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CHAPTER

Beyond Demographic Categories:
How Immigration, Ethnicity, and “Race”
Matter for Children’s Identities
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Demographic questions in the United States, whether on census forms or
social science surveys, have long blended national origin, ethnicity, and
“race™ into a set of color-coded categories. In 1900, the U.5. census catego-
ries included White, Black, Indian, Chinese, and Japanese. The 1935 Hand-
book of Social Psychology offered chapters on the social histories-of the
“White Man,” the “Negro,” the “Red Man,” and the “Yellow Man” (Murphy,
1935/1967). However, recent demographic changes are pushing the limits of
demographic categories for science, policy, and educational practice. By
2000, immigration to the United States rivaled the high levels of 1510, with

'We put “race” in quotation marks to emphasize its historical and social construction—with
powerful effects—and not a given of biology or nature. Ethnicity, social class, and gender are
also soclal constructions but less prone to be understood as biological essences.



182 COOPER ET AL.

present-day newcomers coming principally from Mexico, Latin America,
and Asia, rather than the Eastern and Southern European origins of a cen-
tury ago. And by 2030, children classified as Hispanic, African American,
Asian American, and Native American are expected to constitute half of U.S.
children under the age of 17 (Hernéndez, 1999). Demographers have re-
sponded to these changes by adding open-ended questions to the U.S. cen-
Sus to capture the increasingly complex configurations of immigration, eth-
nicity, and “race.” On the 2000 census, one question asked about “racial”
categories' of American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacific Islander,
Black, and White; another question asked about ethnicity by differentiating
Hispanic from non-Hispanic. [n addition, adults responding for their families
could also write in their own self-descriptions and check more than one cat-
egory (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002).

As U.S. schools and communities have become more ethnically diverse,
children’s immigration, ethnicity, and “race” have become more important
for research as well as for practices and policies shaping children’s develop-
mental pathways. As with gender, academic journals and funding agencies
now require demographic descriptions of research participants. Accordingly,
scholars have proposed guidelines for doing so, primarily based on parents’
reports (Entwisle & Astone, 1954). This marks a great improvement over writ-
ings about the “universal child” that permeated research in the early 20th
century, when diversity reflecting immigration, ethnicity, “race,” social class,
and gender either was not studied or was portrayed in terms of deficiencies
and deprivation (McLoyd, 1990; Valencia & Black, 2002). Although scholars,
policymakers, and practitioners continue searching for general patterns in
development and pursue universal rights for children, they also probe how
inequalities related to factors such as immigration, ethnicity, and social class
mnay shape children's developmental pathways (Garcia Coll et al,, 1996). How-
ever, using demographic categories to study children's development can in-
troduce other difficulties.

This chapter tackles these issues, first, by considering the limits of dem-
ographic categories for understanding the role of immigration, ethnicity,
and “race” in children’s developmental pathways through school. We then
argue for studying these issues as part of individual, social, institutional,
and community processes. To illustrate this approach, we use four ques-
tions from our MacArthur Network studies based on interdisciplinary theo-
retical foundations. We interviewed individual children, observed them in-
teracting with peers and teachers, analyzed institutional practices of
schools, and watched community partnerships that sought to support chil-
dren’s pathways through school (see chapters in this volume by Cooper,
Dominguez, & Rosas; Garcia Coll, Szalacha, & Palacios; and Thorne, for de-
tails about individual studies). Finally, we close with reflections for re-
search, policy, and practice.
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LIMITS OF DEMOGRAPHIC CATEGORIES FOR
UNDERSTANDING IMMIGRATION, ETHNICITY,
AND “RACE” IN CHILDREN’S DEVELOPMENT

To advance science, policy, and practice, scholars mmm._h to describe and ._o.«mr
dict continuity and change in persons, families, institutions, and non.E.E:_:mM
and to explain what factors enhance and mavmam. am<m_o.v?m=ﬁ mm.“o.o_umw. .
Denner, 1998). Demographic variables such as :mjosm_ ozm_z_.mSEnmﬂ.%. mb
“race” are often used to sort children and families :.:o nﬁmmﬂﬂmw. En_:ﬁwﬁ._sm
comparison on indicators such as health, soctal m_.c__m. m.ﬂ.ﬂo:o:m_ Sm:-cmmsm.
or school achievement. However, consistent with critiques .U% Bron mﬂ
brenner (1979) and Whiting (1976), we argue Em._n these categorical Hmmmmgn
designs may not fully serve descriptive, predictive, or mxw_mbmﬂoa.\ mom s.
With regard to descriptive goals, relying on mutually mxn_cmE.m emo-
graphic categories for describing social groups neglects .Em growing num-
bers of children and families who describe themselves 2_5. more than one
national, ethnic, or racial identity label (Lee, 1993; me.mm:_Em..Hmmmv Fur-
ther, larger sets of categories are often no__m@mma.w:no @nroﬂ.oa_mm such as
immigrant versus native-born, Black versus Sf._nm_ Hispanic versus H_MW“ .
Hispanic, or high income versus low income (Hirschfeld %ﬁ Om_EmP. h
Medin, 1989), obscuring variation within mqocﬁm. due to mo.o_.m_ n_wmm. immi
gration history, national origin, and so forth, while mE_urmm_N.Em Q_:m.um:nmm
and neglecting similarities between groups. In turn, Emmm a_nrﬂoa_mam M”:
easily slip into hierarchies that WEE% one category is superior an e
i ior (Cooper et al., 1998).
oﬁHWmMnMH_MM__._MmmmEm %:Emm_.m:oa_ ethnicity, or “race” as mx.ma m_..ﬁ stable E._m:.
ities can convey that their meanings and related practices in one mm:EQm
can predict meanings and practices across time m:m_ place. However, m.E -
ies with adolescents and adults show these meanings change o&@.mc:.wm_
vary across communities and geographic regions, and nmhz also mr_n. MH. __“.
dividuals across the social contexts of their lives (Fernindez, 1992; Root,
; jeck, 1985). o
Noo_,m\_.om_.MMﬁMM for muwv_mnmﬁoQ goals, research that treats a.mEova:_n cate-
gories as independent variables has been m:nmﬁwmﬁmn_ as if group EwSUMM
ship provided causal explanations for group a_mmwmmnmm,.m:nr as Ern i
dren’s academic aspirations, school achievement, or intelligence .Qs,n oyd,
1990). Such reasoning has been used to argue that m..:.“r mwo:m a_nm_.MbMMM
are grounded in biology, although biological explanations of wmnm@m.m '
differences have been discredited on scientific grounds mmms._ﬁm.:. 19 n_. mi.
oniin, 1982). In contrast, research on disparities in school funding ﬂﬁ_ano_“._ﬂm
munity economic resources poinis to these factors as central Sm chi w_.MEm
academic pathways (see chapters by Blumenfeld et al. and by Stipek,

volume).






