mitchell, editors. 2006. Hispanics and the Future of America. Washington D.C.: 
National Academy Press.  

Trieman, Donald J. 1970. "Industrialization and Social Stratification." Pp. 207-34 in Social Stratification: 
Research and Theory for the 1970s, edited by Edward O. Laumann. Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs Merrill.  

U.S. Bureau of the Census. 2003. Current Population Survey.  Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau, 
Ethnic and Hispanic Studies Branch, Population Division. 
(http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/hispanic/ppl-165/tab07-2.txt) 

------.2006. Current Population Survey, 2005 Annual Social and Economic Supplement. Washington, DC: 
U.S. Census Bureau, Educational and Social Stratification Branch, Population Division. 
(http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/education/cps2005/tab14.xls) 

Velez, William. 1985. "Finishing College: The Effects of College Type." Sociology of Education 58:191-
200.  

Wojtkiewicz, Roger A. and Katharine M. Donato. 1995. "Hispanic Educational Attainment: The Effects of 
Family Background and Nativity." Social Forces 74:559-74.   

 

 

 

http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/hispanic/ppl-165/tab07-2.txt
http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/education/cps2005/tab14.xls


 

No college 
parents

Some college/ 
AA parents

BA or higher 
parents

1982
White 43.5 29.8 26.8
Hispanic 59.4 25.7 14.9
Ratio, White-to Hispanic 0.73 1.16 1.80

1992
White 23.3 39.7 37.1
Hispanic 44.7 37.0 18.3
Ratio, White-to Hispanic 0.52 1.07 2.03

2004 (national)
White 21.8 34.7 43.5
Hispanic 46.3 32.3 21.4
Ratio, White-to Hispanic 0.47 1.07 2.03

2002 (Texas)
White 19.2 26.5 54.3
Hispanic 55.7 25.4 18.9
Ratio, White-to Hispanic 0.34 1.04 2.87

Sources: 
1982: High Schol and Beyond (HS&B), weight=fu2wt;
1992: National Education Longitudinal Survey (NELS), weight= f3qwt; 
2004: The Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS), weight=BYSTUWT;
2002: Texas Higher Education Opportunity Project (THEOP), weight=w2_weight.

Table 1: Parental education of 1982-2004 Hispanic and White high school 
graduates 

 
 
 
 

 



 

 

No College Attended 
college, no 
degree

Certificate AA BA [N]

No college parents 48.2 27 6.4 5.5 12.8 [3,199]
Some college/AA parents 27.3 32.2 6 7.9 26.5 [2,270]
BA or higher parents 11.8 24.9 3.7 6.1 53.5

No colle

[2,279]

ge parents 53.1 33 5.2 2.9 5.9
Some colle

[1,074]
ge/AA parents 44.5 32.8 4.4 7.3 11

BA or hi
[474]

gher parents 32.1 31 1.7 8.1 27.2
1.97

No colle

[319]

ge parents 31.84 41.68 11.6 9.3 17.1
Some colle

[ 1,812]
ge/AA parents 16.08 43.87 8.7 9.1 31

BA or hi
[2,987]

gher parents 6.1 29.18 4.5 6 58.8

No colle

[2,592]

ge parents 20.7 56.26 13.7 8.7 14.2
Some colle

[556]
ge/AA parents 15.34 57.2 7.5 9.9 17.5

BA or hi
[476]

gher parents 9.53 51.2 7 6.2 33
1.78

h Schol and Beyond (HS&B), weight=fu2wt;
ongitudinal Survey (NELS), weight= f3qwt; 

panic ratio, BA attainment for children of BA parents

ic

panic ratio, BA attainment for children of BA parents

can

[192]

Sources: 
1982: Hig
1992: National Education L

Table 2: Degree attainment of 1982 and 1992 high school graduates by parental education

Children's Educational Attainment

W/His

White

Hispan

W/His
1992
White

Mexi

1982



 

Assuming 
White 
parental 
education 
levelsb

%  
point 
change

% 
explained 
by 
parental 
education

Assuming 
White 
transmission 
ratea

%  
point 
change

52.7 35.3 -17.4 39.4 4.1 0.24 47.0 11.7
19.3 19.6 0.3 20.2 0.6 2.00 21.3 1.7
33.4 15.7 -17.7 19.2 3.5 0.20 25.7 10.0
24.4 11.3 -13.1 13.7 2.4 0.18 18.2 6.9

73.2 65.5 -7.7 71.1 5.6 0.73 62.7 -2.8
33.8 43.4 9.6 45.4 2.0 0.21 36.4 -7.0
39.4 22.1 -17.3 25.7 3.6 0.21 26.3 4.2
30.4 16.0 -14.4 19.5 3.5 0.24 19.1 3.1

81.7 70.8 -10.9 74.1 3.3 0.30 74.4 3.6
27.6 40.7 13.1 39.6 -1.1 0.08 34.3 -6.4
54.1 30.1 -24.0 34.5 4.4 0.18 40.1 10.0
-- -- -- -- --

81.3 67.2 -14.1 79.0 11.8 0.84 68.0 0.8
30.0 35.8 5.8 36.9 1.1 0.19 32.7 -3.1
51.2 31.4 -19.8 42.1 10.7 0.54 35.3 3.9
48.5 25.6 -22.9 34.8 9.2 0.40 33.0 7.4

Sources: 1982: High Schol and Beyond (HS&B), weight=fu2wt; 1992: National Education Longitudinal Survey (NELS), weight= f3qwt; 
2004: The Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS), weight=BYSTUWT; 2002: Texas Higher Education Opportunity Project (THEOP), weight=w2_weight.
Simulated enrollment probabilities derived from multinomial logistic odds-ratios.
a Enrollment probabilities calculated by applying white-only mlogit model to Hispanic respondents
b Enrollment probabilities calculated by applying white parental education distribution to Hispanic-only mlogit model

2002, Texas
% enrolled in any inst
% enrolled in 2 yr inst
% enrolled in 4 yr inst
% enrolled in comp 4 yr inst

% enrolled in any inst
% enrolled in 2 yr inst
% enrolled in 4 yr inst
% enrolled in comp 4 yr inst

% enrolled in 2 yr inst
% enrolled in 4 yr inst
% enrolled in comp 4 yr inst

2004, National

% enrolled in 4 yr inst
% enrolled in comp 4 yr inst

1992, National
% enrolled in any inst

Table 3: Observed white and Hispanic college enrollment, and simulated Hispanic college enrollment:1982-2004 

% enrolled in 2 yr inst

Observed 
white 
enrollment

Observed 
Hispanic 
enrollment

Simulated Hispanic enrollment

1982, National
% enrolled in any inst

Observed 
Difference 
Hispanic 
and white 
enrollment

 



 

Assuming 
White parental 
education 
levelsb

% point 
change

% explained 
by parental 
education

Assuming White 
transmission 
ratea 

% point 
change

% enrolled in any inst 81.3 69.8 -11.5 81.5 11.7 1.02 71.3 1.5
% enrolled in 2 yr inst 30.0 34.4 4.4 36.6 2.2 0.50 32.7 -1.7
% enrolled in 4 yr inst 51.3 35.4 -15.9 44.9 9.5 0.60 38.6 3.2
% enrolled in comp 4 yr inst 48.6 29.8 -18.8 37.6 7.8 0.41 36.2 6.4

Foreign-born parents
% enrolled in any inst 81.3 62.9 -18.4 72.4 9.5 0.52 63.1 0.2
% enrolled in 2 yr inst 30.0 38.2 8.2 38.4 0.2 0.02 32.9 -5.3
% enrolled in 4 yr inst 51.3 24.7 -26.6 34.0 9.3 0.35 30.2 5.5
% enrolled in comp 4 yr inst 48.6 18.8 -29.8 28.1 9.3 0.33 28.0 9.2

Sources: 
2002: Texas Higher Education Opportunity Project (THEOP), weight=w2_weight.
a Enrollment probabilities calculated by applying results of  white-only multinomial logistic model to Hispanic respondents
b Enrollment probabilities calculated by applying white parental education distribution to results of Hispanic-only multinomial logistic model

Native-born parents

Simulated Hispanic Enrollment

Table 4: Observed white and Hispanic college enrollment, and simulated Hispanic enrollment for 
students with native-born and foreign-born parents: Texas, 2002 

College Enrollment Status

Observed 
white 
enrollment

Observed 
Hispanic 
enrollment

Observed 
difference 
Hispanic 
and white 
enrollment

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

0.503** 0.613* 0.473** 0.561* 0.340* 0.318*

0.642** 0.775 0.620* 0.735 0.471* 0.465*

0.704* 0.81 0.676* 0.776 0.581* 0.565*

0.555** 0.615** 0.601** 0.621** 0.685 0.666

0.578** 0.609** 0.640** 0.640** 0.484** 0.456**

-- -- -- -- -- --

-- 1.168** -- 1.112** -- 0.993

-- 1.528** -- 1.504** -- 1.493*

0.0179 0.0349 0.0157 0.0266 0.0277 0.0321
28,442 28,442 21,698 21,698 6,744 6,744

* p<.05 **p<.01

Source: College and Beyond Survey, 1989 enrollment cohort
The analyses are weighted and are adjusted to account for the clustering of observations in a small number of institutions.

(Mean SAT 1050-1250)

Panel C: 
“Most selective” C&B 
institutions 
(Mean SAT 1250-1600)

Panel A: 
All C&B institutions

(Mean SAT 1050-1600)

Panel B: 
“Very/Highly Selective” 
C&B institutions 

Hispanic college parents

Hispanic no college parents

White some college parents

White no college parents

Student SAT/ACT scores 

White college parents

Table 5: Logistic regression odds of BA attainment for students who enrolled in “more competitive” colleges 
and universities 

***p<.001

Hispanic some college parents

Pseudo R-square
N

Student in top 10% of high school class
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Figure 1: Odds ratio plots for post-secondary enrollment 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Figure 2:  
 

a. Odds of enrolling in a two-year college
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b. Odds of enrolling in a four-year college 

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1982 HS&B 1992 NELS 2004 ELS 2002 THEOP

Hispanic no college parents

Hispanic some college parents

Hispanic college parents

White no college parents

White some college parents

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Figure 2 (continued):  
 

c. Odds of enrolling in a competitive or more competitive four-year college
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