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Abstract

Second-generation immigrants are typically analyzed under the assumption that, having been 

born in the United States, they grew up in the United States. We challenge this assumption by 

investigating the prevalence and patterns of second-generation Mexican-American children’s 

migration to and return from Mexico during childhood, and consider the consequences of this 

migration for their schooling. Around 1 in 10 second-generation Mexican-American children live 

in Mexico for some of their childhood. Strong patterns of return to the U.S. throughout 

childhood, and especially in early adulthood, argue for their being considered as part of the 

Mexican-American second generation even when growing up in Mexico. The school enrollment 

of these emigrating children in Mexico is much lower than for those second-generation Mexican-

American children remaining in the U.S. through childhood. The moderately negative selectivity 

of emigrating second-generation children explains little of their much lower school enrollment. 

We conclude that country of residence is a far more important determinant than either family 

background or migrant status. 



INTRODUCTION

The respective literatures on Mexico-U.S. migration and on the childhood outcomes of the 

Mexican-American second generation (that is, children born in the United States to Mexican 

immigrants) have existed in largely separate domains. When bringing them together, a 

contradiction is apparent: While the literature on migration indicates a very high prevalence of 

return migration (e.g., Durand, Massey, and Zenteno 2001), the literature on the childhood 

outcomes of second-generation Mexican-Americans assumes that a negligible amount of this 

return migration includes the parents of children born in the U.S. with those children (e.g., Farley 

and Alba 2002). The contradiction between the two literatures is resolved if the vast majority of 

children born in the U.S. to Mexican immigrants were born to a small proportion of more or less 

permanent immigrants. However, given the very large number of births to Mexican immigrants 

(Jonsson and Rendall 2004), it seems unlikely that they are concentrated within a small 

proportion of permanent migrants. Further, the interconnected family, kin, and community nature 

of the migration process (Massey and Espinosa 1997; Curran and Rivero-Fuentes 2003) works 

against an assumption of distinct temporary and permanent migrant streams.  

The literature on the educational outcomes of second-generation Mexican-American children 

has stressed their high dropout rates when compared both to other second-generation immigrant 

children and to the children of native-born parents (e.g., Driscoll 1999), and has assumed they 

dropped out of U.S. schools. Our study expands this comparison and challenges its assumption 

by examining also the schooling outcomes of U.S.-born children who spend their school years 

partly or entirely in Mexico. The relevance of this group to overall second-generation migrant 

outcomes, and for broader questions on the nature of Mexico-U.S. migration, will depend on (1) 

the prevalence of emigration from the U.S. to Mexico among U.S.-born children of Mexican 
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parents and (2) the patterns of these children’s return to the U.S. If the prevalence of emigration 

is low, then ignoring its effects in U.S. resident–based analyses of second-generation outcomes 

should be of little consequence. Similarly, if the rate of return to the U.S. among emigrating 

children is low, then they may be more appropriately analyzed as part of the Mexican population 

rather than part of the second-generation U.S.-immigrant population. The migration of these 

U.S.-born children to Mexico would then be relevant primarily to questions about the effects of 

migration on the human capital of the sending country. If return migration is high, however, then 

these emigrating children should be considered as part of a larger Mexican-American second 

generation, and analysis of these children’s outcomes should include the effects of their 

migration between the U.S. and Mexico.  

Our study therefore aims first to describe emigration and return migration over the 

childhoods of U.S.-born children of Mexican parents, and to understand the relationship of this 

migration to the children’s school enrollment. We also explore emigrating children’s selectivity 

by comparing their mothers’ education to that of their U.S. and Mexican peers, and we analyze 

the effects of this selectivity on differences in school enrollment between the groups. We use 

these findings to assess the broader questions of the place of emigrant children in the more 

broadly-defined Mexican-American second generation, and their potential role in an ongoing 

transformation of Mexican migrant streams from sojourners to settlers.  

Our main findings are, first, that the prevalence of childhood emigration to Mexico is low but 

far from negligible, involving around 1 in 10 children born in the U.S. to Mexican-born mothers. 

Second, among those that do emigrate from the U.S. to Mexico in childhood, rates of return 

migration to the U.S. are high and follow a strong life-course pattern: The highest rates of 

emigration occur shortly after birth in the U.S., while rates of return migration to the U.S. are 
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highest before school ages and towards the end of the school-age years. More than half of child 

emigrants return to the U.S. by age 17. We therefore consider them as part of the Mexican-

American second generation. Third, emigrant children experience much lower rates of school 

enrollment in Mexico than do those that remain in the U.S. Emigrating Mexican-American 

children are somewhat negatively selected, at least with respect to mother’s education, compared 

to those that remain in the U.S., but this selection plays little role in explaining their much lower 

school enrollment. Fourth, compared to the overall child population in Mexico, emigrant second-

generation children are strongly positively selected. This selectivity explains most, but not all, of 

their above-average school enrollment in Mexico. In addition, U.S.-born children from the 

lowest Mexican family origins experience higher school enrollment rates in Mexico than do their 

Mexican-born peers from similarly disadvantaged backgrounds.

In summary, the reference group makes a crucial difference to how these emigrating 

Mexican-American children are viewed. When viewed with reference to their Mexican peers, 

U.S.-born children in Mexico are an advantaged group whose rates of school enrollment are 

significantly above average. When viewed with reference to their U.S. peers, however, their 

schooling outcomes are very poor, and upon return to the U.S. they will contribute 

disproportionately to the overall high proportion of Mexican-American second generation that do 

not complete high school.  

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. In the Background section, immediately 

below, we review the literatures on schooling outcomes among Mexican-American children in 

the U.S. and among all children in Mexico, on Mexico-U.S. migration and, where available, on 

the relationship between childhood migration and schooling. In the Data and Methods section, 

we describe the Mexican and U.S. 1990 and 2000 Census data that form the core of our 
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empirical analyses, and outline our methods for analyzing second-generation Mexican-American 

children’s migration and schooling trajectories. Results and Summary and Conclusions follow. 

Background

The Mexican second-generation population is by far the largest, and among the youngest, of 

second-generation immigrant populations in the United States. Rumbaut (2004) estimates their 

number in 1998-2002 at 7.05 million, with a median age of 12. They constitute almost half of 

that part of the U.S. second generation that excludes the “old second generation” countries of 

Europe and Canada—whose second-generation median age is now 57. The educational outcomes 

of Mexican-American children are among the poorest of all immigrant children, marked by high 

rates of leaving high school without graduating (Landale, Oropesa, and Llanes 1998; Farley and 

Alba 2002).

Several explanations for these children’s poor U.S. school performance have been proposed. 

First, given the strong association between parents’ and children’s education levels, Feliciano 

(2005a) points to low levels of educational attainment in Mexico, combined with less positively 

selected Mexican immigrants compared to immigrants from other developing countries. A 

further argument, from the child development literature, is that poor schooling outcomes can be 

traced back to these children’s lower participation in pre-school education (Hernandez 2004; 

Crosnoe 2007).

An additional favored explanation for poor school performance among Mexican-American 

children is that of the “segmented assimilation” of immigrants in the United States (Lopez and 

Stanton-Salazar 2001; Portes and Rumbaut 2001): Rather than one path of upward assimilation 

for all immigrant children, the outcomes of the second (and later) generations depend on the 
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context of reception. In particular, groups such as Mexican-Americans that find themselves at a 

disadvantage based on their position in the American racial-ethnic hierarchy may need to 

overcome additional obstacles to achieve the same level of success (Zhou 1997). The lack of 

improvement in the outcomes of third and higher generation migrants over those of second-

generation Mexican children, for example, has been cited as evidence suggesting that Mexican 

immigrants experience downward integration (Landale, Oropesa, and Llanes 1998; Driscoll 

1999; Glick and Hohmann-Mariott 2007).  

All of these explanations have in common the implicit assumption that second-generation 

Mexican-American children grow up in the United States. Rumbaut (2004), for example, 

differentiates migrants into first-generation 1.0, 1.25, 1.5, and 1.75 migrants to describe the range 

of U.S. experience from being over 17 years old on arrival (1.0 generation) through being 0–5 

years old on arrival (1.75 generation). He differentiates second-generation migrants, however, 

only according to whether the child is born to two foreign-born parents (the 2.0 generation) or 

only one foreign-born parent (the 2.5 generation). This provides a monotonic characterization of 

the second generation as being further along the continuum of sending- versus receiving-country 

influences than are first-generation migrants. It does not admit the possibility that second-

generation immigrants may in some cases have lived outside the U.S. for practically their entire 

childhoods. If it did, those children who emigrate and then return to the U.S. might be more 

appropriately categorized as 1.0- or 1.25-generation migrants. Significantly, Rumbaut finds that 

only one-third of the 1.0 and 1.25 generation of Mexican-Americans now age 25 to 39 graduated 

from high school, compared with four-fifths of the 2.0 and 2.5 generation. 

The relevance of this discussion depends above all on the prevalence of emigration from the 

U.S. to the parents’ country of origin. While the assumption that a second-generation migrant 
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grows up in the U.S. may be empirically reasonable for many countries of parental origin, the 

large amounts of return and repeat migration in the U.S.-Mexican migration system (Durand and 

Massey 2004; Lindstrom 1996; Reyes 2004; Riosmena 2004) and the increasing presence of 

women in these migration streams (Donato 1993; Curran and Rivero-Fuentes 2003; Donato and 

Patterson 2004) provide grounds for closer scrutiny of this assumption for second-generation 

Mexican-American children. Direct evidence on the migration of children between Mexico and 

the U.S. is currently limited to ethnographic and local-sample reports (Hondagneu-Sotelo and 

Avila 1997; Zuñiga and Hamann 2006). The bordering location of Mexico, along with 

technological advances allowing relatively easy and inexpensive travel and communication 

between Mexico and the U.S., have been argued to make “transnationalism” especially relevant 

to the U.S.-Mexico case (Portes 2003). Again, however, these arguments have been made largely 

on the basis of qualitative and local-sample data.  

Lindstrom and Saucedo’s (2002) finding that migration has a strong relationship to the 

timing of fertility in the U.S. versus in Mexico among Mexican-born women indicates that 

women’s migration and fertility are likely to be codetermined, such that childbearing in the U.S. 

is favored over childbearing in Mexico. This is unsurprising given the strong incentives for 

giving birth in the U.S., even if the child will be raised principally in Mexico. For the children 

themselves, U.S. citizenship clearly improves their adult labor-market opportunities in the U.S., 

since they are not hampered by the unauthorized residence or work-status problems of those born 

to Mexican parents in Mexico. U.S. citizenship may also confer other advantages for the child, 

such as access to social welfare and entitlement programs. For the family, having one or more 

children born in the U.S. builds the family’s U.S. legal migration capital, in an overall migration 

context in which kin networks are very important (Massey and Espinosa 1997).  
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Understanding Mexican parents’ decisions to have their U.S.-born children schooled in the 

U.S. versus in Mexico, and how those decisions will affect the schooling outcomes of the 

children, also calls for comparison of the Mexican and U.S. schooling systems, and for 

consideration of the relationship of migration to schooling outcomes. Compulsory education 

laws in the U.S., although they vary somewhat by state, generally require children between 6 and 

16 years old to be enrolled in school (Department of Education 2005). Until 1992 in Mexico, 

school attendance was required by law only up to the completion of primary school (Zuñiga and 

Hamann 2006). Moreover, there has been only partial implementation of the 1992 law requiring 

completion of lower secondary school education (Behrman, Parker, and Todd 2007). A major 

concern of the literature on schooling outcomes in Mexico is of children leaving school early to 

enter the workforce or to work in the home (Binder and Scrogin 1999; Levison, Moe, and Knaul 

2001; Saucedo 2002; Coady and Parker 2004). 

The cost of maintaining a family with children, however, will generally be much higher in 

the U.S. than in Mexico. Parents’ unauthorized migration statuses in the U.S. may also be a 

factor encouraging schooling in Mexico for at least some of their childhood. Another option for 

Mexican-born parents is to have their U.S.-born children schooled in both countries at different 

stages of their childhoods. Migration is by nature a disruptive process, however, and even local 

moves have been shown to have a negative effect on children’s educational outcomes in the U.S. 

(Haveman, Wolfe, and Spaulding 1991; Adam and Chase-Lansdale 2002). In addition, schools in 

both countries often have little infrastructure designed to accommodate students whose schooling 

has begun in another country, or to prepare them for the future schooling or work in another 

country (Zuñiga and Hamman 2006; Hamann, Zuñiga, and Garcia 2006). This may encourage 

parents to choose to have their children schooled either entirely in the U.S. or entirely in Mexico.
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In addition to country of residence during the school-age years, the processes of selection 

into both emigration and return migration flows are potentially important for understanding the 

outcomes of the Mexican-American second generation. Selection into childhood emigration and 

return migration may be analyzed in turn as the product of selectivity of adult Mexican women 

(1) into Mexico-U.S. migration streams; (2) into giving birth once in the U.S; and (3) into return 

U.S.-Mexico streams with their children. The literature to date tells us only about the selectivity 

of Mexican women into U.S.-resident immigrant stocks and flows, and not about their selectivity 

into childbearing in the U.S. or into returning to Mexico with children born in the U.S. 

Feliciano’s (2005a; 2005b) analysis of census data in both countries finds positive selectivity 

into U.S. immigrant stocks, while Kanaiaupuni’s (2000) analysis of Mexican Migration Project 

data finds positive selection of women into migrant flows to the U.S. The sparse literature on the 

selectivity of returning migrants to Mexico is ambiguous as to whether it is positive (Borjas and 

Bratsberg 1996) or negative (Lindstrom and Massey 1994), and this literature is generally silent 

on differences by gender and family status. 

DATA AND METHODS 

We use Mexican and U.S. census data and U.S. birth registration data to identify and follow the 

migration and schooling trajectories of cohorts of U.S.-born children of Mexican-born mothers, 

and to compare them to non-migrant children in the two countries. We focus on the country of 

birth of the child’s mother in defining “second-generation” children. This is both because the 

mother is more likely to be present in the census household with the child, and because only the 

mother’s details are consistently recorded in the birth registration system. We define “childhood” 

as under 18 years old (ages 0–17). This is consistent with our interest in school-age years, and 
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with our need for children to be living with their parents to evaluate migrant selectivity and to 

identify the children as belonging to the second generation.

We use the 1990 and 2000 census microdata from the University of Minnesota’s IPUMS-

International and IPUMS-USA projects (Minnesota Population Center 2006; Ruggles et al. 

2004), and draw on prior analysis of the U.S. Natality Files by Jonsson and Rendall (2004) to 

provide the size of the cohorts from their year of birth in the U.S. The Mexican census microdata 

include an equal-probability 10 percent sample for Mexico in 1990, and in 2000 a stratified 

cluster sample design with an overall sampling fraction of 10.6 percent (with sample weights 

provided to account for this design). We use the U.S. 5 percent IPUMS samples for 1990 and 

2000. These samples also have clustered designs, requiring the use of sample weights to account 

for this design.

Hill and Wong’s (2005) estimates of net migration between Mexico and the U.S. between 

1990 and 2000 alternately using the Mexican and U.S. censuses reveal a basic compatibility of 

the two countries in terms of enumeration by age and gender, including both unauthorized and 

authorized Mexican-born residents of the U.S. The 1990 Census in the U.S., however, is believed 

to have been less complete in its enumeration of the Hispanic population than was the 2000 

Census (Guzmán and Diaz McConnell 2002). Partly for this reason, our analyses of the 

consequences of migration for schooling focus more on the 2000 than the 1990 Censuses, and 

are structured to depend more on the quality of Mexican than U.S. census enumeration and 

second-generation identification. Using both the 1990 and 2000 Censuses, however, is important 

for developing an understanding of the age patterns of childhood migration that is independent of 

changes in border enforcement or other period factors (see, for example, Reyes 2004). 
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Unfortunately, no 1980 Mexican census microdata are available to further examine or control for 

period influences. 

The key variables present in both the U.S. and Mexican censuses are country of birth, 

country of residence five years ago, parental presence, current school enrollment, and, for the 

parent generation, level of schooling attained. The crucial feature of the U.S. and Mexican 

censuses for our migration analyses is that they both include a question on country of residence 

five years ago. When used together, the two countries’ censuses allow for the estimation of five-

year emigration transition probabilities from the U.S. to Mexico, and for the estimation of five-

year return migration transition probabilities back to the U.S. The Mexican census provides the 

numerator for the emigration probability, while the U.S. census provides the numerator for the 

return migration probability.
1
 The two countries’ censuses together provide the migration 

probability denominators. The denominator in each case consists of those children that changed 

country plus those that remained in the country of origin (Mexico or the U.S.). We therefore use 

the Mexico and U.S. censuses jointly to estimate five-year migration transition probabilities 

between the U.S. and Mexico from pre-school ages up to 17 years old. To estimate the migration 

transition probability between birth in the U.S. and living in Mexico at pre-school ages, we 

obtain the births denominator from the U.S. birth registration system.  

We estimate migration transition probabilities both to investigate international mobility 

patterns in both directions over childhood, and to construct simple childhood migration life 

tables from which approximations of the childhood prevalence of emigration from the U.S. 

among second-generation Mexican-American children are derived. These life tables are 

estimated separately for the five single-year cohorts of U.S.-born Mexican children age 1, 2, 3, 4, 

and 5 in each of 1990 and 2000. The 1990 and 2000 pre-school-age cohorts are assumed to 
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experience the migration probabilities through childhood that are estimated respectively for the 

1985–1990 and 1995–2000 periods, and are therefore “period” life tables (Chiang 1964). They 

are estimated conditional on survival through childhood. Full details of estimation of the 

migration transition probabilities and of construction of the childhood migration life tables are 

provided in the appendix. 

Census household member information has been used successfully in the identification and 

analyses of second-generation immigrants in the 1990 U.S. Census PUMS (Jensen and Chitose 

1994; Landale, Oropesa, and Llanes 1998). The derived family relationship in the IPUMS greatly 

facilitates this identification, allowing us to link children to both their mother and father where 

they are present in the household. The main challenge in using census household data is 

identification of second-generation Mexican-American children that are not living with their 

mother or father. For children observed in Mexico, this is relatively straightforward: We consider 

having been born in the U.S. as sufficient to establish their second-generation Mexican-

American status. This requires only the uncontroversial assumption that the number of U.S.-born 

children that were not born to Mexican-born parents, but that nevertheless lived in Mexico away 

from their parents, is small. For children living in the U.S. apart from their parents, identification 

is more difficult. Among these “parentless” children, we identify as second-generation Mexican-

American children all those of Mexican ethnicity or ancestry who were born in the U.S. The 

strength of this inclusive definition is that it ensures that we do not upwardly bias our estimates 

of the Mexican-American second generation’s school enrollment, as we might do if we excluded 

“parentless” children. In both countries, we find that enrollment rates of children living apart 

from their parents are comparable to those of children in the lowest “mother’s education” 

category. This inclusive definition will, however, falsely include some higher-generation (third 
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and above) Mexican-origin children. The main problem here for our analyses is the potential 

underestimation of emigration rates due to inflating the U.S.-resident denominator. To test for 

this, we also use a more restrictive definition of “second generation” for those living apart from 

their parents in the U.S., including only those children that lived in Mexico five years before. 

Neither the emigration rates nor the life table statistics presented here change significantly under 

this more restrictive definition. In part, this is because only towards the older teen ages 

(especially ages 16 and 17) are there substantial proportions of children not living with their 

parents, and these are the ages at which emigration rates from the U.S. to Mexico are lowest.  

In addition to the difficulty of identifying second-generation Mexican-American children in 

the U.S., however, understanding the selectivity of emigrating and returning second-generation 

Mexican-American children is also made more challenging when children do not live with their 

parents. This is because we use mother’s education level as our main indicator of children’s 

selectivity into U.S.-Mexico migrant streams, and this variable is obtained from the co-resident 

mother in the census household. In the Results section immediately below, we provide estimates 

of the proportions of identified second-generation children with no co-resident parent and with 

no co-resident mother, and discuss their implications for the study’s conclusions.

RESULTS 

We first describe the volume and age patterns of second-generation Mexican-American 

children’s migration to and return from Mexico. Following this, we compare school enrollment 

rates by country of residence and migration status. Finally, we address the selectivity of these 

child migrants, and the impact on school enrollment rates of country of residence, migration 

status, and mother’s education.
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Prevalence and patterns of emigration and return migration during childhood 

We first present a birth-cohort view of the 2000 cross-sectional proportions of U.S.-born children 

in Mexico (see Table 1). For those children ages 1 to 17 in 2000, we match them to survived 

births in the U.S. to Mexican-born mothers between 1983 and 1999 (see appendix for details). 

For those age 11 to 17 in 2000, we additionally match them to U.S.-born children in Mexico ten 

years before at ages 1 to 7 in the 1990 Mexican Census. These cross-sectional cohort results 

together give a first indication of the prevalence and age patterns of childhood emigration from 

the U.S. to Mexico at young ages, and of return migration to the U.S. during adolescence. The 

number of U.S. births to Mexican-born women between 1983 and 1999 was 3.9 million. Of 

these, 228 thousand were counted in the Mexican Census of 2000. The overall ratio of survived 

U.S.-born children in Mexico in 2000 to U.S.-born children of Mexican-born mothers is 6.0 

percent. This suggests that a small but significant fraction of the Mexican-American second 

generation is not accounted for in U.S. data sources. Between 1 and 10 years old, the ratio is 

generally higher, reaching a maximum of 7.7 percent at age 3.  

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

The proportions of the original U.S. birth cohort that are in Mexico in 2000 fall substantially 

from ages 10 to 17, suggesting a pattern of substantial net return migration in adolescence. The 

ratios of U.S.-born children ages 11 to 17 in Mexico in 2000 to children ages 1 to 7 ten years 

earlier in Mexico in 1990 supports this interpretation. The overall ratio is 76.2 percent, implying 

a net return migration of 1 in 4 emigrant children ages 1 to 7 and living in Mexico in 1990. By 
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the earliest U.S. working ages (16 and 17 years old), the ratios of U.S.-born children in Mexico 

in 2000 to those at ages 6 and 7 in 1990 are 64.3 percent and 70.1 percent, implying a net return 

migration of 1 in 3 emigrant children. The pattern of increasing net return migration by age, 

while not monotonic, is nevertheless consistent with a strategy of migration that would result in 

substantial numbers of U.S.-born children schooled in Mexico before returning to the U.S. for 

employment as young adults.  

[FIGURES 1a AND 1b ABOUT HERE] 

Rates of cross-sectional prevalence, such as those for residence in Mexico in Table 1, 

typically understate the incidence of a given phenomenon. In the present case, the proportions of 

second-generation Mexican-American children that have spent some of their childhood and 

schooling years in Mexico may be considerably higher than the proportions observed living in 

Mexico at a given age. We explore this possibility first in Figures 1a and 1b, where we present 

emigration and return migration probabilities, respectively, comparing in each case migration 

probabilities between 1995 and 2000 with those between 1985 and 1990. It is clear from the 

scales on the two graphs that the residential attachment of these second-generation children to 

the U.S. is high. Return migration probabilities are between 0.20 and 0.45 over a given five-year 

period in childhood (Figure 1b), compared with emigration probabilities that never exceed 0.04 

(Figure 1a).

A second indicator of attachment to the U.S. is the different shape of the emigration and 

return-migration transition probability profiles by age. While the emigration probability falls 

more or less continuously across childhood, the return migration probability falls from age 5 to 
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age 8 or 9 but then rises again through the teenage years to age 17. While the basic shape of the 

age profiles is similar between 1985–1990 (solid line) and 1995–2000 (broken line), both the 

emigration and return migration profiles indicate an increase in attachment to the U.S. between 

the late 1980s and late 1990s. This is clearest in the return migration plot (Figure 1b), where 

probabilities of return to the U.S. in the teenage years in 1995–2000 are consistently higher than 

in 1985–1990. While some of this may be due to better U.S. Census enumeration in 2000, if it 

were only an enumeration difference, it would be expected to be seen more consistently across 

the younger and older childhood ages. In the case of emigration probabilities, those for 1990–

2000 are consistently lower than those for 1985–1990 from age 8 onwards, a further indicator of 

increased attachment to the U.S. over the decade. This is consistent with the slowing down of 

rates of departure from the U.S. over the late 1990s among Mexican-born adults (Reyes 2004), 

some of whom will be the parents of these U.S.-born children.  

A substantial amount of all childhood migration to Mexico apparently takes place in the first 

year of life. Of all U.S.-born Mexican-American children that were in Mexico in 2000 at age 5, 

only 49.5 percent were in the U.S. in 1995, implying 50.5 percent had already left for Mexico in 

approximately the first six months of life. Similarly, only 45.1 percent of U.S.-born children that 

were in Mexico in 1990 at age 5 were in the U.S. in 1985, five years before, implying that 54.9 

percent had already left for Mexico in the first six months of life (results not shown). The child’s 

moving to Mexico shortly after the birth does not imply that the mother crossed into Mexico 

(while pregnant) to have the child in the U.S., as we do not know how long the mother had been 

in the U.S. before the birth. It likely does imply, however, an intentional timing of the birth so 

that it occurs in the U.S.  
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The magnitudes and age patterns of the five-year transition probabilities of emigration and 

return migration are informative, but do not by themselves answer important questions about the 

prevalence and incidence of migration to and from Mexico among second-generation Mexican-

Americans over the course of their childhoods. While only longitudinal data over cohorts’ 

childhoods can answer such questions authoritatively, useful indicative estimates may be derived 

by chaining together into a childhood migration life table the emigration and return migration 

probabilities experienced at different ages. Statistics from this life table summarize the projected 

childhood migration experience of a synthetic cohort of children. These statistics include, for 

example, estimates of the proportion of emigrating children that return to the U.S. by the end of 

their childhoods. This latter statistic is especially useful for answering the question of whether to 

identify these U.S.-born children as being either part of the Mexican-American second 

generation or part of the Mexican population. 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

In Table 2, we present our life-table estimates of these latter, childhood life-course statistics 

for children first observed in the 2000 and 1990 Censuses at ages 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, and the 

average over these five cohort years. We exclude age 0 both because children who only ever live 

in Mexico as newborn infants are not of interest for the study’s main questions, and because of 

the greater sensitivity of the results at age 0 to the timing of the censuses of the U.S. and Mexico 

within the calendar year. When interpreting the life table statistics, the main caveats are that 

observing children only at five-year intervals will tend to understate the movement of the 

“average” cohort member, while not accounting for positive dependence on previous migration 
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will tend to overstate this movement. Because these biases are offsetting, we cannot conclude 

that the life table statistics are either upper or lower bounds on proportions living all or any 

years, respectively, in Mexico.

The first observation is that the statistics differ very little in magnitude and pattern between 

the 1995–2000 and 1985–1990 periods. There is slightly less migration to Mexico in the later 

period, consistent with the overall fall in adult return migration in the late 1990s. Further, there is 

slightly more return migration to the U.S. in the late 1990s among emigrant children. This also is 

consistent with increasing residential attachment to the U.S. among Mexican migrants to the U.S. 

The magnitudes of change, however, are substantively small. While we focus our description on 

the 1995–2000 period, the findings are similar in pattern and magnitude for the 1985–1990 

period.

From the 1995–2000 migration probability estimates, we estimate that 8.8 percent of U.S.-

born children of Mexican-born mothers will live in Mexico for some time between the ages of 1 

and 12 (see “average” row in Panel A of the first column of percentages in Table 2), and that 

about half of these children (4.5 percent) will be living again in the U.S. at ages 13 to 17 (second 

column). The proportion living again in the U.S. is higher when their projected age of 

observation is 16 or 17. For example, of those children age 2 in the 2000 Censuses of the U.S. 

and Mexico, we project that 9.8 percent will live in Mexico at any of ages 2, 7, or 12, and that 

the majority of these children (5.9 percent) will be living again in the U.S. when they are 17 

years old. This latter figure provides still stronger empirical support than did the cross-sectional 

results that emigrating U.S.-born children of Mexican-born mothers should be considered part of 

the Mexican-American second generation.  
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We estimate that 8.2 percent of the Mexican-American second generation will live in Mexico 

at some time during their school ages based on 1995–2000 migration transition probabilities, and 

that 4.0 percent will live in Mexico during all their school ages (see the “average” row in the last 

two columns of Panel A). As expected, these two numbers are above and below, respectively, the 

cross-sectional proportions of all U.S.-born children living in Mexico at 6 to 10 years old from 

Table 1. Adding in the pre-school years 1 to 5, we estimate that 9.4 percent of the Mexican-

American second generation will live any years from age 1 to 17 in Mexico. Thus the prevalence 

of spending childhood years in Mexico is significant, but is clearly a minority phenomenon 

among the Mexican-American second generation. This suggests a pattern of much stronger 

residential attachment to the U.S. among Mexican-immigrant families with U.S.-born children 

than among adult Mexicans in general. 

School enrollment and the selectivity of emigrating children 

We next compare the age-specific enrollment rates in 1990 and 2000 of second-generation 

Mexican-American children in Mexico with those of second-generation Mexican-American 

children in the U.S., and with those of all Mexican-resident children and all U.S.-resident 

children (see Figures 2a and 2b). Two main conclusions may be drawn from these results. First, 

country of residence appears to exert a far larger influence on school enrollment than migrant 

status of the child within the country. Second, children born in the U.S. have higher enrollment 

rates in Mexico than do Mexican children overall. 

[FIGURES 2A AND 2B ABOUT HERE] 
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Enrollment rates rose moderately in both countries between 1990 and 2000. This tended to 

reduce the absolute magnitudes of the gaps in enrollment rates by migrant status in both 

countries, but without reducing the magnitudes of the gaps in enrollment by country of residence 

for second-generation Mexican-American children (compare Figures 2a and 2b). The overall 

patterns of difference by country, migrant status, and age changed relatively little over the 

decade. We therefore focus on the situation in 2000 (figure 2b). At ages 7 to 11, there is near 

complete enrollment in both countries. At age 6 and at ages 12 through 17, however, the rates of 

school enrollment are much lower in Mexico than in the U.S. Only at ages 16 and 17, when 

school enrollment is no longer compulsory, are there significant levels of non-enrollment in the 

U.S. In contrast, by age 15 in Mexico, already one-third (34.0 percent) of all children were no 

longer enrolled in school. Most significantly for the present study, more than a quarter (26.6 

percent) of all children born in the U.S. and living in Mexico were no longer enrolled in school at 

age 15. These proportions fall even further at ages 16 and 17 in Mexico, such that fewer than half 

(45.8 percent) of all children in Mexico were enrolled in school at age 17, as were fewer than 

three in five (58.5 percent) of all U.S.-born children living in Mexico at age 17. 

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE ] 

We use mother’s education to explore the selectivity by socioeconomic origins of second-

generation children that emigrate from the U.S. to Mexico during childhood, and the extent to 

which this selectivity can explain differences in school enrollment between emigrating second-

generation Mexican-American children and their peers, in Mexico and in the U.S. We first 

compare parent-child co-residence and co-resident mothers’ education between Mexican-resident 
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and U.S.-resident, second-generation, Mexican-American children, and compare these also with 

all Mexican and all U.S. children (see Table 3). The second-generation samples in Mexico are 

“stock” and not “flow” migrant samples. By this, we mean that the Mexican-resident children 

observed at a given census are a subset of all Mexican-American children that ever live in 

Mexico during childhood. They will tend to be those who live more of their childhood in 

Mexico, following the general principles of length-biased sampling in duration data (Lancaster 

1990). The U.S.-resident second-generation children will also include some that have lived in 

Mexico during childhood; these will tend to be the children whose stays in the Mexico were 

shorter. Partly to address this stock sampling issue, we examine also mother’s education for 

children at ages 7 to 11. This age group is instructive for our analysis of migration and schooling 

because, as we saw earlier in Figure 2, almost all are in school at these ages in both countries. 

The 7-to-11-year-olds are therefore an approximation of those children that began their schooling 

in the U.S. or in Mexico, respectively.  

Another problem for the analysis of emigrant children’s selectivity measured by their 

mother’s level of education is that some children are not living with their mother, and the act of 

migration increases the likelihood of this condition. We examine this in the upper panel of Table 

3, where we describe the family structures of children according to their country of residence and 

migrant status. Evidence of parent-child separation associated with the migration of second-

generation children and their Mexican-born parents is evident in both the Mexican and U.S. 2000 

Census observation of second-generation Mexican-American children. In the Mexican Census, 

the high proportion of U.S.-born children that are living with their mother but not their father 

(22.2 percent, compared to 14.0 percent of all Mexican children), and the elevated proportion 

living apart from both their parents (7.5 percent, versus 5.2 percent of all Mexican children), 
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suggests that significant numbers of families choose to bring their U.S.-born children to be 

schooled in Mexico. Viewing second-generation Mexican-American children in the 2000 U.S. 

Census, there is less evidence of leaving the child to be schooled in the U.S. apart from one or 

both parents. Father-only families are more common (with 6.1 percent of children ages 7 to 11 in 

the U.S., and 6.8 percent of those children age 0 to 17, compared to just over 2 percent of 

children of all children of those same age groups in Mexico). Mother-only families of second-

generation Mexican-American children in the U.S., however, are no more common than they are 

overall in Mexico (and are much less prevalent than they are for second-generation Mexican-

American children living in Mexico). A plausible summary view of these family-structure data 

for second-generation Mexican-American children is one consistent with a staged family 

migration strategy: U.S.-born children in some cases stay with the mother or grandparents in 

Mexico, and in some cases with the father in the U.S., until the family subsequently reunites in 

the U.S.

Conditional on living with their mother, second-generation Mexican-American children in 

both Mexico and in the U.S. stand out as being strongly positively selected compared to 

Mexican-resident children (see lower panel of Table 3). Patterns are quite similar for children 

age 7 to 11 and for all children. While a third of all children in Mexico have a mother that did not 

complete primary school, this is the case for only 13 to 15 percent of second-generation 

Mexican-American children living with their mothers either in Mexico or in the U.S. More than 

half of second-generation children in both countries have a mother with at least some secondary 

school education, compared with only a third of all children in Mexico. There is additionally a 

moderate negative selection of second-generation children into emigrating from the U.S. to 

Mexico and living with their mother there. In particular, there are fewer of these children whose 
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co-resident mother completed secondary school: 25.4 percent of those in Mexico compared with 

30.7 percent in the U.S among all children; and 25.8 percent versus 29.9 percent among children 

age 7 to 11. 

We next investigate the associations of children’s migrant status and selectivity with their 

school enrollment. We do this for the ages for which significant proportions of children have 

already dropped out of school in Mexico. These are ages 12 to 17 years old. We compare the 

stock of emigrant second-generation children still in Mexico at these ages alternately to the stock 

of all 12-to-17-year-old children in Mexico, and to the stock of second-generation 12-to-17-year-

old Mexican-American children living in the U.S. (see Table 4). Because children’s school 

enrollment rates in Mexico change so rapidly from ages 12 to 17, and because migration to the 

U.S. between ages 12 and 17 will tend to make the Mexican-resident group younger than the 

U.S.-resident group, we age-standardize (Smith 1992) by applying the Mexican-resident second 

generation’s distribution by single-year age, for each category of mother’s education, alternately 

to all Mexican 12-to-17-year-old children and to the 12-to-17-year-old U.S.-resident second-

generation Mexican-American group.  

 [TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

We draw two main conclusions from these results. First, living in Mexico at these ages 

appears to have a highly negative effect on Mexican-American children’s school enrollment. 

Second, being born in the U.S. increases the school enrollment of children from the most 

disadvantaged socioeconomic origins in Mexico, but has little effect on school enrollment for 

children from average to advantaged socioeconomic origins. Together, these findings indicate 
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that country of residence at these ages is by far the most important determinant of schooling 

outcomes, much more so than is family background or being of migrant status either in Mexico 

(as a first generation migrant) or in the U.S. (as a second-generation migrant).  

Among 12-to-17-year-old Mexican-Americans in the U.S., unsurprisingly given the legal 

minimum school-leaving age of 16, on average 96 percent are enrolled in school. Only among 

those not living with their mother is there a significant proportion (12.2 percent) not enrolled in 

school, in part due to the greater likelihood that they will have returned from Mexico at ages 16 

or 17. For 12-to-17-year-old Mexican-Americans in Mexico, their school enrollment is far more 

similar to that of their Mexican-resident peers than to that of their U.S. second-generation peers. 

That is, controlling for the selectivity of second-generation children in Mexico versus in the U.S. 

during ages 12 to 17 explains very little of the enormous differences in school enrollment that we 

saw earlier in Figure 2b between Mexican-resident and U.S.-resident second-generation 

Mexican-American children. For example, for the modal group of second-generation children of 

Mexico and of the U.S.—those whose mother completed primary school only—97.4 percent 

living in the U.S. were enrolled in school, while this was true for only 78.4 percent of those 

living in Mexico. The moderately negative selectivity of emigrant Mexican-American children 

relative to those remaining in the U.S., limited to the lower proportion in Mexico whose mother 

completed secondary school, is thus nowhere near large enough to have a significant effect on 

the overall school enrollment differences between these two second-generation groups.

The much larger positive selectivity of emigrant Mexican-American children relative to all 

Mexican-resident children, meanwhile, explains much of the above-average enrollment rates in 

Mexico of second-generation children compared to all Mexican children (as shown in Figure 2b). 

After controlling for composition differences by mother’s education (and by living with the 
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mother or not), the overall percentage enrolled in school among U.S.-born children in Mexico is 

less than two percentage points above that of all children in Mexico: 78.6 percent for U.S.-born 

children living in Mexico versus 76.9 percent for all Mexican-resident children. Significantly, 

however, the remaining difference in school enrollment is concentrated entirely among the two 

most disadvantaged groups: children whose mothers did not complete elementary school (66.5 

percent enrollment among the U.S.-born compared to 60.2 percent among all Mexican children) 

and children not living with their mothers (58.3 percent and 53.5 percent, respectively).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The first question addressed by our study concerned the prevalence of emigration from the U.S. 

to Mexico and return migration from Mexico among second-generation Mexican-American 

children, and the patterns of migration by age. Second, we were interested in the consequences of 

migration between the U.S. and Mexico for children’s school enrollment, and third, in the 

influences of migrant selectivity by maternal education on this school enrollment. We are also 

interested in how these findings inform broader questions about identifying and analyzing 

“second-generation” children in an era of increasing trans-nationalism, and of the transformation 

of migrant streams from sojourners into settlers.

In answer to the first question, we estimate that these child emigrants account for 1 in 10 of 

the U.S.’s second-generation Mexican-American children. This figure refers to those that live 

any of their childhood years in Mexico. We estimate that 8 percent live any school-age years in 

Mexico, and that only 4 percent live all their school-age years in Mexico. The peak migration 

ages are immediately after birth and in the pre-school ages in both directions. We also find 

substantial return migration to the U.S. within the school ages, and especially high return 
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migration up to the earliest permitted U.S. full-time working ages, 16 and 17 years old. More 

than half of those emigrating from the U.S. to Mexico are already back living in the U.S. by age 

17. Overall, residential attachment to the U.S. is very high, indicating that these emigrating 

children should be included among the Mexican-American second generation even while living 

in Mexico during childhood. Although migration rates were somewhat lower at most ages in 

1995–2000 than in 1985–1990, the overall age patterns of migration were unchanged. This is 

strong evidence that our conclusions are independent of period factors such as increased border 

enforcement. 

In addition to how many second-generation Mexican-American children spend some or all of 

their childhood years in Mexico, we are interested also in how migration and the selectivity of 

these children into migration streams may affect their school enrollment. We measured 

selectivity by their co-resident mother’s education. U.S.-born children living in Mexico are 

strongly positively selected on mothers’ education relative to the mothers of all Mexican 

children, but moderately negatively selected relative to Mexican-born mothers of U.S.-born 

children that stay in the U.S. This means that second-generation Mexican-American children 

growing up in the U.S. (as opposed to in Mexico) are doubly positively selected compared with 

Mexican-born children growing up in Mexico. This is consistent with Kanaiaupuni’s (2000) 

finding that women migrating from Mexico (a flow sample) are positively selected, and with 

Feliciano’s (2005a; 2005b) finding of positive selectivity of the Mexican immigrant stock. The 

additional information from the present study is that this positive selectivity carries through first 

into childbearing, and second into remaining in the U.S. after childbearing.

While this positive selection on mother’s education might be expected to be important for the 

schooling outcomes of Mexican-American children both in the U.S. and in Mexico, our findings 
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suggest it is of minor importance relative to the role of country of residence in explaining 

differences in school enrollment. The strongest finding on school enrollment differences is of 

emigrating second-generation children’s much lower school enrollment in Mexico than second-

generation Mexican-American children remaining in the U.S. The moderately positive selectivity 

of the children born in the U.S. compared to those born in Mexico cannot explain such a large 

difference, much of which occurs at ages under 16, where school enrollment is near 100 percent 

in the U.S. Controlling for age-composition differences between those in Mexico and those in the 

U.S., enrollment rates are much higher among second-generation children living in the U.S. than 

among second-generation children living in Mexico at any given level of mother’s education. We 

conclude that differences in school enrollment norms and laws between the two countries exert a 

much greater influence on second-generation Mexican-American children’s school enrollment 

than does either family background or migrant status. 

The positive selectivity of U.S.-born children in Mexico explains most of their higher than 

average rates of school enrollment there. For children from the lowest socioeconomic 

backgrounds, though, being born in the U.S. and moving to Mexico during childhood is 

associated with higher school enrollment in Mexico. A Mexican-born mother’s bearing a child in 

the U.S. instead of in Mexico thus may be beneficial for that child’s education whether he or she 

is schooled in Mexico or in the U.S., but it is far more likely to be beneficial if schooling occurs 

in the U.S.

The conclusions of the standard second-generation analyses that ignore childhood emigration 

are therefore likely be somewhat altered by taking it into account, even while the relatively low 

prevalence of this emigration will limit its impact. The much lower rates of school enrollment 

among U.S.-born children migrating to Mexico mean that analyses that ignore Mexican-
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American children’s migration to, and schooling in, Mexico will overestimate the negative 

impacts of growing up as a disadvantaged group in the United States. The assumption that those 

that did not complete high school dropped out of a U.S. high school will be wrong for some of 

the Mexican-American second generation observed in the U.S. as adults. Instead they will have 

dropped out of a Mexican high school or stopped at an even earlier stage of schooling.

Apart from the effects of this U.S.-Mexico migration on the children, these findings on 

prevalence and patterns of children’s migration are also suggestive for the overall nature of the 

U.S.-Mexico migration process. In particular, they suggest that having children in the U.S. is a 

major part of the transformation of sojourner migration streams into settler migration streams in 

the U.S.-Mexico migration system. While the claim of such a transformation has been made 

previously (Marcelli and Cornelius 2001), it has been made without the nationally representative 

data of the present study. The present study’s findings on the strong attachment to the U.S. seen 

for the children of Mexican immigrants to the U.S., and the parental-migration linkages we 

found to be associated with these children’s movements, further point away from the 

characterization of the Mexican immigrant flow as being largely temporary and circular in 

nature. The present study’s findings instead point towards a large settler flow associated with 

family-building in the U.S., and to the migrants in this flow being strongly positively selected 

with respect to the overall Mexican population. 
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Appendix: Estimation of Migration Transition Probabilities and a Childhood Migration 

Life Table 

In this appendix, we describe the estimation of the migration transition probabilities of Figures 

1a and 1b, and the estimation of the life tables whose summary statistics are presented in Table 

2. The data and method used to “survive” children from U.S. birth cohorts to compare to the 

cross-sectional comparisons with census data in Table 1 are also discussed.

We estimate migration transition probabilities from birth to age 17. For a given first 

transition interval length of between 1 and 5 years, our reliance on the census “country of 

residence five years ago” question means there will be either two or three further migration 

intervals of length five years. We use k to index the three or four migration transition intervals of 

a child first observed at age 1 to 5 in either Mexico or the U.S., after having been born in the 

U.S. Defining by xk the age at the end of the kth
 migration interval of childhood, the first 

migration interval (x0 , x1) is of duration varying from 1 to 5 years, beginning at age x0 = 0. For 

children that were 1 or 2 years old at the time of the 1990 or 2000 Census, three subsequent five-

year migration transition intervals are defined, ending with x4 = 16 or 17 years old at the end of 

the fourth transition interval. Because we do not extend our life table past age 17, only two five-

year migration transition intervals are defined for children who were aged 3, 4, or 5 at the time of 

the 1990 or 2000 Census. Their life tables end, respectively, at ages x3 = 13, 14, and 15. The life 

tables are estimated conditional on the child’s surviving through childhood to ages 13 to 17. 

The estimation of the first set of migration transition probabilities—those from birth to pre-

school ages x1 = 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5—uses U.S. birth registrations, adjusted for mortality, for the 

denominator and Mexican census data alone for the numerator. Letting subscript ‘u’ denote 

residence in the U.S. and ‘e’ denote residence in Mexico, the U.S.-born child first experiences a 
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probability pue(x0 , x1) of a transition to living in Mexico at age x1. This probability is estimated 

from a numerator of x1 year olds born in the U.S. and resident in a Mexican census household 

Nue(x0 , x1), and a denominator of all children born in the U.S. to Mexican-born mothers x1 years 

before the census, survived to age x1. The step of first surviving this second-generation U.S. birth 

cohort is needed for our estimate of the number at risk of living in Mexico at a given pre-school 

age. Choice of appropriate survival probabilities is complicated first by the different mortality 

rates that will be experienced after migration to Mexico, and second with our lack of knowledge 

of exactly when the migration occurs. A further complication is the changing availability of 

mortality rates over time and between the first and subsequent ages of life in the two countries. 

Because mortality rates are at their highest immediately after birth, the results for survival of the 

U.S. born children to age 1 to 5 will be the most sensitive to the choice of the U.S. infant 

mortality rate to apply to the newborn child. The most detailed of the infant and child mortality 

rates for the U.S. are those provided for the first year of life in the National Center for Health 

Statistics’ (NCHS) linked birth and infant death data. From the 2000 linked data (Matthews et al. 

2002), it is estimated that a child born to a Mexican-born woman has a probability of dying 

before age 1 (infant mortality rate) of only 4.9 per thousand, lower than the 5.7 per thousand rate 

of non-Hispanic whites, and lower still than the 6.3 per thousand for children born to Mexican-

ethnicity, U.S.-born women. We are particularly sensitive, however, to emigration during 

infancy as a source downward bias of infant mortality in this linked dataset. For this reason, 

coupled with a lack of Mexican ethnic identification through the U.S. in the late 1980s, and lack 

of rates jointly by ethnicity and country of birth of mother after age 1, we apply the broader, “all-

white” category’s infant mortality rate for the specific year of birth (Arias et al. 2003), and apply 

the nearest all-white life table survivorship probability between age 1 and pre-school age x1. We 
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use the 1997 life table (Anderson 1999) for post-infancy ages for the 1995-99 birth cohorts (of 

our 1995-2000 migration life table), and the 1987 life table (National Center for Health Statistics 

1990) for post-infancy ages for the 1985-89 birth cohorts (of our 1985-1990 migration life table). 

We additionally use the 1992 U.S. life table (National Center for Health Statistics 1996) to 

survive children from age 1 to all subsequent ages of childhood for the birth cohort survival 

comparisons to cross-sectional Mexican Census data in Table 1. 

Five-year migration transition probabilities from pre-school ages forward are estimated 

jointly from Mexican and U.S. census data from the question on country of residence five years 

earlier. Between pre-school age x1 and first school age x2, the child has a probability of changing 

country between these two ages five years apart, pij(x1, x2), where i is country of residence at age 

x1 and j is country of residence at age x2. The combined U.S. and Mexican census data allow for 

retrospective estimation of the 1985 and 1995 denominators of the 5-year migration transitions. 

For example, the 1995 denominator of children in Mexico at pre-school ages who are at risk of 

the return migration transition to be resident in the U.S. again in 2000 is estimated by the number 

of U.S.-born children in Mexico who at age x2 report (in Mexico’s census) having been resident 

in the U.S. five years before, Nue(x1, x2), plus the number of U.S.-born children of Mexican-born 

parents who at age x2 report in the U.S. census that they were also resident in the U.S. five years 

before, Nuu(x1, x2). The censuses of each country similarly allow for direct estimation of the 

numerators of migrants, defined as those living in a different country than that of five years 

before: Neu(x1, x2) in the Mexico-U.S. direction and Nue(x1, x2) in the U.S.-Mexico direction. The 

use of retrospective a migration question (“where did you live five years ago?”) is consistent 

with a life table that models migration transitions as being conditional on survival.  
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Formally, the five-year migration probabilities between age x1 and age x2 between the U.S. 

and Mexico, conditional on survival to age x2, are estimated using 1990 or 2000 U.S. and Mexico 

census data as: 

peu(x1, x2) = Neu(x1, x2) / [Neu(x1, x2) + Nee(x1, x2)] 

for emigration from the U.S. to Mexico; and  

pue(x1, x2) = Nue(x1, x2) / [Nue(x1, x2) + Nuu(x1, x2)] 

for return migration from Mexico to the U.S. By construction of the transition probability 

estimator from census data only, and by assumption that no migration occurs outside the U.S. 

and Mexico (discussed below), the complements of these migration probabilities are two “non-

migration” probabilities pee(x1, x2) = 1 - peu(x1, x2) and puu(x1, x2) = 1 - pue(x1, x2). Between ages 

x2 and x3 and between ages x3 and x4, the U.S.-born child similarly has a probability of changing 

country pij(x2, x3) and pij(x3, x4). These are estimated as for migration between age x1 and age x2.

We do not adjust for differential census enumeration probabilities between the countries and 

between the censuses and the U.S. birth registration system. Enumeration differences are not 

expected to be large enough to affect the results substantially. Under-enumeration may be larger 

in the U.S. than Mexican censuses due to unauthorized parents’ statuses. Passel and Tienda 

(2005) estimate under-enumeration of the Mexican-born population at approximately 5 percent 

in the 2000 Census, down from approximately 9 percent in the 1990 U.S. Census. Lindstrom and 

Massey (1994) find that underenumeration in the 1990 Census was differentially high among 

unauthorized and low-education Mexican-born migrants. Hill and Wong (2005) find by 

comparison of residual estimation of migration between Mexico and the U.S. that differential 

enumeration mainly affects young men, consistent with the general findings for international 
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censuses (Smith 1992). Households with children present are less likely to be affected by census 

enumeration deficiencies. 

Estimation of the transition probabilities using population data sources from the U.S. and 

Mexico requires an assumption that no migration occurs except between the U.S. and Mexico. 

This assumption, of a closed two-country population system, previously made and tested 

empirically with data from a large-scale Mexican survey by Hill and Wong (2005) for the 

Mexican-born population, is further supported by the finding of DuMont and LeMaitre (2005) 

that only 1 percent of all expatriate Mexicans in OECD countries were in a country other than 

the U.S. in the 2000 round of censuses. Because the U.S.-born children of Mexican-born parents 

will, in general, be tied to their parents’ moves, or tied to other family members in households in 

either location, applying the same two-country migration assumption to their U.S.-born children 

is very likely to be reasonable.

More significant problems for the chaining together of these probabilities in a life table 

model, however, are likely to be (1) the missing of transitions occurring within the five-year 

transition interval; and (2) the assumption of no dependence of migration between ages x2 and x3

and (for children aged 1 or 2 at the 2000 Censuses) between x3 and x4 on migration over previous 

intervals. (For the migration transition between x1 and x2, dependence on migration between x0

and x1 is implicit in country of residence at age x1 and having been born in the U.S.) The problem 

of missing the migration transitions occurring within a five-year interval will cause some 

underestimation of the proportion of U.S.-born children that are ever resident in Mexico. The 

problem of assuming no dependence on earlier migration will likely cause some overestimation 

in this same number, as migration flows typically over-represent frequent (repeat) migrants–that 

is, there is a positive dependence between migration in the current interval and migration in 
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previous intervals. These two sources of bias are therefore offsetting in their directions. Without 

more data in the censuses or in other sources to inform on the relative magnitudes of these 

biases, however, our life table results need to be interpreted as providing only approximate 

estimates of U.S.-Mexico migration experience over the childhood lifetime. 
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Table 1  Cohorts of children born in the U.S. and living in Mexico in 1990 and 2000 

year of 

birth

U.S. births to 

Mexican-

born women 

('000)

age in 

1990

1990

Mexican

Census

('000)

age in 

2000

2000

Mexican

Census

('000)

Ratio 2000 

Mexican

Census to 

U.S. births 

survived* to 

2000 (%)

age in 

2000

Ratio 2000 

to 1990 

Mexican

Census

(%)

1983 118.1 7 6.8 17 4.8 4.0 70.1

1984 121.1 6 6.9 16 4.4 3.7 64.3

1985 133.7 5 6.4 15 5.5 4.3 85.9

1986 142.7 4 8.3 14 6.3 4.6 75.9

1987 149.3 3 9.4 13 6.3 4.3 67.8

1988 165.8 2 7.5 12 6.0 3.8 79.8

1989 199.1 1 8.5 11 7.6 4.2 89.6

1990 241.3 10 12.0 5.5

1991 260.3 9 16.3 6.5

1992 276.2 8 17.3 6.4

1993 283.4 7 18.4 6.6

1994 289.2 6 19.3 6.8

1995 292.0 5 19.7 6.8

1996 305.5 4 21.1 7.1

1997 305.5 3 23.6 7.7

1998 313.6 2 20.5 6.6

1999 334.3 1 19.0 5.9

1983-99 3,931.0 1 to 17 228.3 6.0 11 to 17 76.2

Notes: * U.S. births are survived as an average of two birth cohorts, using annual U.S. infant

      mortality rates to age 1 and U.S. mid-point life tables (1987, 1992, and 1997) from

      age 1 (see Appendix).



Table 2  Life table statistics (percentages of 1995–2000 and 1985–1990 synthetic cohorts)

Any years age 

1 to 12 lived in 

Mexico

Proportion in 

Mexico

sometime at 

ages 1 to 12 

and that are 

again in the 

U.S. at ages 

13 to 17

Any years 

ages 1 to 17 

lived in Mexico

Any school-

age years lived 

in Mexico

All school-age 

years lived in 

Mexico

life table ages (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

A. 1995-2000 period

1 to 16 9.3 5.2 9.9 8.7 3.3

2 to 17 9.8 5.9 10.4 9.1 3.3

3 to 13 8.9 4.1 9.6 8.3 5.0

4 to 14 8.2 3.7 8.9 7.9 4.5

5 to 15 7.7 3.4 8.4 7.2 4.1

average 8.8 4.5 9.4 8.2 4.0

B. 1985-1990 period

1 to 16 9.5 4.7 10.6 9.4 3.6

2 to 17 10.2 5.5 11.0 9.3 3.5

3 to 13 9.1 3.9 10.2 9.0 5.8

4 to 14 8.3 3.7 9.6 8.5 4.9

5 to 15 8.2 3.7 9.4 8.1 4.8

average 9.1 4.3 10.1 8.9 4.5

Note: The migration interval from age 5 onwards is five years, implying three transition intervals from birth through the 

         childhoods of those whose pre-school life table age is 3 to 5, and four transition intervals

         through the childhoods of those whose pre-school life table age is 1 to 2



Table 3. Distribution of Children by Family Structure and Mother's Education, 2000

                  Children under 18 years old                    Children 7 to 11 years old

All Mexican 

children

second-

generation

Mexican-

American

children in 

Mexic

second-

generation

Mexican-

American

children in 

the U.S.

All U.S. 

children

All Mexican 

children

second-

generation

Mexican-

American

children in 

Mexico

second-

generation

Mexican-

American

children in 

the U.S.

All U.S. 

children

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

Presence of parents

No Mother or Father 5.2 7.5 10.4 4.9 4.1 7.8 7.6 4.0

No Father (Mother only) 14.0 22.2 13.9 21.5 13.8 21.7 15.1 22.4

No Mother (Father only) 2.0 2.4 6.8 5.7 1.9 2.3 6.1 5.5

Both Parents 78.8 68.0 68.9 68.0 80.2 68.1 71.2 68.1

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Sample N 4,267,910 24,558 196,200 3,653,472 1,236,458 7,111 56,704 1,059,773

Education of mother

No School/Some Primary 33.8 13.5 13.9 1.8 34.9 14.5 14.8 1.9

Completed Primary 28.6 29.9 29.7 3.9 28.5 29.9 30.3 3.9

Some Secondary 21.5 31.3 25.7 11.6 21.0 29.8 25.1 11.5

Completed Secondary and Higher 16.0 25.4 30.7 82.7 15.6 25.8 29.9 82.7

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Sample N 3,962,168 21,923 161,758 3,259,174 1,161,092 6,317 48,749 854,285

Source: U.S. and Mexico Censuses



Table 4. School Enrollment of 12 to 17 year olds in Mexico and the U.S., by Migrant Status

Distribution*

(%)

Enrolled in 

School*

(%)

Distribution

(%)

Enrolled in 

School

(%)

Distribution*

(%)

Enrolled in 

School*

(%)

No Mother 8.1 53.5 16.2 58.3 19.1 87.8

No School/Some Primary 32.4 60.2 16.9 66.5 14.9 96.7

Completed Primary 27.1 78.3 27.8 78.4 27.0 97.4

Some Secondary 17.4 89.4 20.7 89.1 16.8 97.7

Completed Secondary and Higher 15.1 96.4 18.4 95.9 22.1 98.4

Total 100.0 76.9 100.0 78.6 100.0 96.0

Sample N 1,480,722 7,728 44,834

Note: * standardized on the 12 to 17 year old age distribution of second-generation emigrant (Mexico-resident) children 

Source: U.S. and Mexico Censuses

Mexican-Americans

ages 12 to 17 in the 

U.S. in 2000

Mexican-Americans

ages 12 to 17 in 

Mexico in 2000

All children ages 12 to 

17 in Mexico in 2000



Figure 1a. Five-year probabilities of emigration to Mexico among second-generation Mexican-

American children 
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Figure 1b. Five-year probabilities of return migration to the U.S. among second-generation 

Mexican-American children
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Figure 2a. School enrollment of children in the United States and Mexico, 1990
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Figure 2b. School enrollment of children in the United States and Mexico, 2000
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