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CENSUS OVERVIEW 

In 2021, immigrants made up 13.6% of the overall population in the United States,1 a slight increase from 
12.9% in 2011. In 2021, 13.5 million U.S. adults aged 25 and older with a bachelor’s degree or higher were 
born abroad, comprising 17% of all U.S. adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher. College attainment 
rates for immigrants in the U.S. increased 6.5 percentage points between 2011 and 2021, a similar rate for 
all U.S.-born citizens. 

ENROLLMENT 

▪ In 2015–16, first-generation immigrant students made up 9.3% of all undergraduates, compared 
to 8.8% in 1999–2000.2 

o In the same time period, the proportion of second-generation immigrant students enrolled 
as undergraduates increased from 10.3% to 20.6%, and the proportion of third-generation 
or higher students declined from 81% to 70.1%. 

▪ In 2021, 39.1% of the foreign-born resident 18–24-year-old population were enrolled in college 
compared to 38.1% of the population overall. 

▪ First-generation immigrant students are overrepresented in the public two-year sector. 
o In 2015–16, 41.9% of first-generation immigrant students attended public two-year 

institutions, compared to 37.1% of second-generation and 34.1% of third-generation or 
more students. 

▪ First- and second-generation immigrant students are much more likely to enroll at Minority-
Serving Institutions (MSIs) than other students. 

o 35.7% of first-generation and 38.5% of second-generation students enroll at Hispanic-
Serving Institutions (HSIs), compared to 16.9% of third-generation or more students. 

FINANCIAL AID 

▪ According to the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS), 52.6% of first-generation, 
55.7% of second-generation, and 56.5% of third-generation or more immigrant students received 
some form of federal Title IV financial aid in the 2015–16 academic year. 

o 43.8% of first-generation, 44.1% of second-generation, and 38.7% of third-generation or 
more immigrant students received a Pell Grant in the 2015–16 academic year. 

o 26.4% of first-generation, 32% of second-generation, and 40.7% of third-generation or 
more immigrant students received a federal student loan in the 2015-16 academic year. 

▪ Among students who received federal Title IV aid, the average amount received in 2015–16 by 
first-generation immigrant students was $7,762, compared to $8,164 for second-generation and 
$8,791 for third-generation immigrant students. 

 
1 The U.S. Census Bureau obtains immigration data from the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). DHS defines immigrants 
as individuals not born in the United States with permanent legal residence in the United States. 

2 In the NPSAS, first-generation immigrant means the student was born outside of the U.S.; second-generation immigrant means 
one or both parents were born outside the U.S.; third-generation or more includes all other students. 

https://data.census.gov/table?q=foreign-born&tid=ACSST1Y2021.S0501&moe=false
https://data.census.gov/table?q=foreign-born&tid=ACSST1Y2011.S0501&moe=false
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/tmgnls
https://data.census.gov/mdat/#/search?ds=CPSSCHOOL202110&vv=PRTAGE&cv=PRTAGE_RC1,PENATVTY_RC1&rv=PESTYPE&nv=PEMNTVTY,PEFNTVTY,PEFULL,PRCITSHP,PEVOCA,PENATVTY,PRENPUPR,PEYRDEG,PEAFNOW,PEAFNOW_RC1,PEFNTVTY_RC1,PEMNTVTY_RC1&wt=PWSUPWGT&PRTAGE_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Demographics%20-%20age%20topcoded%20at%2085,%2090%20or%2080%20%2528see%20full%20description%2529%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22PRTAGE%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWSSWGT%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%220%3A17,25%3A90%22,%22Not%20Elsewhere%20Classified%22%5D,%5B%2218%3A24%22,%22Between%2018%20and%2024%22%5D%5D%7D&PENATVTY_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Demographics%20-%20native%20country%20of%20sample%20person%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22PENATVTY%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWSSWGT%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%22100,102,103,104,105,106,108,109,110,116,117,118,119,120,126,127,128,129,130,132,134,136,137,138,139,140,142,147,148,149,150,151,152,154,155,156,157,158,159,160,161,162,163,164,165,166,168,200,202,203,205,206,207,209,210,211,212,213,214,215,216,217,218,220,222,223,224,226,228,229,231,233,235,236,238,239,240,242,243,245,246,247,248,249,300,301,303,310,311,312,313,314,315,316,321,323,324,327,328,329,330,332,333,338,339,340,341,343,360,361,362,363,364,365,368,369,370,372,373,374,399,400,407,408,412,414,416,417,421,423,425,427,429,430,436,440,444,447,448,449,451,453,454,457,459,460,461,462,501,508,511,512,515,523,527,555%22,%22Born%20Outside%20US%20or%20Territories%22%5D,%5B%22057,060,066,069,073,078%22,%22Born%20in%20US%20or%20Territories%22%5D%5D%7D&PEAFNOW_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Demographics-currently%20in%20armed%20forces,y%2Fn%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22PEAFNOW%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWSSWGT%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%221%22,%22In%20Military%22%5D,%5B%22-1,2%22,%22Not%20in%20Military%22%5D%5D%7D&PEFNTVTY_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Demographics%20-%20native%20country%20of%20father%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22PEFNTVTY%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWSSWGT%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%22100,102,103,104,105,106,108,109,110,116,117,118,119,120,126,127,128,129,130,132,134,136,137,138,139,140,142,147,148,149,150,151,152,154,155,156,157,158,159,160,161,162,163,164,165,166,168,200,202,203,205,206,207,209,21
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/slqpmt
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/abownh
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/utyqgq
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/cxyedi
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/tjrbiq
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/mokmyl
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o For first-generation immigrant students, the average Pell Grant received in 2015–16 was 
$3,919, compared to $3,910 for second-generation and $3,643 for third-generation 
immigrant students. 

o For first-generation immigrant students, the average federal loan amount received in 
2015–16 was $8,294, compared to $8,236 for second-generation and $8,373 for third-
generation immigrant students. 

COMPLETION/DEGREE ATTAINMENT 

▪ According to the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS), 32.8% of first-
generation, 34.8% of second-generation, and 37.4% of third-generation or more immigrant 
students who entered postsecondary education in 2011–12 attained a bachelor’s degree by June 
2017. 

▪ In 2021, 18.5% of foreign-born residents aged 25 and older had obtained an associate degree or 
attended some college, compared to 30% of their peers born in the U.S. The following groups 
obtained a two-year degree or attended some college in 2021:3 

o 27.8% of immigrants from Oceania 
o 26% of immigrants from Canada 
o 25.7% of immigrants from Sub-Saharan Africa 
o 24.3% of immigrants from South America 
o 23.8% of immigrants from Europe 
o 19.8% of immigrants from Eastern and Southeastern Asia 
o 19.4% of immigrants from the Middle East and Northern Africa 
o 16.9% of immigrants from Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean 
o 9.9% of immigrants from Central and Southern Asia 

▪ In 2021, 33.8% of foreign-born residents aged 25 and older had obtained a bachelor’s or higher, 
compared to 35.3% of their peers born in the U.S. The following groups obtained a bachelor’s 
degree or higher in 2021: 

o 71.9% of immigrants from Central and Southern Asia 
o 52% of immigrants from Canada 
o 50.8% of immigrants from the Middle East and Northern Africa 
o 47.5% of immigrants from Eastern and Southeastern Asia 
o 46.5% of immigrants from Europe 
o 43.9% of immigrants from Sub-Saharan Africa 
o 38% of immigrants from Oceania 
o 36.8% of immigrants from South America 
o 13% of immigrants from Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean 

EARNINGS AND WEALTH 

▪ According to the Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study (B&B), ten years after receiving a 
bachelor’s degree, first-generation immigrant graduates who reported income averaged a gross 
income of $80,224, compared to $75,923 for second-generation and $76,110 for third-generation 
or more immigrant graduates. 

▪ Wealth accumulation can be measured differently from income. Ten years after graduating: 
o 56% of first-generation immigrant graduates reported owning a home, compared to 56% 

of second-generation and 65% of third-generation immigrant graduates. 
o 81% of first-generation immigrant graduates had some form of a retirement account, 

compared to 85% of second-generation and 87% of third-generation immigrant graduates. 

 

 
3 The author derived these regions based on the United Nations standard area code groupings. 

https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/tylqnv
https://data.census.gov/table?q=B06009:+PLACE+OF+BIRTH+BY+EDUCATIONAL+ATTAINMENT+IN+THE+UNITED+STATES&tid=ACSDT1Y2021.B06009&moe=false
https://data.census.gov/mdat/#/search?ds=ACSPUMS1Y2021&vv=AGEP%2825%3A99%29&cv=SCHL_RC1,AGEP_RC1&rv=POBP_RC1&nv=SCHL,POBP&wt=PWGTP&SCHL_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Educational%20attainment%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22SCHL%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%220,01,02,03,04,05,06,07,08,09,10,11,12,13,14,15%22,%22Less%20than%20HS%22%5D,%5B%2216,17%22,%22HS%20%26%20GED%22%5D,%5B%2218,19%22,%22Some%20college,%20no%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2220%22,%22Associate%2527s%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2221,22,23,24%22,%22Bachelor%2527s%20%2B%22%5D%5D%7D&AGEP_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Age%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22AGEP%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%2225%3A99%22,%22Not%20Elsewhere%20Classified%22%5D%5D%7D&POBP_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Place%20of%20birth%20%2528Recode%2529%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22POBP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%22001,002,004,005,006,008,009,010,011,012,013,015,016,017,018,019,020,021,022,023,024,025,026,027,028,029,030,031,032,033,034,035,036,037,038,039,040,041,042,044,045,046,047,048,049,050,051,053,054,055,056,060,066,069,072,078%22,%22US%20%26%20Territories%22%5D,%5B%22100,102,103,104,105,106,108,109,110,116,117,118,119,120,126,127,128,129,130,132,134,136,137,138,139,140,142,147,148,149,150,151,152,154,156,157,158,159,160,161,162,163,164,165,166,167,168,169%22,%22Europe%22%5D,%5B%22321,323,324,327,328,329,330,332,333,338,339,340,341,343,344%22,%22Carribbean%22%5D,%5B%22303%22,%22Mexico%22%5D,%5B%22310,311,312,313,314,315,316%22,%22Central%20America%22%5D,%5B%22360,361,362,363,364,365,368,369,370,372,373,374,399%22,%22South%20America%22%5D,%5B%22200,212,213,214,216,218,219,222,224,235,239,243,245,246,248%22,%22Middle%20East%22%5D,%5B%22202,203,205,206,207,209,210,211,215,217,223,226,228,229,231,233,236,238,240,242,247,249,253,254%22,%22South%20%26%20East%20Asia%22%5D,%5B%22301%22,%22Canada%22%5D,%5B%22400,407,408,412,414,416,417,420,421,423,425,427,429,430,436,440,442,444,447,448,449,451,453,454,456,457,459,460,461,462,463,464,467,468,469%22,%22Africa%22%5D,%5B%22501,515%22,%22Australia%20%26%20New%20Zealand%22%5D,%5B%22508,511,512,523,527,554%22,%22Polynesia%20%26%20Pa
https://data.census.gov/table?q=B06009:+PLACE+OF+BIRTH+BY+EDUCATIONAL+ATTAINMENT+IN+THE+UNITED+STATES&tid=ACSDT1Y2021.B06009&moe=false
https://data.census.gov/mdat/#/search?ds=ACSPUMS1Y2021&vv=AGEP%2825%3A99%29&cv=SCHL_RC1,AGEP_RC1&rv=POBP&nv=SCHL,POBP_RC1&wt=PWGTP&SCHL_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Educational%20attainment%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22SCHL%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%220,01,02,03,04,05,06,07,08,09,10,11,12,13,14,15%22,%22Less%20than%20HS%22%5D,%5B%2216,17%22,%22HS%20%26%20GED%22%5D,%5B%2218,19%22,%22Some%20college,%20no%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2220%22,%22Associate%2527s%20degree%22%5D,%5B%2221,22,23,24%22,%22Bachelor%2527s%20%2B%22%5D%5D%7D&AGEP_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Age%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22AGEP%22,%22W%22%3A%22PWGTP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%2225%3A99%22,%22Not%20Elsewhere%20Classified%22%5D%5D%7D&POBP_RC1=%7B%22S%22%3A%22Place%20of%20birth%20%2528Recode%2529%20recode%22,%22R%22%3A%22POBP%22,%22V%22%3A%5B%5B%22001,002,004,005,006,008,009,010,011,012,013,015,016,017,018,019,020,021,022,023,024,025,026,027,028,029,030,031,032,033,034,035,036,037,038,039,040,041,042,044,045,046,047,048,049,050,051,053,054,055,056,060,066,069,072,078%22,%22US%20%26%20Territories%22%5D,%5B%22100,102,103,104,105,106,108,109,110,116,117,118,119,120,126,127,128,129,130,132,134,136,137,138,139,140,142,147,148,149,150,151,152,154,156,157,158,159,160,161,162,163,164,165,166,167,168,169%22,%22Europe%22%5D,%5B%22321,323,324,327,328,329,330,332,333,338,339,340,341,343,344%22,%22Carribbean%22%5D,%5B%22303%22,%22Mexico%22%5D,%5B%22310,311,312,313,314,315,316%22,%22Central%20America%22%5D,%5B%22360,361,362,363,364,365,368,369,370,372,373,374,399%22,%22South%20America%22%5D,%5B%22200,212,213,214,216,218,219,222,224,235,239,243,245,246,248%22,%22Middle%20East%22%5D,%5B%22202,203,205,206,207,209,210,211,215,217,223,226,228,229,231,233,236,238,240,242,247,249,253,254%22,%22South%20%26%20East%20Asia%22%5D,%5B%22301%22,%22Canada%22%5D,%5B%22400,407,408,412,414,416,417,420,421,423,425,427,429,430,436,440,442,444,447,448,449,451,453,454,456,457,459,460,461,462,463,464,467,468,469%22,%22Africa%22%5D,%5B%22501,515%22,%22Australia%20%26%20New%20Zealand%22%5D,%5B%22508,511,512,523,527,554%22,%22Polynesia%20%26%20Pa
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/fxguxu
https://apps.urban.org/features/wealth-inequality-charts/FAQ.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/powerstats/table/yqlrbb
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49
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POPULATION-SPECIFIC CONSIDERATIONS 

▪ Age of arrival to the U.S. plays a role in educational outcomes of immigrant students: the earlier an 
individual immigrates, the greater their chance of degree attainment. 

o 47% of all full-time undergraduate students who immigrated to the U.S. prior to age 12 
went on to earn a degree, compared to 44% of students who immigrated between the ages 
of 12 and 17, and 35% of students who immigrated after the age of 18. 

▪ Language can be a barrier for immigrant students. 
o In 2021, 26.4% of the foreign-born population in the U.S. over age 25 reported that they 

spoke English “not well” or “not at all,” including 10.2% of college-educated foreign-born 
residents. 

▪ While there is no federal or state law prohibiting an undocumented student from applying to or 
being admitted to college, undocumented students face unique challenges in pursuing higher 
education. 

o Undocumented students are prohibited from receiving federal student financial aid for 
higher education and in most states they are ineligible to receive state-based financial aid.4 

▪ While some schools accept undocumented students, the issue of what tuition price category (in-
state vs. out-of-state) undocumented students fall into can create additional challenges and 
financial hardships. 
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4 Undocumented students are eligible to receive emergency financial aid grants under the Higher Education Emergency Relief 
Fund. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2017/2017414.pdf
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