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Figure 2.1  origins of mexican mothers in the mixteca Region of mexico

Source: Author’s graphic utilizing data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for Research on Culture, Development, 
and Education 2009).
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cluding proof of residence and employment history in the United States) 
unleashed a flood of unauthorized migration from Fujian province. Smug-
gling fees, which had been less than $2,000 as recently as a few years be-
fore, skyrocketed to $18,000 by 1990.

As with the migration from the Dominican Republic, most of the mi-

Figure 2.3  origins of chinese mothers in Fujian Province, china
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Source: Author’s graphic utilizing data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for 
Research on Culture, Development, and Education 2009).
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they greatly appreciated the range and affordability of food in the United 
States, and most of them noted that they could now serve meat every day 
to their children. Perhaps owing to the near-universal receipt of WIC and 
relatively high rates of food stamps use, across the twenty-four- and 
thirty-six-month surveys there was virtually no report of food insecurity 
(defined as not being able to buy the foods one would like to buy for one’s 
family) among the mothers in our sample.

Mexicans, Dominicans, and African Americans differed in their use of 
other programs. For example, public housing or Section 8 subsidy use 
was much lower among the Mexican sample (12 percent) than the African 
American sample (39 percent). Rates of welfare use also showed large dif-
ferences, with 12 percent of the Mexican group reporting it and 46 percent 
of African Americans. Child care subsidy use was also lower among Mex-
icans, at 2 percent, than African Americans (35 percent) or Dominicans (17 
percent) at 14 months. (Similarly, at twenty-four months, these rates were 
7, 39, and 22 percent, respectively, and at thirty-six months they were 6, 
47, and 36 percent.)

Why these differences in program use for public housing, welfare, and 
child care subsidies? For public housing, the answer is simple—having a 
citizen child does not give you access to housing subsidies if you are un-
documented. In addition, public housing and welfare were the programs 
viewed most negatively by our undocumented mothers. Many of them 
made disapproving faces when asked about these programs. They also 
looked down on groups that they thought used these programs. Mexican 
mothers tended to associate these programs with Dominicans and Puerto 
Ricans, the Dominicans associated them with Puerto Ricans, and the Fuji-

Table 3.1   use of Public assistance for children and Families, at  
Fourteen months

Full  
Sample Mexicans Dominicans

African 
Americans

WIC 98% 98% 100% 95%
Food stamps 60 59 52 69
Child care subsidies 21 2 17 35
TANF 28 12 20 46
Public housing/Section 8 27 15 21 39
SSI 6 7 0 11
Unemployment benefits 5 0 6 6

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center 
for Research on Culture, Development, and Education 2009).
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Racial-Ethnic Concentration of Chinese
in New York City, 2000

 Families in
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Figure 4.1    census Tracts of Residences of chinese Families in 
Sample Relative to concentration of chinese in new 
York city, 2000

Source: Author’s graphic utilizing data from Census 2000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000) 
and the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for Research on Culture, Development, and 
Education 2009).



88

ImmIgranTs raIsIng cITIzens

Racial-Ethnic Concentration of Mexicans
in New York City, 2000
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Figure 4.2    census Tracts of Residence of mexican Families in 
Sample Relative to concentration of mexicans in new 
York city, 2000

Source: Author’s graphic utilizing data from Census 2000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000) 
and the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for Research on Culture, Development, and 
Education 2009).
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Racial-Ethnic Concentration of Dominicans
in New York City, 2000
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Figure 4.3    census Tracts of Residence of Dominican Families in 
Sample Relative to concentration of Dominicans in 
new York city, 2000

Source: Author’s graphic utilizing data from Census 2000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000) 
and the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for Research on Culture, Development, and 
Education 2009).
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With a working car, life in the suburbs for the very few immigrant par-
ents in our qualitative sample who lived outside the city was close to the 
American dream. Chun was an undocumented Chinese mother in our 
qualitative sample whose sister-in-law was a citizen. Chun lived in a leafy 
suburb of New York City. Without a car, it took Qiu, Chun’s field-worker, 
three hours to get to her house (taking the subway from upper Manhattan, 
then a bus to the suburbs, changing to another bus, and then walking half a 
mile in the blistering July sun). After this first visit, when Chun was 
shocked to see this doctoral student show up sweaty and out of breath at 
her front door, she made sure to pick Qiu up at the bus stop. On the second 
visit, Chun and her family took Qiu along on a merry suburban ride in 
their SUV, stopping at a lavish suburban supermarket. The family regu-
larly went there, not to shop (the prices were far too high), but to watch the 
life-size, animatronic cow and farmer dolls sing about shopping. Chun’s 
house, shared with her mother, was palatial by the standards of the other 
undocumented mothers in the qualitative study. It had a front porch, a bed-
room for each of the children, and a spacious kitchen, all features that none 
of the New York City Chinese families from our study enjoyed.

Because they lacked driver’s licenses and other forms of identification, 
our undocumented parents also had less access to financial services such 
as formal banking (checking or savings accounts). Table 4.1 shows that 
Mexicans were twenty to forty percentage points less likely than Domini-
cans or African Americans to have anyone in their household with a sav-
ings or checking account. These important paths to building assets and to 
financial flexibility in the United States were not being accessed for the 
most part among our group with the highest proportions of undocu-
mented. The children of the undocumented in our study therefore had 
less access to the economic buffers that can shield a family from financial 
shocks and stresses.10

Table 4.1   Household-level access to Resources That Require 
identification (at Fourteen months)

Full Sample Mexicans Dominicans
African 

Americans

Checking account 61% 37% 79% 66%
Savings account 56 36 73 58
Credit card 46 27 63 47
Driver’s license 54 31 76 51

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for 
Research on Culture, Development, and Education 2009).
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Table 5.1   Fathers’ Hours and Wages, Percentages below minimum Wage, 
and Wage change over Two Years, by Ethnicity (means and 
Standard Deviations)

Chinese Mexican Dominican
African 

American

Weekly Hours
At one montha 64.50 (12.11)

N = 40
50.23 (15.10)

N = 80
45.83 (13.77)

N = 65
38.84 (12.32)

N = 58
At fourteen months

n/a
54.54 (17.18)

N = 62
40.20 (14.97)

N = 49
40.18 (15.81)

N = 46
At thirty-six months

n/a
52.47 (16.37)

N = 59
41.88 (19.23)

N = 51
37.89 (14.67)

N = 38

Hourly wages
At one month 7.03 (2.44) 

N = 37
8.54 (5.11) 

N = 64
10.59 (4.28)  

N = 43
12.35 (10.24)

N = 31
At fourteen months

n/a
8.08 (3.71) 

N = 57
14.64 (12.61)

N = 43
12.35 (7.35) 

N = 37
At thirty-six months

n/a
9.30 (4.86) 

N = 55
14.04 (7.30)

N = 37
15.47 (12.20)

N = 23

Percentage working 
below minimum wage
At one monthb 16% 22%  9%  0%
At fourteen monthsc n/a 30  9 5
At thirty-six monthsd n/a 31 11 5

Wage change
Average change in 
wages between 
fourteen and thirty-six 
months n/a +$1.08 (5.58) +$3.21 (8.04) +$7.04 (12.06)

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for Re-
search on Culture, Development, and Education 2009).
a. At one month, questions about wages and hours in the current or last job were asked. At fourteen 
and thirty-six months, the questions were only asked about the current job.
b. Minimum wage in New York State in 2004 of $5.15 an hour. 
c. Minimum wage in New York State in 2005 of $6.00 an hour. 
d. Minimum wage in New York State in 2007 of $7.15 an hour. 
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cities, 37 percent of undocumented workers reported earnings and hours 
that worked out to under the minimum wage.

A measure of hope in the work lives of all parents is the degree to which 
wages rise over time. Wage growth for parents has been linked to both 
higher levels of school achievement in children and lower levels of behav-
ior problems. Parents who experience wage growth appear to hold higher 
levels of academic expectations for their children and report lower levels 
of parenting stress and fewer depressive symptoms.15 The levels of wage 
growth in our sample were a powerful indicator of the very poor work 
conditions of the Mexican parents. During years of historic economic 
growth in the United States and in New York City, Mexican fathers expe-
rienced an average increase in wages of just over $1 an hour between the 
fourteen- and thirty-six-month assessments ($1.08), with Dominican fa-

Table 5.2   mothers’ Hours and Wages and Percentages below minimum 
Wage, by Ethnicity (means and Standard Deviations)

Chinese Mexican Dominican
African 

American

Hours
At one month 59.26 (17.21)

N = 39
42.44 (16.70)

N = 81
35.26 (16.05)

N = 89
32.66 (12.42)

N = 80
At fourteen months

n/a
25.55 (19.50)

N = 26
29.55 (14.33)

N = 50
25.41 (17.11) 

N = 38
At thirty-six months

n/a
30.23 (16.81)

N = 35
32.56 (11.80)

N = 54
31.15 (12.15)

N = 42
Hourly wages

At one month 7.45 (2.43)
N = 40

8.17 (6.61)
N = 74

8.58 (5.29)
N = 84

9.66 (7.32)
N = 80

At fourteen months
n/a

9.29 (8.28)
N = 26

11.57 (7.62)
N = 49

10.29 (4.57)
N = 31

At thirty-six months
n/a

12.11 (12.02)
N = 34

11.35 (5.99)
N = 50

14.23 (15.91)
N = 40

Percentage working 
below minimum wage
At one month 13% 32% 10% 4%
At fourteen months n/a 31 12 3
At thirty-six months n/a 38 14 13

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for Re-
search on Culture, Development, and Education 2009).
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benefits: paid overtime, paid sick days, paid vacation days, and health 
insurance benefits. Dominican and African American fathers and mothers 
were two to four times more likely to have these benefits at work com-
pared to their Mexican counterparts (see table 5.3).

Are these poor work conditions simply a reflection of low levels of pa-
rental education? Our data suggest that they are not. For example, all of 
the group differences in self-direction, physically demanding tasks, and 
automatized or repetitious job duties held up after controlling for levels of 
mothers’ and fathers’ education. A national study supports this finding as 
well—what economists call the return to education, or the gain in earn-
ings that an increase in education can buy, is lower for undocumented 
Mexican workers compared to documented Mexican workers.19 Thus, un-
documented workers have lower wages than documented workers even 
when we compare those with the same levels of education.

We might expect that these poor work conditions translate into higher 
perceptions of discrimination in the workplace. Discrimination overall 
against undocumented immigrants is rising in the United States. Violence 
against illegal immigrants has surged, including in communities in 
and around New York City. Most notoriously, the murder in November 
2008 of Marcelo Lucero, an Ecuadorean immigrant living in suburban Pa-

Table 5.3   Rates of overtime, Paid Sick and Vacation Days, and 
Health benefits at Job, at Fourteen months

Mexican Dominican African American

Mothers
Overtime 35% 47% 55%
Paid sick days 15 40 46
Paid vacation days 9 45 41
Health insurance 
benefits 9 34 31

Fathers
Overtime 31 60 71
Paid sick or vacation 
daysa 30 46 66

Health insurance 
benefits 15 40 63

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center 
for Research on Culture, Development, and Education 2009).
a. These two types of benefits were not separated out in the questions on fathers.
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represented by the box labeled “Lack of Resources Requiring Identifica-
tion.” It was assessed when the child was fourteen months old.

The three groups analyzed in this figure—Mexicans, Dominicans, and 
African Americans—provide contrasts in citizenship rates and rates of 
documentation status. (Recall that the quantitative analysis cannot in-
clude the Chinese because of the very high proportions in that group of 
infants who were sent back to China.) All of the African American moth-
ers were U.S.-born and therefore citizens. From the qualitative evidence, 
the Dominicans and Mexicans varied in their rates of being undocu-
mented: rates were high among the Mexicans and low among the Do-
minicans. The top boxes in figure 6.1, labeled “Dominican” and “African 
American,” represent the contrasts between each of these two groups and 
Mexicans. These ethnic contrasts are expected to predict the variable of 

Dominican (Compared to Mexican) African American (Compared to Mexican)

Lack of Resources
Requiring Identification

Cognitive Skills (Mullen Score) at Thirty-Six Months

−0.54*** −0.22**

−0.26***0.49*

Social Support Hardship Job Autonomy at
Thirty-Six Months

Wages at
Thirty-Six Months

Psychological
Distress

Expenditures on
Toys and Books

Center Care at
Thirty-Six Months

Cognitive
Stimulation

0.22*

0.37*** 0.23*

0.21*

0.15*

Figure 6.1   Path model Predicting Thirty-Six-month cognitive 
Skills

Source: Author’s graphic.
Note: Controls: Fourteen-month Mullen score; mother education; married; number of chil-
dren; mother foreign-born years in United States; primary language in home; mother em-
ployed; work hours; discomfort with out-of-home care
Fit Statistics:

CFI = 0.991
TLI = 0.980
RMSEA = 0.018
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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Table a.1   names of mothers and Focal children in qualitative 
Sample

Families Mother and Child

Dominican Dolores and Gilbertoa

Virginia and Rogelioa

Beatriz and Raul
Mercedes and Marta
Paloma and Stefano
Marisa and Aurelia
Sofia and Hermosa
Juana and Laura
Elena and Alberto

Mexican Nalda and Ramona
Flor and Linda
Aurora and Xavier
Margarita and Catalinaa

Camila and Natalia
Blanca and Miguela

Victoria and Rubena

Alfreda and Lucio
Emiliana and Victor
Adelina and Federico
Alejandra and Elisaa

Chinese Ling and Guanga

Chun and Ming-Sheng
Fen and Ping

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center 
for Research on Culture, Development, and Education 2009).
Note: All names are pseudonyms.
a. The case is from the pilot qualitative study.



Table a.2  Participant characteristics at baseline, Full birth cohort Sample

Full Sample  
(N = 380)

Chinese  
(N = 56)

Mexicans  
(N = 97)

Dominicans  
(N = 115)

African  
Americans  
(N = 112)

Mother under age eighteen when 
first child was born 13% 0% 13% 10% 18%

Mother married or cohabiting with 
partner 71 98 87 68 46

Mother has high school degree 27 32 32 24 23
Mother has high school degree or 
GED 31 32 35 28 32

Mean number of years of education 
computed (standard deviation)

10.55
(3.06)

9.18
(2.74)

8.00
(3.42)

12.13
(2.03)

11.91
(1.67)

Total number of children in 
household

2.02
(1.28)

1.21
(0.50)

2.34
(1.25)

1.81
(0.85)

2.37
(1.67)

Household income in year prior to 
child’s birth

$20,206
($14,423)

$22,502
($15,401)

$17,498
($11,536)

$23,192
($15,086)

$19,983
($16,436)

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from the Early Childhood Cohort Study (Center for Research on Culture, Development, and Educa-
tion 2009).
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