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ABSTRACT Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps per sist in the 
United States despite sub stan tial increases in Latina/o edu ca tional attain ment since the 
late 1950s. The Latina/o pop u la tion has grown rap idly in recent decades and cur rently 
com prises more than 20% of the U.S. pop u la tion; how ever, bar ri ers to cit i zen ship have 
grown in tan dem and have lim ited access to higher edu ca tion. Using data from the U.S. 
Census (1950–2010) and the Amer i can Community Survey (2015–2017), we exam ine 
trends in Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o col lege com ple tion gaps and fac tors that 
may explain them. We find that col lege enroll ment dif fer ences explain the major ity 
of the bach e lor’s degree gaps. We then decom pose enroll ment gaps by dif fer ences in 
enroll ment by cit i zen ship and find that if the Latina/o pop u la tion had the same cit i
zen ship rate as the White and Black pop u la tions, the Black–Latina/o enroll ment gaps 
would effec tively dis ap pear and the White–Latina/o enroll ment gaps would be reduced 
by up to 75%. Our find ings indi cate that the Latina/o pop u la tion’s rel a tively low col
lege com ple tion rates are par tially explained by restricted access to cit i zen ship. The 
high pro por tion of Latina/o non cit i zens has also masked the con sid er able edu ca tional 
prog ress Latina/o cit i zens have made in recent decades.

KEYWORDS Higher edu ca tion • Race/eth nic ity • Immigration • Citizenship •  
Education gaps

Introduction

Education con tin ues to be a major source of social and eco nomic strat i fi ca tion in 
the United States, and as inequal ity has increased over the last sev eral decades, 
so has the impor tance of higher edu ca tion (Autor et al. 2020; Baum et al. 2013; 
 Goldin and Katz 2009; Hout 2012). Despite sub stan tial increases in Latina/o1 edu
ca tional attain ment since the late 1950s, Latina/o indi vid u als con tinue to have lower 
bach e lor’s degree rates than Black and White men and women (Hirschman 2016;  

1 For clar ity in the remain der of this arti cle, we use “Latina/o” to refer to the broader Latina/o pop u la tion 
and “Latina” or “Latino” to address each gen der (NoeBustamante et al. 2020).
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Ma et al. 2020; National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine 2015). 
The Latina/o pop u la tion has grown rap idly in recent decades and cur rently com prises 
approx i ma tely 20% of the U.S. pop u la tion (authors’ cal cu la tion). Given the many 
ben e fits asso ci ated with a col lege degree, it is crit i cal to under stand why such a large 
pro por tion of the pop u la tion lags behind their peers (Baum 2014; Brand and Xie 
2010; Oreopoulos and Petronijevic 2013).

A widerang ing body of lit er a ture has looked at fac tors that influ ence col lege com
ple tion, from fam ily and neigh bor hood pov erty to firstgen er a tion col lege stu dent 
sta tus (Alvarado 2016; Engle and Tinto 2008; Fletcher and Tienda 2010). Factors 
par tic u larly salient for the Latina/o pop u la tion are low high school grad u a tion rates, 
lack of aca demic prep a ra tion among high school grad u ates, and lim ited local col lege 
choices—all  of which decrease the like li hood that Latina/os will fin ish a bach e lor’s 
degree (Alon et al. 2010; Desmond and López Turley 2009; Gándara and Mordechay 
2017). Recent research has also iden ti fied lower col lege enroll ment among non cit i zen 
Latina/o youth rel a tive to cit i zens as an addi tional expla na tion for the uniquely low 
edu ca tional attain ment of the Latina/o pop u la tion (Hirschman 2016; Patler 2018).

However, much is still not known about trends in Black–Latina/o and White– 
Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps, such as when they arose and how per sis tent they 
have been. It is also dif fi cult to dis cern why Latina/o edu ca tional attain ment is lower 
rel a tive to that of other racial/eth nic groups, such as the Black pop u la tion, who share 
a sim i lar set of dis ad van tages, as well as other types of his tor i cal and cur rent dis
ad van tages that do not neg a tively impact the Latina/o com mu nity in the same way 
(O’Connell 2012; Wilson 2008). Moreover, the prox i mate driv ers of these edu ca tion 
gaps remain unknown, as well as how they have var ied over time as Latina/os have 
expe ri enced dif fer ent struc tural con straints and oppor tu ni ties that might shape col
lege enroll ment and com ple tion, includ ing access to cit i zen ship.

This study addresses these unknowns by using U.S. Census data from 1950–2010 
and Amer i can Community Survey (ACS) data from 2015–2017. With cen sus data 
that has been opti mally adjusted to cap ture the full Latina/o pop u la tion prior to 
1980, we first exam ine trends in the racial/eth nic gap between Latina/os and their 
Black and White peers to see how inequalities have devel oped and var ied over time  
(Gratton and Gutmann 2000). Second, we reveal the rel a tive impor tance of dif fer
ences in col lege enroll ment ver sus dif fer ences in col lege com ple tion among indi vid
u als who enroll to explain Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gap 
trends. Finally, we exam ine how cit i zen ship dif fer ences explain these col lege enroll
ment gaps. We exam ine Lati nas and Lati nos sep a rately because, his tor i cally, they 
have had dif fer ent migra tion pat terns, as well as dif fer ent cul tural and famil ial expec
ta tions placed on them (Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005; Garip 2012; Ovink 2014). We 
exclude Asian and other racial/eth nic groups from the anal y sis, because they also 
have had very dif fer ent immi gra tion his to ries than Latina/o indi vid u als.

With these ana ly ses, we draw atten tion to the impor tance of access to col lege, 
defined here as enroll ment in col lege (a com mon mea sure of access among edu ca tion 
schol ars), for explaining racial/eth nic bach e lor’s degree gaps (Bailey and Dynarski 
2011; Page and ScottClayton 2016). While an indi vid ual may be qual i fied to access 
a col lege edu ca tion, many stu dents in the United States face a com plex and often 
com pet ing set of back ground char ac ter is tics, moti va tions, and expec ta tions that can 
reduce their like li hood of enroll ing (Page and ScottClayton 2016). Further, we focus 
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on cit i zen ship as one expla na tion for White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o enroll ment 
dif fer ences observed in this study, because in addi tion to the tra di tional bar ri ers to 
col lege entry iden ti fied by edu ca tion schol ars, more Latina/os than White and Black 
men and women must con tend with issues regard ing cit i zen ship. The neg a tive con
se quences of being a non cit i zen and the asso ci ated ben e fits of cit i zen ship have been 
stud ied in sev eral con texts (Abrego 2006; Cebulko 2014; Ku and Matani 2001; Young 
et al. 2018). Differences in out comes between cit i zens and non cit i zens are espe cially 
salient in the Latina/o com mu nity, because it has become more dif fi cult in recent 
years to gain cit i zen ship (GonzálezBarrera 2017). Citizenship pro vi des secu rity and 
sta bil ity that allow for future plan ning (Cebulko 2014). It also con veys social advan
tages that have social and legal impli ca tions for mem ber ship inclu sion/exclu sion and 
access to such resources as social ser vices and fed eral finan cial aid (Bean et al. 2015). 
Indeed, Patler (2018) labeled these ben e fits the “cit i zen ship advan tage” in her recent 
study of high school com ple tion and col lege enroll ment among California young 
adults. It is, there fore, likely that cit i zen ship dif fer ences explain a sig nifi  cant pro por
tion of Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o edu ca tion gaps, and that these dif fer ences 
have become more impor tant over time.

We orga nize our Results into three parts. The first sec tion exam ines trends in 
Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps among the U.S pop u la
tion aged 25–29, sep a rately among men and women. We find that these gaps were 
quite small or non ex is tent in 1950, grew sub stan tially until peaking in 2010, and then 
began to nar row as of 2017. This narrowing was because of more rapid growth in 
Latina/o col lege com ple tion com pared with that among Black and White men and 
women.

In the sec ond Results sec tion, we draw on McDaniel et al.’s (2011) study of White 
and Black gen der gaps in edu ca tional attain ment to exam ine how dif fer ences in col
lege enroll ment ver sus col lege com ple tion given enroll ment explain Black–Latina/o 
and White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps. We find that dif fer ences in enroll ment 
rates explain the major ity of these gaps, with some var i a tion over time. We also find 
that Latina/os and Black men and women con sis tently have very sim i lar (and low) 
col lege com ple tion given enroll ment rates.

Finally, in the third sec tion, we draw on Patler’s (2018) work on the cit i zen ship 
advan tage and Hsin and Ortega’s (2018) study of Deferred Action of Childhood 
Arrivals (DACA) and edu ca tional out comes to study col lege com ple tion trends by 
Latina/o cit i zen ship rates. We first exam ine trends in Latina/o col lege enroll ment and 
com ple tion given enroll ment by cit i zen ship sta tus. We find that while cit i zen ship 
appears to have become more impor tant for col lege enroll ment among Latina/os, col
lege com ple tion given enroll ment is nearly the same for both cit i zens and non cit i zens. 
We then decom pose Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o col lege enroll ment gaps by 
enroll ment dif fer ences among cit i zens and non cit i zens and dif fer ences in cit i zen ship 
rates. White–Latina/o dif fer ences in citizens’ col lege enroll ment rates explain the 
major ity of observed enroll ment gaps in early decades, but these dif fer ences decline 
sub stan tially over time, while cit i zen ship rate dif fer ences increas ingly explain the 
major ity of enroll ment gaps since 1990. Citizenship dif fer ences explain nearly all  
Black–Latina/o enroll ment gaps in every decade and, in some years,  over ex plain 
gaps. This overexplanation means that given the same cit i zen ship rates, Latina/o indi
vid u als would have higher col lege enroll ment rates than their Black peers.
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We con clude that restric tive cit i zen ship pol i cies have played a sig nifi  cant lim it ing 
role in Latina/o entry into post sec ond ary edu ca tion. We also find that the large pro
por tion of Latina/o non cit i zens in the United States dur ing cer tain decades masked 
the sub stan tial edu ca tional prog ress that Latina/o cit i zens have made. Drawing atten
tion to enroll ment is impor tant for research ers looking at where inequalities are mag
ni fied and where policymakers can inter vene. Drawing atten tion to cit i zen ship also 
helps us think about the unique struc tural con straints dif fer ent groups face.

Background

 Latina/o Early Education and College Preparation

Three inter re lated forces are fre quently cited to explain the low col lege edu ca tion rates 
of Latina/os rel a tive to those of other racial/eth nic groups: socio eco nomic back ground, 
aca demic prep a ra tion, and cul tural expec ta tions (fre quently mod er ated by gen der) 
(Fraga et al. 2010; Fry 2002; Hirschman 2016; Saenz et al. 2007). Latina/o chil dren are 
more likely than their White and Black peers to grow up in lowincome house holds, 
have par ents who have less than a high school diploma, sea son ally migrate with par ents 
who work in agri cul ture, and live in mixed cit i zen ship sta tus fam i lies (Bean et. al. 2015; 
Rodriguez 2016; SalisReyes and Nora 2012; Warren 1996). They are also more likely 
than White chil dren to live in lowincome neigh bor hoods with lowresourced schools 
(Hussar et al. 2020).

These early disparities fol low Latina/o chil dren through out ele men tary school and 
into high school and result in lower aca demic prep a ra tion than that attained by White 
and Black stu dents (Arbona and Nora 2007; Fry 2002; Kanno and Varghese 2010). 
Historically, Latina/os have had lower high school com ple tion rates than their White 
and Black peers, lim it ing their col lege eli gi bil ity (Donato et al. 1991; Hirschman 
2016). In 2000, 87% of the Black pop u la tion and 94% of the White pop u la tion aged 
25–29 had a high school diploma, com pared with 63% of Latina/os—although there 
are strik ing nativ ity dif fer ences, with 56% of for eignborn Latina/os hold ing diplo
mas ver sus 80% of U.S.born Latina/os (Driscoll et al. 2001).

Examining high school stu dents in the Pacific Northwest, Hirschman (2016) found 
that col lege path ways vary not only among Latina/o high school stu dents but also 
by gen er a tion: for eignborn Latina/os reported lower lev els of col lege aspi ra tions 
and expec ta tions than nativeborn (sec ondgen er a tion) Latina/os. A recent report also 
found that for eignborn Latina/os enter the United States with some of the low est 
years of school ing com pared with other for eignborn groups (National Academies of 
Science, Engineering, and Medicine 2015). Despite dif fer ences across gen er a tions, 
in gen eral, edu ca tional expec ta tions remain high for both par ents and stu dents and 
are not sub stan tively dif fer ent from those of White and Black fam i lies (Patler 2018; 
Schneider et al. 2006).

Beyond aca demic dis ad van tages and immi gra tion, cul tural expec ta tions—medi ated  
by gen der—have been the o rized to pre dict col lege out comes. Familismo is often used 
by schol ars to describe the strong feel ings of fam ily loy alty and respon si bil ity among 
Latina/os, and it is also closely tied to tra di tional gen der roles and expec ta tions  
(Desmond and López Turley 2009; Sabogal et al. 1987). For Lati nos, familismo may 
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mean that while par ents are sup port ive of their sons’ pur suits of higher edu ca tion, 
young Lati nos feel a great deal of pres sure to pro vide finan cial sup port for the fam ily  
early in adult hood (Saenz and Ponjuan 2009). In con trast, familismo might push  
Lati nas into col lege because of expec ta tions that they be both edu ca tion ally and 
finan cially suc cess ful to help sup port the fam ily later in life (Ovink 2014). Finally, 
dur ing cer tain time peri ods, young men migrated to the United States in greater num
bers than women (Garip 2012; Gordon 2005; Parrado and Flippen 2005); these young 
men tended to immi grate for employ ment, not edu ca tion (Fry 2005; Garip 2012).

Given the pre vi ous lit er a ture, we hypoth e size the fol low ing:

Hypothesis 1a: Latina/os will con sis tently have lower bach e lor’s degree rates than 
Black and White men and women, but White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps 
will be con sis tently larger than Black–Latina/o degree gaps through out the study 
period.

Hypothesis 1b: While Latina/os will share sim i lar bach e lor’s degree trends, on 
aver age, Lati nas will have higher bach e lor’s degree rates than Lati nos.

College Enrollment and Completion Once Enrolled

While Latina/os strug gle with dis ad van tages in early edu ca tion and col lege prep a ra
tion, a vari ety of other fac tors also con trib ute to lower col lege enroll ment and com ple
tion. They wres tle with the usual chal lenges fac ing dis ad van taged col lege stu dents, 
because they are more likely than their more advan taged peers to be firstgen er a tion 
col lege stu dents, come from lowincome fam i lies, and attend lowresourced col le ges 
(Nora and Crisp 2009). Latina/o stu dents also express strong pref er ences to live at 
home dur ing col lege, and their homes are gen er ally closer to twoyear col le ges—
which have low trans fer and com ple tion rates—than to fouryear col le ges (Brint and 
Karabel 1989; Desmond and López Turley 2009; Hogan and Perrucci 2020; Mur phy 
and Mur phy 2018). In addi tion, Latina/os are more likely than the aver age col lege 
stu dent to be employed while in school and to work more hours, which are asso ci ated 
with an increased risk of drop ping out (Nuñez 2009).2

However, they share many of these dis ad van tages with other dis ad van taged groups, 
nota bly Black women and men, who per form bet ter in terms of col lege enroll ment. 
This might appear perplexing but Black stu dents grad u ate from high school at higher 
rates and take more col lege pre pa ra tory clas ses than Latina/os, leav ing more Black 
stu dents bet ter qual i fied for col lege (Perna 2000). In addi tion, the early estab lish ment 
of his tor i cally Black col le ges and uni ver si ties (HBCUs) and the long time focus on 
edu ca tion to com bat rac ism has likely con trib uted to Black men and women’s rel a
tively high rates of col lege enroll ment (Bennett and Xie 2003; U.S. Department of 
Education 1991). Indeed, var i ous stud ies have shown that Black men and women are 
even more likely to attend col lege than Whites, net of socio eco nomic char ac ter is tics 
(Alexander et al. 1987; Bennett and Xie 2003; Rivkin 1995).

2 In addi tion, Latina/o indi vid u als are more likely than their White peers to delay col lege enroll ment, 
which has also been shown to reduce col lege per sis tence (Bozick and DeLuca 2005; Horn and Maw 1995; 
Nora and Crisp 2009; Snyder et al. 2006).
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However, it is not clear why Black stu dents would per form bet ter in col lege once 
enrolled than Latina/o stu dents. Black col lege stu dents are also likely to come from 
lowincome fam i lies and be firstgen er a tion stu dents (Nora and Crisp 2009). Although 
Latina/o stu dents are more likely to enroll in com mu nity col le ges, Black stu dents are 
more likely to enroll in forprofit col le ges (Cottom 2017). These insti tu tions are much 
more expen sive than com mu nity col le ges yet have sim i lar grad u a tion rates (Center for 
Analysis of Postsecondary Education and Employment 2018). Finally, the Black com
mu nity has his tor i cal and cur rent dis ad van tages that Latina/os do not, such as slav ery, 
Jim Crow, and con tinu ing antiBlack rac ism (Boutte and Bryan 2021; O’Connell 2012).

On the basis of this lit er a ture, we hypoth e size the fol low ing:

Hypothesis 2a: Enrollment dif fer ences will explain a larger pro por tion of the 
Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps than dif fer ences in 
col lege com ple tion given enroll ment.

Hypothesis 2b: Enrollment dif fer ences will explain a larger pro por tion of 
Black–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps than White–Latina/o col lege degree gaps.

The Burden of Noncitizenship

Latina/os are the larg est immi grant pop u la tion in the United States,3 and the his tory of 
Latina/o U.S. immi gra tion—as well as recent immi gra tion pat terns—has been docu
mented in detail.4 Latina/os have the low est nat u ral i za tion rates among all  immi grant 
sub pop u la tions (Budiman 2020), and this has likely had a neg a tive impact on their 
col lege enroll ment. It has also become increas ingly dif fi cult to gain cit i zen ship and, 
there fore, cit i zen ship has likely become an increas ingly impor tant expla na tion for col
lege enroll ment dif fer ences between Latina/os, Blacks, and Whites (Bloemraad 2006; 
GonzálezBarrera 2017; Hainmueller et al. 2018; Massey et al. 2015; Patler 2018).

Although aspi ra tions for col lege do not vary by cit i zen ship, high school drop out rates 
and col lege enroll ment do (Greenman and Hall 2013; Patler 2018). Because non cit i zen 
youth are vul ner a ble to depor ta tion, they are more likely than cit i zens to feel the pre car
i ous ness and inse cu rity of their posi tion, and it appears to affect their aca demic prep a
ra tion and suc cess in col lege (Abrego 2006). Additionally, noncitizenship sta tus can be 
dis rup tive to life course tran si tions from child hood to adult hood by requir ing non cit i zens 
to nav i gate hos tile and antiimmi grant con texts (Garcia 2019; Gonzales 2011).

Citizens are eli gi ble for fed eral finan cial aid and instate tuition at pub lic uni ver
si ties and do not have to fear depor ta tion (Oliverez et al. 2006).5 The impor tance of 
cit i zen ship is reflected in the mixed results of the DACA. Since DACA’s pas sage in 
2013, undoc u mented young adults who were brought to the United States as chil dren 

3 While recent esti ma tes show that, among newer arriv als, Asian immi grants out num ber Latina/o immi
grants, Latina/os remain the larg est for eignborn pop u la tion in the United States.
4 For a com pre hen sive his tory of Latina/o immi gra tion streams to the United States, the effects of immi
gra tion pol i cies, and the chang ing char ac ter is tics of immi grants enter ing the United States, see Garip 
(2012), Massey et al. (2015), Massey and Pren (2012), and Patler (2018).
5 Many states offer instate tuition to immi grants who are not cit i zens, but this is a recent devel op ment. 
California was the first state to pass this into law in 2001 (Mendoza and Shaikh 2019).

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/6/2053/1682168/2053dyer.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



2059The Role of Citizenship in Racial/Ethnic Access to Higher Education

(referred to as the 1.5 gen er a tion) have benefited from the relief of depor ta tion and 
improved work oppor tu ni ties, as well as access to higher edu ca tion; how ever, DACA 
does not pro vide cit i zen ship. Hsin and Ortega (2018) found that DACA immi grants 
were more likely to seek out employ ment than enroll in col lege—largely explained 
by the finan cial needs of their fam i lies. Programs like DACA may, in the ory, increase 
access to higher edu ca tion for Latina/o youth, but it appears that what they really 
need is improved access to cit i zen ship.

Citizenship sta tus has likely become more impor tant for col lege enroll ment in 
recent decades. From a com po si tional per spec tive, cit i zen ship has become more 
impor tant over time because of the large influx of Latina/o immi grants at the end of 
the twen ti eth cen tury and the begin ning of the twentyfirst (GonzálezBarrera 2017). 
A large pro por tion of these immi grants never nat u ral ized; there fore, the pro por tion 
of the Latina/o non cit i zen pop u la tion grew (see Figure 5). Moreover, on aver age, 
Latina/o non cit i zens have lower edu ca tional attain ment in com par i son to cit i zens 
(GonzálezBarrera 2017; Ramirez and Medina 2010).

From this lit er a ture, we hypoth e size the fol low ing:

Hypothesis 3a: Latina/o cit i zens will have higher bach e lor’s degree rates than 
non cit i zens.

Hypothesis 3b: Over time, as the pro por tion of non cit i zens grows, non cit i zen 
enroll ment dif fer ences will explain a higher pro por tion of racial/eth nic enroll ment 
gaps than enroll ment dif fer ences among cit i zens.

Data and Measures

Data

We use U.S. decen nial cen sus data from 1950 to 2010, in con junc tion with pooled 
ACS data from 2015 to 2017 (Ruggles et al. 2019). The ACS is a nation ally rep re
sen ta tive sur vey conducted annu ally by the U.S. Census Bureau between decen nial 
cen sus years. We use these data to ana lyze his tor i cal trends in Black–Latina/o and 
White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps. These data also allow us to assess the role 
of cit i zen ship and age at migra tion in edu ca tion gaps. Although the aver age age of 
col lege com ple tion con tin ues to increase, we limit our sam ple to indi vid u als aged 
25–29 because they con tinue to rep re sent the ages by which the major ity com plete 
col lege (Ma et al. 2020). However, Latina/os over all are at higher risk of the types of 
dis ad van tages that delay col lege attain ment (e.g., being first gen er a tion, being poor, 
and hav ing immi grant par ents). Therefore, online appen dix Figure A1 exam ines col
lege com ple tion rates for 28 to 32yearolds. We do not find sub stan tial dif fer ences 
between this older agegroup and the 25–29 agegroup used here.

Identifying the Latina/o Population

“His panic” is often used inter change ably with “Latina/o,” but the term for mally 
refers to native speak ers of Span ish or those who have Span ishspeak ing ances try. 
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This defi  ni tion is com monly referred to as the Span ish Rule and was used by cen sus 
offi cials to develop the His panic cat e gory dur ing the 1970s (Gratton and Gutmann 
2000). In con trast, the term “Latina/o” for mally refers to any one of Latin Amer i can 
ori gin or ances try, which includes the His panic pop u la tion, as well as those from such 
nonSpan ishspeak ing countries as Brazil. While the term His panic con tin ues to be a 
dom i nant one used by research ers and orga ni za tions, such as the U.S. Census, we use 
the term Latina/o to account for all  indi vid u als hav ing ances try in any of the Latin 
Amer i can countries, includ ing nat u ralborn cit i zens, nat u ral ized cit i zens, and non cit
i zens. We clas sify every one in our sam ple born in Mexico, Central America, Cuba, or 
South America as Latina/o. Our sam ple includes Latina/os born in the United States, 
as well as those born abroad.

Citizenship is a key var i able of inter est in this study. Although Latina/os rep re sent 
the larg est immi grant pop u la tion in the United States, not all  Latina/os in the United 
States are them selves immi grants and many are cit i zens. A large num ber are born to 
immi grant par ents or are mul ti gen er a tional, thus mak ing them nativeborn cit i zens. 
In addi tion, many immi grants become nat u ral ized cit i zens after enter ing the coun try, 
although this has become increas ingly dif fi cult over the last two decades (Bloemraad 
2006). To exam ine cit i zen ship, we con struct a sim ple binary cat e gory: cit i zen and 
non cit i zen. We define cit i zens as any indi vid ual born in the United States or abroad 
to native par ents, or who became a nat u ral ized cit i zen after enter ing the coun try.6 We 
define non cit i zens as those who were not born in the United States and did not nat
u ral ize, although they may have legal per ma nent res i dency. Because of data lim i ta
tions, we are unable to sep a rately exam ine those with legal sta tus and those with out. 
In addi tion, the 1960 decen nial cen sus did not ask about cit i zen ship sta tus. Therefore, 
in the third sec tion of the Results, we exclude all  respon dents from 1960 from the 
anal y sis.

Researchers have expressed con cern about the poten tial under count of the Latina/o 
pop u la tion prior to 1980 due to incon sis tent mea sure ment (Duncan and Trejo 2018; 
Jimenez 2018; Massey 2018; Mora 2014). Prior to the 1980s, esti mat ing the U.S. 
Latina/o pop u la tion was dif fi cult because the cen sus did not include a ques tion or 
cat e gory spe cifi  cally aimed at distinguishing Latina/o peo ple (Gratton and  Gutmann 
2000; Mora 2014). While this is still a con cern, IPUMS cre ated an approach, which 
they call the “His panic ori gin rule,” to har mo nize inconsistencies and opti mally cap
ture the full Latina/o pop u la tion (Gratton and Gutmann 2000; Ruggles et al. 2019). 
For cen sus years 1950–1970, IPUMS assigned His panic ori gin according to eight 
rules.7 We use this His panic ori gin var i able to cre ate our race/eth nic ity cat e gory and 
draw com par i sons between nonLatina/o Black, nonLatina/o White, and  Latina/o 

6 There are dif fer ences in the edu ca tional attain ment of nat u ralborn and nat u ral ized cit i zens. They are not 
large, how ever, and the pro por tion of nat u ral ized cit i zens is quite small: approx i ma tely 7% of the Latina/o 
pop u la tion are nat u ral ized cit i zens, com pared with 19% non cit i zens and 76% nat u ralborn cit i zens. For 
these rea sons, we com bined nat u ralborn and nat u ral ized cit i zens into one group (cit i zens).
7 The His panic Rule is used to delin eate per sons in the cen sus as His panic from 1950 to 1970 (Gratton and 
Gutmann 2000). IPUMS clas si fied indi vid u als as His panic if they met one of eight rules (Ruggles et al. 
2019). If a per son could be assigned to more than one rule, they were assigned to the low est (most robust) 
pos si ble. The low est rule applied to His pan ics is 1, which indi cates that they were born in Latin America 
or Spain or were born in states that were still con sid ered Mex i can ter ri tory before the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo in July of 1848. Rule 8 assigns indi vid u als as His panic if that per son is a rel a tive of a house holder 
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(includ ing White and Black) men and women prior to 1980. However, despite 
changes in cen sus mea sure ment strat e gies, Latina/os remain one of the most under
counted pop u la tions (Alsan and Yang 2018; O’Hare 2015, 2019).

Previous research has shown that the non cit i zen Latina/o pop u la tion (as well 
as those who live in mixedsta tus house holds) in the United States are less likely 
than Latina/o cit i zens to com plete the decen nial cen sus, because they do not trust 
gov ern ment author i ties and they fear depor ta tion (Duany 1992; Van Hook and 
Bean 1998). Latina/o non cit i zens are also more likely to be unsta bly housed and 
migrate for agri cul tural work, mak ing this pop u la tion more dif fi cult to enu mer ate 
(Bean et al. 2015; O’Hare 2019). This under count of non cit i zens may bias any 
results that exam ine cit i zen ship in our anal y sis. We are not  able to address this 
prob lem, but we note that any dif fer ences due to cit i zen ship in our find ings are 
likely con ser va tive and down wardly biased. Nonrespondents to the U.S. Census 
are more likely to be non cit i zens, and non cit i zens on aver age expe ri ence higher 
rates of pov erty and have lower edu ca tional attain ment than cit i zens (Govern
ment Accountability Office 2003). For exam ple, the aver age Latina/o agri cul tural 
worker has an eighthgrade edu ca tion, and a high pro por tion of agri cul tural work
ers are non cit i zens (Hernandez and Gabbard 2019). Consequently, the gap in edu
ca tional attain ment between Latina/o cit i zens and non cit i zens is likely larger than 
we pres ent in this study.

College Enrollment and College Completion

Our main out comes of inter est are col lege enroll ment and bach e lor’s degree com ple
tion among indi vid u als who enroll. The decen nial cen sus has not con sis tently mea
sured edu ca tion in the same way dur ing the time under obser va tion. From 1950 to 
1980, col lege edu ca tion was reported as years of col lege, and degree sta tus was not 
assigned. To limit pos si ble mea sure ment errors due to this change, we fol low a pro
ce dure suggested by Jaeger (1997) and used in sev eral stud ies (Autor et al. 2008; 
Schwartz and Mare 2005), which classifies (1) any one who reported less than one 
year of col lege or more as hav ing enrolled in col lege and (2) those with four years 
of col lege or more as hav ing a bach e lor’s degree or higher. From 1990 to 2017, 
we mea sure col lege attain ment as any degree com pleted at or above a bach e lor’s 
degree,8 includ ing a mas ter’s, pro fes sional, or doc toral degree. We do not dif fer en ti
ate between var i ous types of bach e lor’s degrees (e.g., Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of 
Science).9 We limit our col lege com ple tion given enroll ment var i able to only those 
who enrolled in col lege. We code those who com pleted a bach e lor’s degree or higher 

clas si fied His panic using rule 6 or 7. His panic ori gin has been asked in all  cen sus forms starting in 1980 
(Mora 2014).
8 For accu racy, we com pared our bach e lor’s degree mea sure with annual reports from both the National 
Center for Education Statistics and the U.S. Census Bureau and found that our share of the pop u la tion with 
a bach e lor’s degree is within one per cent age point of all  reports across every year in this study (Hussar 
et al. 2020; Ryan and Bauman 2016).
9 For brev ity, we use BA to indi cate all  bach e lor’s degrees in accor dance with other schol ars’ label ing 
schemes (Bailey and Dynarski 2011).
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as 1 and those who enrolled in col lege but did not com plete a bach e lor’s degree as 
0. We use this mea sure in our decom po si tion of Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o 
edu ca tion gaps, where we iden tify dif fer ences in col lege enroll ment and com ple tion 
given col lege enroll ment.

Analysis

Analytic Approach

We begin our anal y sis by exam in ing trends in the Black–Latina/o and White– 
Latina/o gaps in col lege attain ment over a 70year period. Next, we explain the 
prox i mate driv ers of these gaps by decomposing them into racial/eth nic dif fer
ences in col lege enroll ment ver sus racial/eth nic dif fer ences in col lege com ple tion 
given enroll ment. Finally, we explain the role of cit i zen ship in Black–Latina/o and 
White–Latina/o col lege enroll ment gaps by decomposing them by racial/eth nic dif
fer ences in cit i zens and non cit i zens’ enroll ment and the pro por tion of the pop u la tion 
who are cit i zens and non cit i zens. We are unable to dis tin guish between edu ca tion 
com pleted inside or out side of the United States prior to immi grat ing. To account 
for this prob lem, we add a sen si tiv ity anal y sis and repeat our decom po si tion anal y sis 
while lim it ing our sam ple to those who immi grated before age 14.

Decomposition Analysis

Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o College Completion Gaps

In the sec ond sec tion of Results, to exam ine the Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o  
col lege com ple tion gaps for the full pop u la tion in each time period from 1950 
to 2017, we decom pose the total Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o bach e lor’s 
degree gaps by dif fer ences in col lege enroll ment ver sus col lege com ple tion given 
enroll ment. Decompositionbased stud ies allow schol ars to sim u late coun ter
fac tual sce nar ios to explain sub group inequalities (Kitagawa 1955). We mea sure 
racial/eth nic gaps in abso lute val ues in pro por tions.10 The val ues in our decom
po si tion are based on sam ple means esti mated from U.S. Census data. Note that 

10 We mea sure racial/eth nic gaps in abso lute val ues in pro por tions for a few rea sons. These mea sures are 
inter nally con sis tent with the other fig ures in the arti cle and are eas ier for read ers to inter pret than rel a tive 
mea sures, such as odds ratios. In addi tion, for this type of decom po si tion, it is pref er a ble to use abso lute 
gaps. While rel a tive mea sures are impor tant, one prob lem with rely ing on them is that dur ing the early 
years of this study, the gaps between Lati nos and White and Black men are small because col lege com ple
tion was rare, regard less of race/eth nic ity. For exam ple, in 1950, 4.2% of White men and 1.1% of Lati nos 
com pleted col lege. The abso lute gap is 3.1 per cent age points, but the risk ratio indi cates that White men 
are nearly four times more likely than Lati nos to com plete col lege, which is accu rate. However, in 2000, 
the abso lute gap was 23 per cent age points between these groups, but the risk ratio indi cates that White men 
were only 3.5 times as likely to com plete col lege. If we used rel a tive gaps, edu ca tion dif fer ences between 
White men and Lati nos in 1950 and 2000 would appear to be rel a tively sim i lar, but we know that they have 
changed sig nifi  cantly, and the dif fer ences were much larger in 2000 than in 1950.
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these val ues do not reflect unob served coun ter fac tu als esti mated from regres sions. 
Decomposition meth ods are non causal and descrip tive in nature. Our goal is to 
describe the asso ci a tion of cit i zen ship dif fer ences with racial/eth nic edu ca tional 
inequal ity.

The total White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o gaps in bach e lor’s degree rates are 
decomposed into the sum of the two com po nents: col lege enroll ment dif fer ences 
and col lege com ple tion given enroll ment dif fer ences. We write the decom po si tion 
as fol lows:

BA Completion Gaps Enrollment Completion Given Enrollment

(BArg − BALg ) = (BALg | ELg )× (Erg − ELg )+ (Erg )× (BArg | Erg − BALg | ELg ),

where BA denotes bach e lor’s degree, r denotes Black or White, L denotes Latina/o, 
and g denotes male or female. If White or Black men and women have an edu ca tional 
advan tage over Latina/os, the gaps will be pos i tive, and if Latina/os have the advan
tage, then the gaps will be neg a tive.

To esti mate the role of col lege enroll ment in these gaps as opposed to the role 
of col lege com ple tion given enroll ment, we cal cu late the amount of the bach e lor’s 
degree gap that can be explained by White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o dif fer ences 
in col lege enroll ment in each period:

BA completion gaps explained by enrollment differences
= (BALg | ELg )× (Erg− ELg ),

where BALg | ELg is the pro por tion of Latina/os who grad u ate from col lege con di tional 
on their enroll ment in col lege and E is the pro por tion of the sub pop u la tion who enroll 
in col lege.

To esti mate the role of col lege com ple tion given enroll ment in the racial/eth nic 
gaps observed, we cal cu late the amount of the bach e lor’s degree gap that can be 
explained by White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o dif fer ences in col lege com ple tion 
given col lege enroll ment, in each time:

BA gaps explained by college completion differences
= (Erg )× (BArg | Erg− BALg | ELg ),

where Erg is the pro por tion of Black and White men and women who enroll in col lege 
and BArg | Erg is the pro por tion of the sub pop u la tion who grad u ate from col lege given 
that they enrolled in col lege.

Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o College Enrollment Gaps

In the third sec tion of Results, we esti mate the pro por tion of the Black–Latina/o 
and White–Latina/o col lege enroll ment gaps that can be explained by dif fer ences 
in enroll ment by cit i zen ship sta tus and com po si tion. We write the decom po si tion as 
fol lows:
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Enrollment Gap Noncitizen Enrollment Citizen Enrollment

(Erg − ELg ) =  (NCLg )  ×  (Erg | NCrg − ELg | NCLg ) + (CLg ) × (Erg |Crg − ELg |CLg ),

where E denotes col lege enroll ment, r denotes Black or White, L denotes Latina/o, 
and g denotes male or female.

To esti mate the role of non cit i zen enroll ment dif fer ences and the com po si tion of 
non cit i zens, we cal cu late the amount of the enroll ment gap that can be explained by 
White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o dif fer ences in col lege enroll ment among non cit
i zens in each period:

Enrollment gaps explained by differences in noncitizens’ enrollment 
and composition = (NCLg ) × (Erg | NCrg− ELg | NCLg ),

where NCLg denotes the non cit i zen rates of Latina/os and g is the enroll ment rate of 
non cit i zens. When non cit i zen rates are high or racial/eth nic non cit i zen enroll ment 
gaps are large, dif fer ences in enroll ment among non cit i zens will explain more of the 
racial/eth nic enroll ment gaps.

To esti mate the role of citizens’ enroll ment dif fer ences and the com po si tion of 
cit i zens, we cal cu late the amount of the enroll ment gap that can be explained by 
White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o dif fer ences in col lege enroll ment among cit i zens 
in each period:

Enrollment gaps explained by differences in citizens’ enrollment 
and composition = (CLg )× (Erg |Crg − ELg |CLg ),  

where CLg denotes the cit i zen ship rates of Latina/os and Erg | NCrg is the enroll ment 
rate of cit i zens. When cit i zen ship rates are high and/or racial/eth nic cit i zen enroll
ment gaps are large, dif fer ences in enroll ment among cit i zens will explain more of 
the racial/eth nic enroll ment gaps.

Results

Trends in Racial/Ethnic Educational Attainment and Gaps

Figure 1 shows trends in bach e lor’s degree com ple tion by race/eth nic ity and gen der.11 
Although women in all  three racial/eth nic categories had nearly the same col lege 
attain ment rates in 1950, White women rap idly diverged from Black women and 
Lati nas over time, and Black women’s edu ca tional attain ment increased at a higher 
rate than Lati nas’. White and Black women made their prin ci pal increases early 
(between 1950 and 1980), while Lati nas made their larg est gains more recently, from 
2000 to 2017.

11 Changes in col lege attain ment for women and men in each racial/eth nic cat e gory from 1950–1980, 
1980–2000, and 2000–2017 can be seen in greater detail in Table A1 in the online appen dix.
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Women in all  racial/eth nic groups increased their col lege attain ment more than 
men in the same racial/eth nic group. As we saw with women, men’s racial/eth nic 
gaps were small in 1950 and then rap idly grew over the study period. Men in all  three 
groups increased their col lege attain ment the most from 1950 to 1980. Lati nos are the 
only group to expe ri ence declines in col lege attain ment from 1980 to 2000. However, 
like Lati nas, Lati nos increased their col lege edu ca tion at a faster rate than White or 
Black men from 2000 to 2017.

Figure 2 reor ga nizes the infor ma tion in Figure 1 to high light the trends in the 
Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o bach e lor’s degree gaps from 1950 to 2017. The 
mag ni tude of the gap in edu ca tional attain ment between Black women and Lati nas 
has never been very large, but Black women have con sis tently held an advan tage in 
edu ca tional attain ment over Lati nas since 1960 (left panel). The White–Latina gaps 
are very dif fer ent. While White women and Lati nas had sim i lar edu ca tional attain
ment in 1950, White women rap idly outpaced Lati nas, despite Lati nas’ con sis tent 
attain ment increases in every decade after 1950. The recent narrowing of gaps from 
2010 to 2017 is due to Lati nas’ more rapid increase in bach e lor’s degree attain ment 
than that among Black and White women.

The col lege com ple tion gap trends between Black men and Lati nos vary from the 
other racial/eth nic gaps in the ear lier decades (1950–1990), when Black men and 
Lati nos either earned col lege degrees at the same rate or Lati nos earned degrees at 
higher rates than Black men; how ever, after 1990, Black men earned col lege degrees 
at higher rates than Lati nos (Figure 2, right panel). White men have con sis tently had 
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Fig. 1 Trends in the proportion of 25 to 29yearolds with a bachelor’s degree, by race/ethnicity and gender.  
Sources: 1950–2010 IPUMS and 2015–2017 ACS.
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higher degree rates than Lati nos, although the gaps grew sub stan tially over time. As 
with women, White–Latino and Black–Latino bach e lor’s degree gaps narrowed in 
2017. White–Latina/o edu ca tion gaps grew more rap idly than Black–Latina/o degree 
gaps and are still quite large (greater than 20 per cent age points for both men and 
women).

Differences in Enrollment and Completion as an Explanation for College  
Completion Gaps

Previous research has dem on strated how dif fer ences in col lege enroll ment and col lege 
com ple tion given enroll ment help explain dif fer ences in bach e lor’s degree rates between 
White and Black men and women (McDaniel et al. 2011). Here, we exam ine how these 
dif fer ences explain White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o col lege attain ment gaps.

Figure 3 shows trends in col lege enroll ment (top row) and col lege com ple tion 
given enroll ment (bot tom row) for men and women in all  three racial/eth nic groups. 
White men and women have con sis tently enrolled in and com pleted col lege at higher 
rates than both Latina/os and Black men and women (except for White women’s col
lege com ple tion rates in 1950). White–Latina/o enroll ment gaps were small in 1950, 
but grew pre cip i tously over time. Black women also expe ri enced higher growth rates 
in enroll ment than Lati nas after the 1950s, albeit to a smaller degree. Lati nos enrolled 
at higher rates than Black men from 1950 to 1970, but from 1980 onward, Black men 
enrolled in col lege at higher rates than Lati nos. Black–Latina/o enroll ment gaps have 
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Fig. 2 Trends in Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o bachelor’s degree gaps
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con sis tently been much smaller than the White–Latina/o gaps, although all  enroll
ment gaps declined slightly in 2017.

College com ple tion con di tional on enroll ment trends is very dif fer ent from enroll
ment trends. While enroll ment increased sub stan tially—if unequally—for all  groups 
since 1950, com ple tion rates have remained mostly flat for all  racialeth nic groups, 
with one nota ble excep tion: White women are the only group to expe ri ence large 
gains in col lege com ple tion con di tional on enroll ment. White men have con sis tently 
com pleted col lege at much higher rates than both Lati nos and Black men, and White 
women have maintained a sub stan tial col lege com ple tion advan tage over Lati nas and 
Black women since 1970. It is not sur pris ing that White stu dents com plete col lege at 
much higher rates than both Latina/o and Black stu dents given the dis ad van tages that 
both groups face rel a tive to White stu dents.

Based on the trends in Figure 3, it appears that col lege enroll ment dif fer ences 
explain more of the White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o edu ca tion gaps. Figure 4 
decom poses these two com po nents (enroll ment and com ple tion given enroll ment) 
to iden tify the mag ni tude of each more pre cisely. Enrollment dif fer ences explain the 
entirety of the Black–Latina/o col lege com ple tion gaps and, in some years, over
ex plain the gaps (Figure 4, left pan els). This means that in some years, if Latina/os 
had enrolled in col lege at the same rates as Black men and women, they would have 
had higher col lege degree rates than Black men and women. The only year when 
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Fig. 3 Trends in college enrollment and college degree completion given enrollment, by race/ethnicity 
and gender
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 com ple tion dif fer ences explained any of the Black–Latina/o edu ca tion gap is 1970. 
This find ing sug gests that Black men and women may have some advan tages in col
lege access, but both groups expe ri ence chal lenges that lower their like li hood of fin
ishing col lege rel a tive to their White peers.

White–Latina/o edu ca tion gaps, in con trast, reflect both enroll ment dif fer ences and 
com ple tion dif fer ences given enroll ment (Figure 4, right pan els). Although enroll
ment dif fer ences explain most of the col lege com ple tion gaps between Latina/os  
and White stu dents in almost every year exam ined, they do not explain the entirety, 
except for women in 1950 and 1960. Moreover, the pro por tion of the col lege com ple
tion gap explained by enroll ment decreased between 1950 and 2010. The only year 
when con di tional com ple tion explained more of the White–Latina gap than col lege 
enroll ment is 2017.

In sum mary, col lege enroll ment dif fer ences explain the major ity of the Black– 
Latina/o and White–Latina/o col lege attain ment gaps. What explains these White– 
Latina/o and Black–Latina/o enroll ment dif fer ences? We hypoth e sized that  cit i zen ship 
dif fer ences pro vide a key expla na tion. Throughout the study period, more than 95% 
of Black and White men and women were cit i zens (Table A2, online appen dix), while 
a very large pro por tion of the Latina/o pop u la tion were immi grants and non cit i zens 
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(rang ing from 48% to 89% across the study period). In the next sec tion, we exam
ine these cit i zen ship dif fer ences to eval u ate their rela tion ship to Latina/o col lege 
enroll ment.

Differences in Citizenship Rates as an Explanation for Differences in College Enrollment

Figure 5 shows the pro por tion of Latina/o cit i zens (left yaxis), as well as the pro
por tion of Latina/o indi vid u als with a bach e lor’s degree (right yaxis), by cit i zen ship 
sta tus. Although Latina/o cit i zens have represented the major ity of the U.S. Latina/o 
pop u la tion in most decades, cit i zen ship rates were at their highest in 1950. From 
1960 to 2000, Latina/o cit i zen ship rates declined, reaching a low of 53% and 48%, 
respec tively. Except for 1970, Lati nas have con sis tently had higher cit i zen ship rates 
than Lati nos.

From 1950 to 1970, Latina/o non cit i zens had higher col lege attain ment rates than 
cit i zens; how ever, after 1980, cit i zens over took non cit i zens, and the edu ca tion gap 
between them swiftly grew. These dif fer ences are impor tant, espe cially in the con text 
of declin ing cit i zen ship rates. As it became more chal leng ing for Latina/o immi grants 
to gain cit i zen ship, it also became more dif fi cult for non cit i zens to gain access to col
lege. Because the non cit i zen pop u la tion was so large and grow ing, the edu ca tional 
prog ress that Latina/o cit i zens were mak ing dur ing this time was obscured.

Figure 6 shows trends in col lege enroll ment (top row) and col lege com ple tion 
given enroll ment (bot tom row) for Latina/o cit i zens and non cit i zens. Overall, in early 
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Fig. 5 Trends in Latina/o citizenship and bachelor’s degree rates, by citizenship and gender
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decades, both groups had sim i lar and low col lege enroll ment rates; how ever, over 
time, Latina/o cit i zens increas ingly enrolled in col lege at higher rates than non cit i
zens. For Latina non cit i zens, col lege enroll ment slowly increased while Latino non
cit i zens expe ri enced declines in col lege enroll ment until 2017. This sug gests that the 
impor tance of cit i zen ship for col lege enroll ment grew over time.

We observe a very dif fer ent pat tern for col lege com ple tion given enroll ment 
trends. Despite some var i a tion, Latina/o cit i zens and non cit i zens have had roughly 
sim i lar col lege com ple tion rates given enroll ment rates. Citizenship appears to pro
vide bet ter access to col lege, but does not increase Latina/o cit i zens’ like li hood of 
grad u at ing. These find ings are sim i lar to Black–Latina/o enroll ment and com ple
tion given enroll ment gaps observed in Figure 3. It appears that Black and Latina/o  
stu dents—regard less of race/eth nic ity or cit i zen ship—are dis ad van taged in very sim
i lar ways once enrolled in col lege, and this low ers their like li hood of com plet ing 
col lege rel a tive to White stu dents.

Figure 7 dis plays the pro por tion of the White–Latina/o and Black–Latina/o col
lege enroll ment gaps that can be explained by dif fer ences in the enroll ment rates of 
cit i zens and non cit i zens, and the com po si tion of each group. Differences in non cit i
zen enroll ment explained a small pro por tion of the White–Latina/o enroll ment gaps 
from 1950 to 1970, but grew sig nifi  cantly over time. Since 1990, the pro por tion of 
the enroll ment gaps explained by non cit i zen enroll ment dif fer ences has remained rel
a tively sta ble at approx i ma tely 70%.

Turning to the Black–Latina/o col lege enroll ment, dif fer ences in non cit i zen 
enroll ment explain nearly all  of the Black–Latina enroll ment gaps in every year. If 
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Lati nas had the same cit i zen ship rates as Black women, Lati nas would have had the 
same enroll ment rates as Black women. The pat tern is very sim i lar for Black men 
and Lati nos, except that dur ing some decades, non cit i zen enroll ment over ex plains  
Black–Latino enroll ment gaps. Lati nos would have had the same enroll ment or higher 
enroll ment rates than Black men.

Overall, we find that as Latina/o cit i zen ship declined, the pro por tion of racial/eth
nic enroll ment gaps that could be explained by the enroll ment dif fer ences of non
cit i zens increased sub stan tively, and the pro por tion of racial/eth nic enroll ment gaps 
that could be explained by the enroll ment dif fer ences of cit i zens declined. Latina/o 
non cit i zens have very low col lege enroll ment rates and, over time, they became a 
large pro por tion of the Latina/o pop u la tion. Although enroll ment dif fer ences among 
cit i zens declined dur ing this time, the racial/eth nic gaps in cit i zen ship rates meant  
that the enroll ment prog ress of Latina/o cit i zens was obscured. In the online appendix, 
we con duct a sen si tiv ity anal y sis to account for dif fer ences that may arise from age 
at migra tion. Those who immi grated at youn ger ages may be more likely than those 
who immi grate in young adult hood to enroll in col lege regard less of cit i zen ship sta
tus (Beck et al. 2012; Gonzalez 2003). Although there are dif fer ences in mag ni tude, 
the results sup port our pre vi ous find ings and con clu sion that access to cit i zen ship is 
instru men tal in Latina/o access to higher edu ca tion
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Fig. 7 Decomposition of racial/ethnic college enrollment gaps, by citizenship differences. The 1960 decennial 
census did not ask about citizenship status, therefore we exclude all respondents from 1960 from the analysis.
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Discussion

Across the study period, col lege com ple tion grew in social and eco nomic impor tance. 
Individuals with a bach e lor’s degree earn higher wages, have lon ger life expec tancy, 
and have increased inter gen er a tional mobil ity than those who do not (Hout 2012). 
Yet, at the same time, edu ca tional inequal ity grew between Latina/os and Black and 
White men and women. Previous schol ar ship pro vi des some insight into these gaps, 
such as the higher child hood pov erty rate and the lower high school grad u a tion rates 
of Latina/o fam i lies (Kanno and Varghese 2010; Nora and Crisp 2009). We add to 
this lit er a ture by dem on strat ing that dif fer ences in enroll ment explain the major ity of 
racial/eth nic bach e lor’s degree gaps and that dif fer ences in cit i zen ship rates explain 
gaps in enroll ment.

We extend pre vi ous schol ar ship with four main con tri bu tions. First, we show 
how Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o col lege com ple tion gaps devel oped over 
a 70year period, from rel a tive par ity in 1950 to large gaps later. Racial/eth nic gaps 
in bach e lor’s degree attain ment can occur at two points: inequalities in col lege 
enroll ment and inequalities in col lege com ple tion given enroll ment. This leads to 
our sec ond find ing that dif fer ences in col lege enroll ment explain the major ity of the 
White–Latina/o edu ca tion gaps in nearly every decade, although dif fer ences in col
lege com ple tion given enroll ment have grown over time. Differences in enroll ment 
explain nearly all  Black–Latina/o col lege edu ca tion gaps, and in some decades, 
col lege enroll ment dif fer ences over ex plain these gaps. Therefore, if col lege enroll
ment rates were equal between Black men and women and Latina/os, the lat ter 
would have higher bach e lor’s degree rates than their Black peers.

Third, we show that Latina/o cit i zens increas ingly enrolled in col lege at much 
higher rates than Latina/o non cit i zens after 1980, but that there is lit tle or no sub
stan tive dif fer ence between cit i zens and non cit i zens for col lege com ple tion con di
tional on enroll ment. These find ings sup port Patler’s (2018) work on the “cit i zen ship 
advan tage” for the tran si tion to col lege, although this advan tage does not appear to 
apply to col lege com ple tion once enrolled.

Finally, we find that cit i zen ship rates explain or over ex plain Black–Latina/o 
col lege enroll ment dif fer ences. We also find that the impor tance of cit i zen ship dif
fer ences increased over time. This is due to Latina/o cit i zens hav ing higher rates 
of col lege enroll ment than Black cit i zens and the enor mous dif fer ences in cit i zen
ship rates between Latina/o and Black pop u la tions. The trends are sim i lar for the 
White–Latina/o enroll ment gaps, but smaller in mag ni tude. Through these results, we 
show that cit i zen ship is an impor tant fac tor for explaining edu ca tional inequalities 
in the United States. Our find ings offer a poten tial expla na tion for the mixed effects 
of DACA for edu ca tional attain ment found by Hsin and Ortega (2018). It does not 
appear to be suf fi cient to legally allow non cit i zens to enroll in col lege. Instead, these 
stu dents need a path to cit i zen ship before they can enroll.

As with most schol arly work, there are lim i ta tions to our study. It is noto ri ously 
dif fi cult to obtain an accu rate count of the Latina/o pop u la tion because of the pre car
i ous posi tion of undoc u mented immi grants. The lack of a stan dard ized mea sure of 
Latina/os in the early years of this study period com pounds this prob lem. However, 
these data col lec tion chal lenges likely bias our results down ward, mean ing that if 
all  Latina/os in the United States were accu rately enu mer ated, the White–Latina/o 
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and Black–Latina/o dif fer ences in edu ca tional attain ment would be even larger and 
 cit i zen ship dif fer ences would explain even more of the edu ca tional gaps than we 
report. In addi tion, we do not address immi grant selec tiv ity or changes in selec tiv ity— 
that is, the dif fer ent rea sons or char ac ter is tics of indi vid u als that moti vate immi grants 
to leave their home coun try—over time. Indeed, con texts of exit—such as edu ca tion, 
dis tance from the United States, and polit i cal repres sion—are pow er ful indi ca tors 
of which seg ment of a coun try’s pop u la tion migrates (Feliciano 2005, 2018). Some 
indi vid u als immi grate to the United States to attend col lege, while oth ers come after 
they have com pleted their post sec ond ary edu ca tion, in search of bet ter employ ment 
oppor tu ni ties. Both fac tors have effects on our find ings that we are unable to iden tify 
in this study.

Future work should fur ther exam ine how cit i zen ship shapes other edu ca tional 
inequalities in the United States. Latina/os are not a mono lithic group, and there 
is likely a great deal of var i a tion in both cit i zen ship rates and edu ca tional attain
ment between Latina/o sub groups. Education schol ars could sep a rate out the dif
fer ent regions from which Latina/os immi grate, as well as the dif fer ent regions 
in which they set tle in the United States, and exam ine how these dif fer ences 
inter act with access to cit i zen ship and pre dict edu ca tional attain ment. In addi tion, 
future research that can incor po rate fam ily socio eco nomic sta tus could dis en tan
gle the rela tion ship between socio eco nomic sta tus, cit i zen ship, and edu ca tion. 
Although the future of DACA is uncer tain, we still have a great deal to learn 
about the rela tion ship between DACA (or sim i lar types of pro grams) and edu ca
tional attain ment.

Finally, although Latina/o and Asian pop u la tions have very dif fer ent immi gra tion 
his to ries, com par a tive research on the asso ci a tion between cit i zen ship and edu ca
tional attain ment is lacking. Studies in this area would yield impor tant insights for 
two of the larg est immi grant groups in the United States on how some immi gra tion 
pol i cies hyperselect immi grants and how pol icy dif fer ences have affected the edu ca
tional achieve ment of these two racial/eth nic groups.

Our find ings sug gest that exam in ing the edu ca tional attain ment of the total  
Latina/o pop u la tion—with out account ing for the large dif fer ences in cit i zen ship rates 
between Latina/o and the White and Black pop u la tions—obscures the over all higher 
attain ment of Latina/o cit i zens rel a tive to non cit i zens, as well as the prog ress that 
Latina/o cit i zens have made in recent decades. Our results also indi cate that con tin
ued atten tion and addi tional resources are nec es sary to help dis ad van taged stu dents 
grad u ate after they have entered col lege. ■

Acknowledgments  This research was supported in part by the NAEd/Spencer Dissertation Fellowship, 
an NICHD cen ter grant (P2CHD041028), and an NICHD train ing grant (T32HD007339) to the Population 
Studies Center at the University of Michigan. This mate rial is based on work supported by the National 
Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship Program (DGE 1841052). Any opin ions, find ings, and 
con clu sions or rec om men da tions expressed are those of the authors and do not nec es sar ily reflect the 
views of the National Science Foundation. The authors thank Deirdre Bloome, Davis Daumler, Lauren 
Duquette-Rury, Elly Field, Sylvia Hurtado, Erin Ice, Garrett Pace, Fabian Pfeffer, the Stone Center for 
Inequality Dynamics, and mem bers of the Inequality, Demography and Family Workshop for valu able 
com ments on this paper. Early ver sions of this paper were presented at the 2019 annual meet ing of the 
Amer i can Sociological Association in New York City.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/6/2053/1682168/2053dyer.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



2074 S. Dyer and G. Román-Torres

References

Abrego, L. J. (2006). “I can’t go to col lege because I don’t have papers”: Incorporation pat terns of Latino 
undoc u mented youth. Latino Studies, 4, 212–231

Alexander, K. L., Holupka, S., & Pal las, A. M. (1987). Social back ground and aca demic deter mi nants of 
twoyear ver sus fouryear col lege atten dance: Evidence from two cohorts a decade apart. Amer i can 
Journal of Education, 96, 56–80.

Alon, S., Domina, T., & Tienda, M. (2010). Stymied mobil ity or tem po rary lull? The puz zle of lag ging 
His panic col lege degree attain ment. Social Forces, 88, 1807–1832.

Alsan, M., & Yang, C. (2018). Fear and the safety net: Evidence from secure com mu ni ties (NBER Working 
Paper 24731). Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.

Alvarado, S. (2016). Delayed dis ad van tage: Neighborhood con text and child devel op ment. Social Forces, 
94, 1847–1877.

Arbona, C., & Nora, A. (2007). The influ ence of aca demic and envi ron men tal fac tors on His panic col lege 
degree attain ment. Review of Higher Education, 30, 247–269.

Autor, D., Goldin, C., & Katz, L. F. (2020). Extending the race between edu ca tion and tech nol ogy. AEA 
Papers and Proceedings, 110, 347–351.

Autor, D. H., Katz, L. F., & Kearney, M. S. (2008). Trends in U.S. wage inequal ity: Revising the revi sion
ists. Review of Economics and Statistics, 90, 300–323.

Bailey, M. J., & Dynarski, S. M. (2011). Gains and gaps: Changing inequal ity in U.S. col lege entry and 
com ple tion (NBER Working Paper 17633). Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.

Baum, S. (2014). Higher edu ca tion earn ings pre mium: Value, var i a tion, and trends (Report). Washington, 
DC: Urban Institute.

Baum, S., Kurose, C., & Ma, J. (2013). How col lege shapes lives: Understanding the issues (Trends in 
Higher Education Series report). New York, NY: College Board.

Bean, F. D., Brown, S. K., & Bachmeier, J. D. (2015). Parents with out papers: The prog ress and pit falls of 
Mex i can Amer i can inte gra tion. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Beck, A., Corak, M., & Tienda, M. (2012). Age at immi gra tion and the adult attain ments of child migrants 
to the United States. Annals of the Amer i can Academy of Political and Social Science, 643, 134–159.

Bennett, P. R., & Xie, Y. (2003). Revisiting racial dif fer ences in col lege atten dance: The role of his tor i cally 
Black col le ges and uni ver si ties. Amer i can Sociological Review, 68, 567–580.

Bloemraad, I. (2006). Becoming a cit i zen in the United States and Canada: Structured mobi li za tion and 
immi grant polit i cal incor po ra tion. Social Forces, 85, 667–695.

Boutte, G., & Bryan, N. (2021). When will Black chil dren be well? Interrupting antiBlack vio lence in 
early child hood class rooms and schools. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 22, 232–243.

Bozick, R., & DeLuca, S. (2005). Better late than never? Delayed enroll ment in the high school to col lege 
tran si tion. Social Forces, 84, 531–554.

Brand, J. E., & Xie, Y. (2010). Who ben e fits most from col lege? Evidence for neg a tive selec tion in het ero
ge neous eco nomic returns to higher edu ca tion. Amer i can Sociological Review, 75, 273–302.

Brint, S., & Karabel, J. (1989). The diverted dream: Community col le ges and the prom ise of edu ca tional 
oppor tu nity in America, 1900–1985. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Budiman, A. (2020). Key find ings about U.S. immi grants (Report). Washington, DC: Pew Research 
Center. Retrieved from https:  /  /www  .pewresearch  .org  /fact  tank  /2020  /08  /20  /key  findings  about  u  s   
immigrants  /

Cebulko, K. (2014). Documented, undoc u mented, and liminally legal: Legal sta tus dur ing the tran si tion to 
adult hood for 1.5gen er a tion Brazilian immi grants. Sociological Quarterly, 55, 143–167.

Center for Analysis of Postsecondary Education and Employment. (2018). For-profit col le ges by the num-
bers. Retrieved from https:  /  /capseecenter  .org  /research  /by  the  numbers  /for  profit  college  infographic  /

Cottom, T. M. (2017). Lower ed: The trou bling rise of for-profit col le ges in the new econ omy. New York, 
NY: The New Press.

Desmond, M., & López Turley, R. N. (2009). The role of fam i lism in explaining the His panic White col
lege appli ca tion gap. Social Problems, 56, 311–334.

Donato, R., Menchaca, M., & Valencia, R. R. (1991). Segregation, deseg re ga tion, and inte gra tion of 
 Chi cano stu dents: Problems and pros pects. In R. R. Valencia (Ed.), Chi cano school fail ure and suc
cess: Research and pol icy agen das for the 1990s (pp. 27–63). London, UK: Falmer Press.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/6/2053/1682168/2053dyer.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/20/key-findings-about-u-s-immigrants/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/20/key-findings-about-u-s-immigrants/
https://capseecenter.org/research/by-the-numbers/for-profit-college-infographic/


2075The Role of Citizenship in Racial/Ethnic Access to Higher Education

Driscoll, A. K., Biggs, M. A., Brindis, C. D., & Yankah, E. (2001). Adolescent Latino repro duc tive health: 
A review of the lit er a ture. His panic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 23, 255–326.

Duany, J. (1992). The cen sus under count, the under ground econ omy, and undoc u mented migra tion: The 
case of Domin i cans in Santurce, Puerto Rico: Final Report for Joint Statistical Agreement 9009 
(Ethnographic Evaluation of the 1990 Decennial Census Report Series, Report No. 17). Washington, 
DC: Center for Survey Methods Research, Bureau of the Census.

Duncan, B., & Trejo, S. J. (2018). Identifying the latergen er a tion descen dants of U.S. immi grants: Issues 
aris ing from selec tive eth nic attri tion. Annals of the Amer i can Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 677, 131–138.

Engle, J., & Tinto, V. (2008). Moving beyond access: College suc cess for low-income, first-gen er a tion 
stu dents (Report). Washington, DC: Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education.

Feliciano, C. (2005). Educational selec tiv ity in U.S. immi gra tion: How do immi grants com pare to those 
left behind? Demography, 42, 131–152.

Feliciano, C. (2018). How fam ily, immi grant group, and school con texts shape eth nic edu ca tional dispari
ties. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 41, 189–209.

Feliciano, C., & Rumbaut, R. G. (2005). Gendered paths: Educational and occu pa tional expec ta tions and 
out comes among adult chil dren of immi grants. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 28, 1087–1118.

Fletcher, J., & Tienda, M. (2010). Race and eth nic dif fer ences in col lege achieve ment: Does high school 
attended mat ter? Annals of the Amer i can Academy of Political and Social Science, 627, 144–166.

Fraga, L. R., Garcia, J. A., Hero, R. E., JonesCorrea, M., MartinezEbers, V., & Segura, G. M. (2010). 
Latino lives in America: Making it home. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.

Fry, R. (2002). Lati nos in higher edu ca tion: Many enroll, too few grad u ate (Report). Washington, DC: 
Pew His panic Center.

Fry, R. A. (2005). Recent changes in the entry of His panic and White youth into col lege (Report). Washington,  
DC: Pew His panic Center.

Gándara, P., & Mordechay, K. (2017). Demographic change and the new (and not so new) chal lenges for 
Latino edu ca tion. Educational Forum, 81, 148–159.

García, A. S. (2019). Legal pass ing: Navigating undoc u mented life and local immi gra tion law. Oakland: 
University of California Press.

Garip, F. (2012). Discovering diverse mech a nisms of migra tion: The Mexico–U.S. stream 1970–2000. 
Population and Development Review, 38, 393–433.

Goldin, C., & Katz, L. F. (2009). The race between edu ca tion and tech nol ogy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press.

Gonzales, R. G. (2011). Learning to be ille gal: Undocumented youth and shifting legal con texts in the tran
si tion to adult hood. Amer i can Sociological Review, 76, 602–619.

Gonzalez, A. (2003). The edu ca tion and wages of immi grant chil dren: The impact of age at arrival. 
Economics of Education Review, 22, 203–212.

GonzálezBarrera, A. (2017). Mex i cans among least likely immi grants to become Amer i can cit i zens: 
Among Mex i cans, desire is high, but about half cite lan guage, cost bar ri ers (Report). Washington, 
DC: Pew Research Center.

Gordon, L. W. (2005). Trends in the gen der ratio of immi grants to the United States. International 
Migration Review, 39, 796–818.

Government Accountability Office. (2003). Decennial cen sus: Lessons learned for locat ing and counting 
migrant and sea sonal farm work ers (Report No. GAO03605). Retrieved from https:  /  /www  .gao  .gov 
 /assets  /gao  03  605  .pdf

Gratton, B., & Gutmann, M. P. (2000). His pan ics in the United States, 1850–1990: Estimates of pop u la tion 
size and national ori gin. Historical Methods, 33, 137–153.

Greenman, E., & Hall, M. (2013). Legal sta tus and edu ca tional tran si tions for Mex i can and Central  
Amer i can immi grant youth. Social Forces, 91, 1475–1498.

Hainmueller, J., Lawrence, D., Gest, J., Hotard, M., Koslowski, R., & Laitin, D. D. (2018). A ran dom
ized con trolled design reveals bar ri ers to cit i zen ship for lowincome immi grants. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 115, 939–944.

Hernandez, T., & Gabbard, S. (2019). Findings from the National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS) 
2015–2016: A demo graphic and employ ment pro file of United States farm work ers (Research Report 
No. 13). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/6/2053/1682168/2053dyer.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-03-605.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-03-605.pdf


2076 S. Dyer and G. Román-Torres

Hirschman, C. (2016). From high school to col lege: Gender, immi grant gen er a tion, and raceeth nic ity. 
New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Hogan, R., & Perrucci, C. C. (2020). Earnings inequal ity in 2016 among Anglos, Latinxs, and Blacks.  
His panic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 42, 363–380.

Horn, L., & Maw, C. (1995). Minority undergraduate participation in postsecondary education (Statistical 
Analysis Report, No. ED 1.310/2:383276). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics.

Hout, M. (2012). Social and eco nomic returns to col lege edu ca tion in the United States. Annual Review of 
Sociology, 38, 379–400.

Hsin, A., & Ortega, F. (2018). The effects of deferred action for child hood arriv als on the edu ca tional out
comes of undoc u mented stu dents. Demography, 55, 1487–1506.

Hussar, B., Zhang, J., Hein, S., Wang, K., Roberts, A., Cui, J., . . .  Dilig, R. (2020). The con di tion of 
edu ca tion 2020 (NCES Report No. 2020144). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from https:  /  /nces  .ed  .gov  /pubsearch  /pubsinfo  .asp 
 ?pubid=2020144

Jaeger, D. A. (1997). Reconciling the old and new cen sus bureau edu ca tion ques tions: Recommendations 
for research ers. Journal of Business & Economic Statistics, 15, 300–309.

Jimenez, T. R. (2018). Tracking a chang ing America across the gen er a tions after immi gra tion. Annals of 
the Amer i can Academy of Political and Social Science, 677, 119–130.

Kanno, Y., & Varghese, M. M. (2010). Immigrant and ref u gee ESL stu dents’ chal lenges to accessing four
year col lege edu ca tion: From lan guage pol icy to edu ca tional pol icy. Journal of Language, Identity, 
and Education, 9, 310–328.

Kitagawa, E. M. (1955). Components of a dif fer ence between two rates. Journal of the Amer i can Statistical 
Association, 50, 1168–1194.

Ku, L., & Matani, S. (2001). Left out: Immigrants’ access to health care and insur ance. Health Affairs, 
20(1), 247–256.

Ma, J., Pender, M., & Welch, M. (2020). Education pays 2019: The ben e fits of higher edu ca tion for indi vid-
u als and soci ety (Trends in Higher Education Series report). New York, NY: College Board. Retrieved 
from https:  /  /research  .collegeboard  .org  /media  /pdf  /education  pays  2019  full  report  .pdf

Massey, D. S. (2018). Finding the lost gen er a tion: Identifying sec ondgen er a tion immi grants in fed eral 
sta tis tics. Annals of the Amer i can Academy of Political and Social Science, 677, 96–104.

Massey, D. S., Durand, J., & Pren, K. A. (2015). Border enforce ment and return migra tion by documented 
and undoc u mented Mex i cans. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 41, 1015–1040.

Massey, D. S., & Pren, K. A. (2012). Unintended con se quences of U.S. immi gra tion pol icy: Explaining the 
post1965 surge from Latin America. Population and Development Review, 38, 1–29.

McDaniel, A., DiPrete, T. A., Buchmann, C., & Shwed, U. (2011). The Black gen der gap in edu ca tional 
attain ment: Historical trends and racial com par i sons. Demography, 48, 889–914.

Mendoza, G. S., & Shaikh, N. (2019). Tuition ben e fits for immi grants (NCSL report). Washington, DC: 
Immigrant Policy Project, National Conference of State Legislators.

Mora, G. C. (2014). Crossfield effects and eth nic clas si fi ca tion: The institutionalization of His panic 
panethnicity, 1965 to 1990. Amer i can Sociological Review, 79, 183–210.

Mur phy, J. P., & Mur phy, S. A. (2018). Get ready, get in, get through: Factors that influ ence Latino col lege 
stu dent suc cess. Journal of Lati nos and Education, 17, 3–17.

National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine. (2015). The inte gra tion of immi grants into 
Amer i can soci ety (M. C. Walters & M. G. Pineau, Eds.). Washington, DC: National Academies Press.

NoeBustamante, L., Mora, L., & Lopez, M. H. (2020). About oneinfour U.S. His pan ics have heard of 
Latinx, but just 3% of U.S. His pan ics use it: Young His panic women among the most likely to use the 
term (Report). Washington, DC: Pew Research Center. Retrieved from https:  /  /www  .pewresearch  .org  /
hispanic  /wp  content  /uploads  /sites  /5  /2020  /08  /PHGMD_2020  .08  .11_Latinx_FINAL  .pdf

Nora, A., & Crisp, G. (2009). His pan ics and higher edu ca tion: An over view of research, the ory, and prac
tice. In J. C. Smart (Ed.), Higher edu ca tion: Handbook of the ory and research (Vol. 24, pp. 317–353). 
New York, NY: Springer Science+Business Media.

Nuñez, A. M. (2009). Latino stu dents’ tran si tions to col lege: A social and intercultural cap i tal per spec tive. 
Harvard Educational Review, 79, 22–48.

O’Connell, H. A. (2012). The impact of slav ery on racial inequal ity in pov erty in the con tem po rary U.S. 
South. Social Forces, 90, 713–734.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/6/2053/1682168/2053dyer.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024

https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2020144
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2020144
https://research.collegeboard.org/media/pdf/education-pays-2019-full-report.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2020/08/PHGMD_2020.08.11_Latinx_FINAL.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2020/08/PHGMD_2020.08.11_Latinx_FINAL.pdf


2077The Role of Citizenship in Racial/Ethnic Access to Higher Education

O’Hare, W. P. (2015). Potential explanations for the high net undercount of young children in the  
U.S. Census. In The undercount of young children in the U.S. decennial census (pp. 83–107). Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer International Publishing.

O’Hare, W. P. (2019). Census cov er age of the His panic pop u la tion. In Differential under counts in the U.S. 
cen sus: Who is missed? (pp. 71–82). Cham, Switzerland: Springer Nature.

Oliverez, P. M., Chavez, M. L., Soriano, M., & Tierney, W. G. (Eds.). (2006). The col lege & finan cial aid 
guide for: AB540 undoc u mented immi grant stu dents. Los Angeles: The AB 540 College Access Net
work, Center for Higher Education Policy Analysis, University of Southern California.

Oreopoulos, P., & Petronijevic, U. (2013). Making col lege worth it: A review of the returns to higher edu
ca tion. Future of Children, 23(1), 41–65.

Ovink, S. M. (2014). “They always call me an invest ment”: Gendered fam i lism and Latino/a col lege path
ways. Gender & Society, 28, 265–288.

Page, L. C., & ScottClayton, J. (2016). Improving col lege access in the United States: Barriers and pol icy 
responses. Economics of Education Review, 51, 4–22.

Parrado, E. A., & Flippen, C. A. (2005). Migration and gen der among Mex i can women. Amer i can 
Sociological Review, 70, 606–632.

Patler, C. (2018). Citizen advan tage, undoc u mented dis ad van tage, or both? The com par a tive edu ca tional 
out comes of sec ond and 1.5gen er a tion Latino young adults. International Migration Review, 52, 
1080–1110.

Perna, L. W. (2000). Differences in the deci sion to attend col lege among Afri can Amer i cans, His pan ics, 
and Whites. Journal of Higher Education, 71, 117–141.

Ramirez, R., & Medina, O. (2010). Catalysts and bar ri ers to attaining cit i zen ship: An anal y sis of ya es 
hora ¡CIUDADANIA! (NCLR report). Washington, DC: National Council of La Raza.

Rivkin, S. G. (1995). Black/White dif fer ences in school ing and employ ment. Journal of Human Resources, 
30, 826–852.

Rodriguez, C. (2016). Experiencing ‘ille gal ity’ as a fam ily? Immigration enforce ment, social pol i cies, and 
dis courses targeting Mex i can mixedsta tus fam i lies. Sociology Compass, 10, 706–717.

Ruggles, S., Flood, S., Goeken, R., Schouweiler, M., & Sobek, M. (2019). IPUMS USA: Version 12.0 
[Data set]. Minneapolis, MN: IPUMS. https:  /  /doi  .org  /10  .18128  /D010  .V12  .0

Ryan, C. L., & Bauman, K. (2016). Educational attain ment in the United States: 2015 (Current Population 
Reports, No. P20578). Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. 

Sabogal, F., Marín, G., OteroSabogal, R., Marín, B. V., & PerezStable, E. J. (1987). His panic fam i
lism and accul tur a tion: What changes and what doesn’t? His panic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 
9, 397–412.

Saenz, R., Douglas, K. M., Embrick, D. G., & Sjoberg, G. (2007). Pathways to down ward mobil ity: The 
impact of schools, wel fare, and pris ons on peo ple of color. In H. Vera & J. R. Feagin (Eds.), Handbook 
of the soci ol ogy of racial and eth nic rela tions (pp. 373–409). New York, NY: Springer Science+Busi
ness Media.

Saenz, V. B., & Ponjuan, L. (2009). The vanishing Latino male in higher edu ca tion. Journal of His panic 
Higher Education, 8, 54–89.

SalisReyes, N. A., & Nora, A. (2012). Lost among the data: A review of Latino first gen er a tion col-
lege stu dents (White paper). Washington, DC: His panic Association of Colleges and Universities. 
Retrieved from https:  /  /vtechworks  .lib  .vt  .edu  /bitstream  /handle  /10919  /83075  /LostAmongtheData  .pdf 
 ?sequence=1&isAllowed=y”

Schneider, B., Martinez, S., & Owens, A. (2006). Barriers to edu ca tional oppor tu ni ties for His pan ics in the 
United States. In M. Tienda & F. Mitchell (Eds.), His pan ics and the future of America (pp. 179–227). 
Washington, DC: National Academies Press.

Schwartz, C. R., & Mare, R. D. (2005). Trends in edu ca tional assortative mar riage from 1940 to 2003. 
Demography, 42, 621–646.

Snyder, T. D., Tan, A. G., & Hoffman, C. M. (2006). Digest of edu ca tion sta tis tics 2005 (NCES Report No. 
2006–030). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.

U.S. Department of Education. (1991). Historically Black col le ges and uni ver si ties and higher edu ca
tion deseg re ga tion (Report). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights. 
Retrieved from https:  /  /nature  .berkeley  .edu  /agroecologylab  /wp  content  /uploads  /2020  /06  /Historically 
 Black  Colleges  and  Universities  and  Higher  Education  Desegregation  .pdf

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/6/2053/1682168/2053dyer.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024

https://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V12.0
https://vtechworks.lib.vt.edu/bitstream/handle/10919/83075/LostAmongtheData.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y”
https://vtechworks.lib.vt.edu/bitstream/handle/10919/83075/LostAmongtheData.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y”
https://nature.berkeley.edu/agroecologylab/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Historically-Black-Colleges-and-Universities-and-Higher-Education-Desegregation.pdf
https://nature.berkeley.edu/agroecologylab/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Historically-Black-Colleges-and-Universities-and-Higher-Education-Desegregation.pdf


2078 S. Dyer and G. Román-Torres

Van Hook, J., & Bean, F. D. (1998). Estimating unau tho rized Mex i can migra tion to the United States: 
Issues and results. In Binational Study on Migration Project (Ed.), Migration between Mexico and 
the United States: Research reports and back ground mate ri als (Vol. 2, pp. 511–550). Mexico City: 
Mex i can Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Washington, DC: U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform.

Warren, J. R. (1996). Educational inequal ity among White and Mex i canori gin ado les cents in the  
Amer i can Southwest: 1990. Sociology of Education, 69, 142–158.

Wilson, W. J. (2008). The polit i cal and eco nomic forces shap ing con cen trated pov erty. Political Science 
Quarterly, 123, 555–571.

Young, M.E. D. T., LeónPérez, G., Wells, C. R., & Wallace, S. P. (2018). More inclu sive states, less 
pov erty among immi grants? An exam i na tion of pov erty, cit i zen ship strat i fi ca tion, and state immi grant 
pol i cies. Population Research and Policy Review, 37, 205–228.

Shauna Dyer (cor re spond ing author)
sldyer@umich  .edu

Dyer • Population Studies Center, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA; https:  /  /orcid  .org  / 
0000  0001  8975  5896

RománTorres • Population Studies Center, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI, USA; https:  /  /orcid 
 .org  /0000  0003  4763  3633

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/6/2053/1682168/2053dyer.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024

mailto:sldyer@umich.edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8975-5896
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8975-5896
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4763-3633
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4763-3633

	Latina/o Postsecondary Education: Trends in Racial/Ethnic Education Gaps and the Role of Citizenship in Access to Higher Education
	Shauna Dyer and Giovanni Román-Torres
	Introduction
	Background
	Latina/o Early Education and College Preparation
	College Enrollment and Completion Once Enrolled
	The Burden of Noncitizenship

	Data and Measures
	Data
	Identifying the Latina/o Population
	College Enrollment and College Completion

	Analysis
	Analytic Approach
	Decomposition Analysis
	Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o College Completion Gaps
	Black–Latina/o and White–Latina/o College Enrollment Gaps


	Results
	Trends in Racial/Ethnic Educational Attainment and Gaps
	Differences in Enrollment and Completion as an Explanation for College Completion Gaps
	Differences in Citizenship Rates as an Explanation for Differences in College Enrollment

	Discussion
	References


