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Challenges and Opportunities Facing Latino 

Children and Youth in the United States 


.In 1990 there were 22.4 million Latinos in the United States or 9% ofthe population, and 
a total of30.6 million (11.1 % o~the population) are eXpected by the year 2000 (U. S. Bureau of 
the Census, 1993:2). The official Hispanic population grew at a rate of61% during the 1970s and 
53% during the 1980.s compared to 9% and 7% growth rates for the non-Hispanic population. If 
these trends continue Latinos will be 21.1% ofthe population by the year 2050. Hispanics are 
geographically concentrated, with 87% ofthe population living in just 10 states: California 
(34.4%), Texas (19.4%), New York (9.9%), Florida (7.0%), Dlinois (4.0%), New Jersey (3.3%), 
Arizona (3.1%), New Mexic~ (2.6%), Colorado (1.9%), and Massachusetts (1.3%). The largest 
Latino groups in the continental United States are Mexican-Americans (13.496 million persons), 
Puerto Ricans (2.728 million), and Cubans (1.044 million). The total for Other Hispanics (5.086 
million persons) includes individuals from various countries in Central America, South America, 
the Caribbean and Spain. 

The Latino population is relatively young. In 1988 almost one out ofevery three Latinos 
in the country was under 15 years ofage. The median age for Latinos ofPuerto Rican origin in 
1990 was 27.0 years ofage whereas for Mexican-Americans it was 24.1 compared to 33.5 years 
for the rest ofthe population. The proportion ofPuerto Ricans below 18 years ofage was 36.7% 
while it was 37.4% among Mexican-Americans and 26.2% for the rest ofthe population (U.S. 
Bureau ofthe Census, 1993b). 

Latino children and youth are among the fastest growing segments ofthe United States 
population and by the year 2000 the number ofHispanics under 24 years ofage is expected to be 
close to 15 million persons (or 15%) out ofa total youth popUlation of98 million. Unfortunately, 
Latino youth are also among the most disadvantaged with close to 42%·ofchildren living below 
the poverty level (the comparable number for whites is 16.3% and for African-Americans it is 
43.3%) and many more living near poverty. 

The prevalence ofhigh poverty rates in the Hispanic\Latino community presents many . 
challenges to the development ofLatino children and youth. But, amidst the challenges, there are· 
also sources ofsupport and opportunities that need to be recognized and built upon. 

Some ofthe main challenges .to the development ofLatino children and youth include: 

• The Effects of Family Poverty 

The economic figures for 1991 show that median household income was $16,169 for Puerto 
Ricans, $22,439 for Mexican-Americans and $29,943 for the rest ofthe population~ Simply put, 
Puerto Rican households in 1991 averaged a little more thathalf the income ofthe total 
population while the level for Mexican-Americans is slightly higher but genebtted by larger 
households. High levels offamily poverty mean that Latino children and youth do not have access 
to the necessary resources and programs that facilitate, support, and encourage their 
development. 
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• Health Issues 

Latino children suffer disproportiqnately from infant death and low birth weight. The prevalence 
ofastlpna and other diseases is quite high as are teen pregnancy and. mortality rates. Other health 
issues include lack ofinsurance among many families, lack ofaccess to preventive clinics and 
programs, and higher rates ofchild abuse and neglect. 

• The Role of Immigration Status 
, . 

The immigration status ofmany Latinos means that the population is less informed, more 
vulnerable and susceptible to abuse, and that it has less access to programS that promote the 
development of children and youth. . 

• The Impacts of Changes in Welfare Policy 

Changes in welfare policy have impacted many Latino families by reducing their access to social 
programs, reducing the level ofsupport provided by these programs, increasing the needs for 
child care in the household, and forcing many to take workfare assignments and very low wage 
jobs where opportunities for mobility are very limited; 

• Community Level Factors and Processes 

Hosing conditions and homelessness have a significant impact on Latino Children and youth. In 
many communities crime and gang related problems continue to be prevalent. 

• Funding for Programs and Activities 

Children in the Latino community need more access to opportunities for their social, cultural, 
educational, and personal development. The programs that currently exist are full to capacity and 
the needs in many communities for positive activities, resources to visit other places, and 
programs in which children and youth can be involved is very large. 

• Building Thriving Diverse Environments 

Children and youth have grown up with diversity. They understand diversity and know relativelY 
well how to manage it. The challenge is for the adults in the COlnmunity to Un'derstand, nou,rlsh, 
and support children and youth by encouraging the development ofthriving~erse environfuents 
at home, in school, in the community, and in the metropolitan area. . 
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In the midst ofthese serious challenges there are also many positive programs and hard working 
individuals that are a source of strength and support for the Latino community. 

The main opportUnities for the development ofLatino children and youth include: 

• 	 Talented Children 

It is important to move away from deficit models and to recognize the strength, creativity, 
,resiliency, and talent ofLatino Children and youth. 

• 	 Strong and Loving Families and Communities 

Latino families and commUnities are also very strong and resilient; Successful efforts and 
programs begin by recognizing the talent ofLatino children and the strength ofthe family and 
work on providing support, resources for development, and on removing obstacles and barriers to 
human development and social mobility , 

• 	 More Developed Professional Base 

In recent years the number ofLatino professionals has increased appreciably. It is important to 
draw on those resources for the development ofLatino Children an4 Youth. 

• 	 Community Based Groups, Organizations and Service Providers 

The number ofgroups, organizations and service providers in the Latino community has also ' 
increased in recent years. There are many agencies with significant experience in the design, ' 
development and management ofprograms that provide much needed services to the community. 

• 	 More Visibility at the National Level and Capacity to Build Leadership on Latino 
Child ,and Youth, Development lSsues ' 

Increases in the visibility ofthe Latino population and in the number ofgroups, organizations and 
service providers means that there is an opportUnity to build leadership around these iSSUes. 

• 	 Positive Effects of a good economy 

Economic growth during the last few years has increased the number ofopportUnities for Latinos 
in the labor market. However, research shows that the Latino population is the :first to feel 
economic downturns and is more vulnerable to the fluctuations ofthe economy. Continued 
economic growth and increasing opportunities in families, schools, and commUnities are essential 
to the development ofLatino children and youth. 

~epared by Dr. Hector R Cordero-Guzm.cin., New School University, 212-229-5434 	 Page 3 of 3 



.,;::'~~. ,' ..--: 

Trends in Educational Attainment, Employment Status, and 

Incomes among L,atinos in the United States since the early 1980s: 


. Implications for Research, Workforce Development, and Training Prt?grams 


--by: 


Hector R. Cordero-Guzman, Ph.D. 

Robe,rt J. Milano Graduate School of Management and Urban Policy 


New School for Social Research 

66 Fifth Avenue, 8th Floor 


New York, NY 10011 

Tel. 212-229-5434 

Fax. 212-229-5404 


e-mail: hcordero@newschool.edu 


July 10, 1996 

Revised: March 1998 


This paper was prepared for the U.S. Department ofLabor's Employment and Training 
Administration Roundtable Discussion on Opportunities for Hispanics in the New 
Workforce Development Systems, Washington, D.C. April 18-19, 1996. I would like to 
thank Catherina Villafuerte from the New School for Social Research for her assistance in 
collecting and analyzing the data discussed in this article. The opinions expressed are those 
ofthe author. 

mailto:hcordero@newschool.edu


Trends in Educational Attainment, Employment Status, and 

Incomes among Latinos in the United States since the early 1980s: 


Implications forResearch,Workforce Development, and Training Programs 


by: 

Hector R. Cordero-Guzman, Ph.D. 
Robert J. Milano Graduate School of Management and Urban Policy 

New School for Social Research 
66 Fifth Avenue, 8th Floor 

. New York, NY 10011 
Tel. 212-229-5434 

Fax. 212-229-5404 
e-mail: hcordero@newschool.edu 

July 10, 1996. 

Revised: March 1998 


This paper was prepared for the U.S. Department of Labor's Employment and Training 
Administration Roundtable Discussion on Opportunities for Hispanics in the New 
Workforce Development Svstems, Washington, D.C. April 18-19,1996. I would like to 
th1tnk Catherina Villafuerte from the New School for Social Research for her assistance in 
cdlecting and analyzing the data discussed in this article. The opinions expressed are those 
of the author. 

mailto:hcordero@newschool.edu


Dr. Cordero-Guzman 
Abstract 

ABSTRACT 

In thispape.r, I e:xamine the nature of recent trends in educational attairunent,employment,M.cf ________ .__ 
inc0mes among Latinos in the United States and explore the implications of these trends for 
social science rl!search, workforce development, and the design, implementation, and evaluation 
offraining prOgrams.-The data comes from four sources: a) the Current Population Reports 
Series P-20, the HispanicPopulation of the United States for various years); b) U.S. Bureau of 
the Census, Current Population Reports, P23-183, Hispanic Americans Today -(1993); c) U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NCES 93-242, Youth 
Indicators 1993 (1993); and unpublished tables from the U.S. Department of Labor's National 
Longitudinal Survey of Y outh-J 1979-1991 ) . 

. ) Series P-20 is based on the Current Population Survey (CPS) for the month of March of 
. -every year. The series for Hispanics began in 1973 and continues up to 1995. 
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Persons from disadvantaged environments are not very malleable . 
after their late teens or perhaps their early 20s. 


-James Heckman from The University of Chicago, 

quoted in The Economist, April 6th 1996, page 21. . 


INTRODUCTION 

In order to understand the nature, causes, "and consequences of recent trends in education" 


and employment amGng Latinos two broad changes have to be discussed. The first involves a 


significant transformation in the organization of the economy, in the structure of the labor 


... market, and in the material conditions of workers particularly those with high school or less 

education. The second entails a shift in the debate over the role of various government policies 

and programs on the training, employment, and earnings of disadvantaged workers. 

This paper will discuss some of the recent arguments over the role and efficiency of 

government training progre.n:s and will then analyze recent changes in the structUre of the 

economy paying particular attention to the contemporary position of Hispanics (or Latinos) in 

the United States. In the first section of the paper, I review the recent debates over workforce 

development programs. This is followed by a brief discussion of changes in the structure of the 

economy and an analysis of their impact on Latino populations. The third section ofthe paper 

will present a detailed analysis of the socio-economic status of Latinos and will focus on recent 

trends in educational attainment, employment status, and family incomes. The paper will 

conclude with a brief discussion of the implications of recent trends in the socio-economic status 

of Latinos for social science research, workforce development and for the design, . 

implementation, and evaluation of training programs. 

1 
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RECENT DEBATES OVER WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS 

There are two main perspectives in the debate over the effectiveness ofgovernment 

workforce development and training programs. The first position is associated mainly with Jim 

Heckman from The University of Chicago and Finis Welch from Texas A&M and it holds that 

government training programs for disadvantaged and minority. workers an.~ inefficient arld th.~~ __ ._________ __ 

-expenditures in such programs cannotbe justified. The second position is most closely_associat~d ._ 

with Labor Secretary Robert Reich and with David Card and Alan Krueger from Princeton 

University. This position argues that training programs are an important component of 

government labor policy and are needed to increase the skills, employability, and productivity of 

workers in an increasingly competitive gl11bal economy. 

In its edition of April 6th, 1996, the prestigious journal, The Economist, proclaims in its 

leading article that: "In a growing body of research, economists have compared groups of. 

unemployed people who enter government training schemes with similar groups who do not. In 

almost every case, these studies have found that the schemes have failed to improve either the 

earnings or the employment prospects of their clients." This article is based almost exclusively 

on a paper by Heckman, Roselius, and Smith entitled U.S. Education and Training Policy: A Re­

evaluation of the Underlying Assumptions Behind the "New Consensus"2 and contrast sharply 

2 Heckman, James J, Rebecca L. Roselius, and Jeffrey A. Smith. ] 994 ... U.S. Education 

and Training Policy: ARe-Evaluation of the Underlying Asswnptions Behind the "New 

Consensus." Chapter 3 in Labor Markets. Employment Policy. and Job Creation, Edited by 

Lewis C. Solomon and Alec R. Levenson. Boulder: Westview Press. 
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with the material reported in \\!hat's Working (and what's's not)3 prepared by Lawrence Katz. 

from Harvard and Alan Krueger from Princeton during their tenure at the U:S. Department of 

Labor. Let me discuss briefly each of these perspectives. 

The Neoclassical Position 

The neoclassical position 011 government training programs is that they are unnecessary 

government intervention in the labor market. Workers, they argue, cannot and do not need to be 

"fixed". Rather, government should reduce or eliminate regulations affecting the labor market, 

increase corporate subsidies for employing low skilled workers, al1d reduce taxes. According to 

this perspective, workers should be paid what they are. "worth" (their marginal products) to 

whoever wants to hire in the labor market. However, the government-set minimum wage is 

higher than the marginal product of some low skilled workers. This means that wages are not 

allowed to adjust downward below a certain point(the minima) which "artificially" increases the 

costs of labor to employers and thus reduces total employment. 

Government training programs are considered inefficient, according to this perspective, 

. because the costs of the programs are said to be higher than the benefits derived from them. It is 

argued that expenditures in government training programs cannot be justified because they: a) 

duplicate efforts that should take pJace in the private sector; b) often times result in job gains for 

-_._------­
3 U.S. Department of Labor. 1995. \\!hat's W9rking (and what's not): A Summary of 

Research on the Economic Impacts of Employment and Training Programs. Office of the Chief 
Economist. 
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those that would have found employment without governrrient intervention ("deadweight"); c) 

produce job gains to some at the expense ofjobs for others who do not participate in the 

. programs ("substitution effectstt
); d) do not produce expected increases in employment and 

wages; and e) are-generally targeted towards those that have failed't::lsewhere in obtaining an 

education or employment. Rather than investing governtnent funds on disadvantaged or low 

. skilled .:workers, The Economists suggests that.II[. ..] anti-unemployment policy would fare better 

by concentrating on lowering the costs of employment. This can be done through subsidy, lower .... __ ._ 

taxes, deregulation or some mixture of the three."4 

The neo-Institutionalist Perspective 

The neo-institutionalist perspective argues that workers can and should be "fixed" by 

government training programs and that this investment helps to stimulate further increases in the 

country's income. This position recognizes the broad nature of changes in the structure of the 

economy towards skilled labor and argues that unskilled persons are more likely to be 

unemployed than those with higher skills. This means, according to this perspective, that the 

solution to the unemployment problem is to increase the qualifications and the skills of 

unemployed job-seekers. In addition, an economy with higher levels of education generates 

higher incomes and, higher levels of economic growth. 

In theneo-institutionalist perspective, government training programs are seen as a way 

4 The Economist. April 6th 1996, page 21. 
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for the state to compensate for shortcomings in private and corporate investments in education 

and training. Corporations do not invest in the general skills of their workers for fear of being 

raided by competitors. This market failure creates an opportunity for government to step in , fill 

. the investment gap, and create a public good. An additional argument made by the neo­

. . 

institutionalists, particularly Card and Krueger from Princeton, is that increases in the minimum 

wage do not generate large loses in employment. According to their perspective, the minimum . ~. . 

wage has lost ground to inflation in recent years and needs to beiricreased to induceemployers.- .. ---_~·---"·-~-~i.::-

to invest in more education and training for their workers (who, after the increase in the 

mininlumwage, would be more costly). Though increases in the minimum wage and other 

policies suggested by the neo-institutionalist are focused on labor demand this approach is f."tiIl 

puts too much emphasis on tlfixing the workers" and on reducing unemployment through policies 

that affect the supply of labor and not on policies that seek to change educational and labor 

market institutions. 

The Structuralist Perspective 

In recent years scholars working within the. political economy perspective have argued 

. thatunemployment is the result of social-structural forces in the economy and in the labor market 

therefore unemployment can not be conceived, and treated, simply as an individual level 

phenomena. This perspective holds that it is not "workers" but, rather, the struqi.\m~ of the labor 

market and the economy that need to be fixed. 

I 
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Structuralist arguments tend to focus on the role of social structures, groups of social 

actors and their interactions, and on the characteristics and functioning of educational and 

economic institutions--not just on "fixing the workers". In terms of government training 

prograins -scholars working from a structuralist perspective tend to ask critical questions about 

program design, goals, implementation, and outcome measurement. However, these qu.estions do 

. not come from skepticism about the potential positive impact of education and training programs 

on disadvantaged workers but rather the~ come from a re"cognition of the economic, p()Jj!!cal,_arid 

social embeddedness of these programs in larger power structures. Structuralists do not argue 

that government investments do not work and thus have to be abandoned. Rather they argue that 

some of the existing programs, and the general level of resources invested in them, are not 

sufficient to counteract the many structural obstacles in the family, the school, the community, 

and the labor market that confront poor and disadvantaged persons. Other criticisms that have 

been leveled at government programs from a structuralist perspective include: a) narrowly 

defined goals; b) low Jeve!s of funding and inadequate staff support; c) that the programs are 

often times imposed on communities and disadvantaged populations from above without paying 

adequate attention to local demands and resources; and d) that programs are evaluated in narrow 

ways that do not take into account the nature of complex changes in schools, neighborhoods and 

labor markets in working class, poor, and minority communities. 

Each of the three main perspectives in the ongoing debates over the role and effectiveness 

of government training programs has to be evaluated on the basis of abroad analysis of the 

existing evidence about the programs themselves and on the basis of an analysis of the nature of 
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. structural changes in the economy and the labor market. It is to a discussion of these changes to 

.- 'which I now tum. -­

THE STATE OF THE ECONOMY AND THE LABOR MARKET SINCE THE LATE 

1970'S 

the ecoriomy and the labor market over the last 20 years. These changes include the evolution of 

manufacturing work and a shift to a service economy, broad experiences of economic 

restructuring particularly in the northeast and the Midwest, changes in white collar employment 

through downsizing and outsourcing, internationalization of the economy, increases in 

immigration to the largest urban centers, sharp increases in social and economic inequality, and 

persisting high levels of poverty among racial and ethnic minorities. These changes are broad 

based and have had a significant effect on the Latino population. 

Increased Income Inequality at the National LeveP- Income inequality has been 

increasing in the country as a whole. This means that those in the upper income groups have 

gained while those in the lower income groups have lost both in relative and absolute terms. In 

1980, the top 114 (25%) of families in terms of income received 48.2% of the country's income 

while in 1992 their share increased to 51.3%. In contrast, the bottom 1/4 of families received 

5 "Inequality: How the Gap Between Rich and Poor Hurts the Economy" Business Week, 
August 15,1994. 
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7.6% of the nation's income in 1980 and their share declined to 6.5% by 19926
• Gap~ in income 

. are increasing. Family incomes increased by 15% for the wealthiest 1 14th and while they 

decreased by 6.8% for the poorest fourth families between 1980 and 1992. 

A social structure that could have been described as a ladder with some opportunities has 

shrunk into a web of positions linked mostly through education and educational credentials and 

through various social mechanisms (discrimination, resideI1tial. segregation, ~~~trictive hiri!l~'" 

and the like) whose effect is to limit access to primary sector jobs·: What is left for minoritie,s~~and 

immigrants in many regions is a vast array of employment "opportunities" in the secondary, 

tertiary, informal, and illegal sectors of the economy. Of course these populations are connected 

to the mainstream economy through financial institutions, consumption patterns, shared services, 

sub-contracting, and labor market networks but they are systematically excluded from the best 

schools and the best jobs. 

Children from families in different quadrants of the income distribution have significantly 

different educational outcomes. Close to 65% of children from the bottom 1/4 of the distribution 

finished high school while for children from families in the top 1/4th of the income distribution 

the high school graduation rate is almost 100 %. In terms ofcollege graduation, 75% of those in 

the top 1 14th finish college but only 10% of those in the bottom 1/4th had a college degree. 

Stagnation in Real Wages and Incomes7
- Recent income figures indicate that median 

6 see also Danziger in Confronting Poverty (1994). 

7 It Recovery? Not In Your Paycheck." New York Times, January 6, 1995, Page E6 and 

"A Pay Raise's Impact." New York Times, January 12, 1995, page Dl. 
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household income has been stagnant since 1975 varying between $31,000 and $34,000 during 

the 1980s. Incomes increased in the late 1980s but then decreased between 1989 to 1994 to 

around $32,000 median household income per yearB. Stagnant family incomes have broad social 

repercussions for the middle and lower classes. As these families lose ground the effects on 

young people are even more dramatic. 

_._--' -.However, not only those at the bottom.9fthe incQme distribution have suffered losses. 
, . _. .. , .-".-"~~ _. '''" ___.• ~. _, •.•. ,0 •. __ .,_____~_... ,_. ,~.,._._,••~_,___ _~ ~ 

Earners from the middle to lowest decile in the income distribution have also seen their incomes ______ 

stagnate over the decade. If one looks at an index of wages from 1975 to 1994 and makes 1989 

equal to a base of 100, the value ofwages decreased from 104 in 1978 to 96 in 1981. It then 

moved up sI0\1,'1y to 102 in 1986 and then moved down to around 98 by 1990. It has stagnated at 

that level in the four years since. In addition, the value, in real terms, of the federal minimum 

wage decreased steadily from a high of$6.36 in January of 1979 to a low of$3.95 per hour in 

1990. In 1994, the minimum wage stood at $4.25 per hour. Stagnation in the value of the 

minimum wage has very likely contributed to the erosion of incomes for those at the lowest end 

of the wage distribution. 

Inequality and income stagnation have both an individual and a social dimension and 

both are related not only to consumption at one point in time but also to the ability of broad', 

segments ofthe popUlation to invest in education and training and to the potential to develop 

human resources at the individual and family level. Even studies conducted comparing 

metropolitan areas indicate that in areas of high income inequality employment grows at a lower 

8 "Sluggish Income Figures Show Gains for Some" New York Times, October 6, 1995. 
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rate that in areas where there is less inequality. The polarization of the income distribution has 

.. accentuated the boundaries between social classes and has.been characterized by increasing 

barriers to entry into the upper classes: On the other hand, the working classes and other 

segments of the population increasingly experience unemployment, job insecurity, alienation, 

. and marginalization from the economic structure. 


lylost economists agree by now that iI1~ql\ality has inc~eased. This is a factual question 


and enough studies have been conducted at this point to convince the skeptics9
• However;tl1ere is ____ .... ,­. . . 

much less consensus about the causes of growing stratification and inequality and there is much 

dispute about the possible solutions (if any). Several explanations have been emphasized in 

various recent academic reviews prepared mostly by economists lO
• The more common 

arguments refer to: a) increasing role of skills and ethnic differences in skills; b) immigration 

and declining immigrant quality!!; c) decreasing returns to low skill and changes in the supply of 

9 Weinberg, Daniel H. (1996) "A Brief Look at Post\var V.S. Income Inequality." V.S . 
. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports (p60-191). 

10 Katz, Lawrence and Kevin .Murphy (1992) "Changes in Relative Wages, 1963-1987: 
Supply and Demand Factors." Quarterly Journal of Economics 107(1): 35-78; Murphy and 
)VeIch (1992); Juhn, Murphy and Pierce (1992); Murphy, Kevin M.and Finis Welch. (1993a) 
"Inequality and Relative Wages." American Economic Review. 83(2): 1 05?-1 091; Levy,Frank 
and Richard J. Murnane (1992) " V .S. Earnings Levels and Earnings Inequality: A Review of 
Recent Trends and Proposed Explanations."Journal ofEconomic Literature 30: 1333-1381; 
Bound a~d Freeman Bound, JohU and Richard B. Freeman. 1992." What Went Wrong? The 
Erosion of Relative Earnings and Employment among Young Black Men in the 1980s," 
Ouarterly Journal ofEconomics. 107(1 ):20 1-232. 

II George Borjas (1991) Friends or Strangers. 
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labor among those with low skills12
; d) effects of the welfare statel3

; e) international 
- - -, . ~-. 

. i'co~petitionl4; f) changes in the demand for labor15.­

Most of these explanations focus on parts of the problem but lack a sociological and 

historical perspective. The role of various types of systemic and systematic structural 

characteristics of the social formation are ignored and thus the "explanations" that are provided 

are incomplete and need themselves to be inserted and understood in a broader framework. 

Changing Labor Force ~ynaD1.ic~-The labor forcedy,~~~i~s ofmal~s and feniales:h~~~_o~=:"-:_~~,._~_-:~~_­

experienced dramatic changes during the last 20 years. The data for females indicates that over 

time more women are entering the labor force but there is avarying pattern by ethnicitY. While'------' , .... -- -..,. ,.­

women, in general, have gained entry into the better sectors of the economy access to the upper 

echelons is still restricted. Puerto Rican women, contrary to the norm, decreased their labor force 

participation between 1960 and 1980 and their employment rate remained relatively stable and 

low throughout the 1980s. 

The general pattern of labor force participation among men over the last two decades· 

suggests that fewer men are working full-time but those that work are doing so for longer hours 

12 Welch, Finis (1990) "The Employment of Black Men." Journal of Labor Economics. 
8(1): S26-S74. 

13 Charles Murray (1984) Losing Ground Basic Books; Lawrence Mead (1986) Bevond 
Entitlement. Free Press. 

14 George Borjas, Richard B. Freeman and Lawrence Katz "On the Labor Market Effects 
ofInunigration and Trade" in Borjas and Freeman (1992) Immigration and the Work Force. 
University of Chicago Press . 

. 15 Acs, Gregory and Sheldon Danziger. 1994. " Educational Attainment, Industrial 
Structure and Male Eamings Through the 1980s." Journal ofHuman Resources 29: 617-648. 
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. . 

per week. The connection between people and work has been solidified for those in the upper 

echelons of the socio-economic structure while it has become more tenuous and unstable for 

those in the lower sectors of the class distribution. This tension can be seen in the increased 

tertiarization and informalization of the economy together with increased conflict over taxation 

and the role of local, state, and federal governments in the provision of public goods and services 

for the poor. 

Thefigures l6 indicate that in the decade between"1969 and 1979 around 77% ofworkirig. . , . _. '"' 

age males worked steadily. In the decade that followed from 1979 to 1989 the number was . . 

reduced to 60% of males working steadily throughout the decade. The proportion of whites 

employed steadily was i.igher than the proportion of blacks with 55% of the later working 

steadily thrcughout the 1980s. The evidence also indicates that educational attainment is .' 

increasingly related to labor force participation. Among high school drop-outs, steady work 

decreased to around 50% in the 1980s while for college graduates the proportion working 

steadily over the decade increased slightly from 77% to 79%. Of those in the lowest fifth of the 

income distribution 55% worked steadily in the 1970s but only 35% did so in the 1980s while for 

individuals in the upper fifth steady work decreased slightly but was still high at around 95%. 

Per;~isting Income Gaps by Gender and Race17 The gap in incomes between whites, 

African-A..rnericans, and Hispanics is relatively large and persists at the national level. There have 

16 "More Men in Prime of Life Spend Less Time Working" New York Times, January 1, 
1995, Page AI. 

17 "Income Gap Persists for Blacks and Whites" New York Times, February 23, 1995, 
Page A2I. 
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been some relative gains, particularly for those with higher education and among women, but in 

most other categories African-American and Hispanic incomes have stopped converging with 

those ofwhites for some time. There are several explanations for this trend: a) increased and 

more sophisticated forms of discrimination; b) within group differences in aptitude and skill; c) 

the criminalization of sectors of the poor; d) limited access to various forms of capital and 

investments; e) segregation in housing and in the provision of other resources; and f) the effects 

of government policy. 

While the debate lingers, the fact remains that in 1993, for example, the median income 

of Black males employed full time was $23,020 while the income of whites was $31,090 (or 74 

cents to blacks for every dollar for whites). This gap has not changed since 1979. Among 

women, in 1979 the income of blacks was 92 cents to the dollar when compared to white women 

but by 1993 the gap had increased slightly to around 90 cents.per dollar with annual incomes of 

$19,820 for black women and $22,020 for white women. A persisting income gap, particularly in 

the current context of high residential and other forms of segregation, means that African-

American and Hispanic families, schools, and communities have less resources at their disposal 

to educate and invest in their children and to provide services for adults in the community. 

The Deteriorating Status of Hispanic Workers l8·Hispanic workers of Mexican, Puerto 

.. 

Rican, Cuban, and Other Latino Origins have been particularly affected by economic trends at 

the regional, national and local level. The effect of economic changes is compounded by the fact 

18 "Bias Hits Hispanic Workers: Large Labor Force in the U.S. is Losing Ground" New 
York Times, April 27, 1995, Page Dl. 
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that the gap in elementary and high school education between Latinos and whites is quite large 

. and that Latinos are increasingly being excluded from higher education. 

In the late 1980s Hispanic unemployment was around 8% somewhere between the 4% 

rate for whites and the 12% rate for blacks, During the early 1990s, unemployment increased for 

all groups, but it increased even faster among Hispanics. As the economy recovered in the later 

parts of1992, unemployment rates started to decrease for all groups, but they came down faster 
"-~ _.- - - .'~.~~' ~ -~--. ~ 

.. Jor blacks and whites that for Hispanics, Hispanic unemployment in 1995 was around 9.1 %, 

close to the level for Blacks of9,8% and double the White unemployment rate of 4.7%, 

Hispanics have not only suffered setbacks in the labor market but some segments of the 

population are also falling increasingly behind in terms of educational attainment. Ifwe look at 

the proportion of Hispanics in collegf. we see an increase from around 5% in 1970 to 8% in 1980 

but the figure remained at the level of 9% up to 1994, For Blacks, the proportion with a college 

degree increased from 4.5% in 1970 to 12,9% by 1994 while for non-Hispanics whites the 

proportion with a college degree increased from 11.6% in 1970 to 24% by 1994 for those 25 

years or 01der19
• 

Hispanics are not going to college for three main reasons: a) migration and the selectivity 

19 "Census Report Finds Hispanic Americans Lagging Further in College Degrees" New 
York Times, July 27, 1995; Bureau of the Census, Statistical Brief, "The Nation's Hispanic 
Population, 1994." SB/95-25 (September, 1995). 
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of migrants (labor migration)20; b) issues of access and higher education policy21; and c) 

differences in-family, school and community level resources22• The value of a college education' 

has increased over the last two decades and the fact that very few Latinos are going to college not 

only reflects present inequalities but also purports inequalities in the future. 

Shrinking Opportunity Structure§23-Recent research has shown that there is an 

. .increasing "opportunijygap" between chilciren from different socio-economic backgrounds. 
- . - .~..- _.- --" -. "~ ...-.~.-.-".-.-' ~ -.-. - . - ., ----.. ~-,-, "-" ------~.,-- -- ­

Fewer younger persons are earning middle class incomes by the time they are in their early 


thirties and the probability of achieving a middle class income is becoming increasingly tied to 


family of origin and to membership in racial or etlmic minority groups. Between 1977 and 1988, 


65% of young white males achieved a middle class income by the time t~eywere thirty. From 


1989 to 1992 the proportion decreased to 47%. For young black males the figure was 29% from 


1977 to 1988 and 18% between 1989 and 1992. For men with affluent parents (defined as 


households with income equal to four times the poverty line or more) the proportion that 


achieved middle class income was 74% between 1977 and 1988 and 56% between 1989 and 


20 George Borjas (1990), Friends or Strangers: The Impact ofImmigrants on the U.S. 

Economy; Gregory DeFreitas (1991), Inequality at Work: Hispanics in the U.S. Labor Market. 


2J See Camille Rodriguez and Ramon Bosque-Perez (1994) Puerto Ricans in Higher 

Education. ' 


22 Hector R. Cordero~Guzman (1995), Educational Attainment, Labor Force Participation 

and the Wages of\Vhite, African-American, Mexican-American, Puerto Rican and Other 

Hispanic Young Males During the 1980s. Ph.D. Dissertation, The University of Chicago. 


23 "America's Opportunity Gap" New York Times, June 4, 1995; Bureau of the Census, 

Statistical Brief, " The Earnings Ladder: Who's at the Bottom? Who's at the Top?" SB94- 3RV 

(June, 1994). 




Dr. Cordero·Guzman 
Page 16 

1992. The figures for young meri from poor households (defined as those with one 'and a half 

times the poverty line"or less) indicate that 27% achieved middle class incomes by their thirties 

between 1977 and 1988 and 20% between 1989 and 1992. These figures indicate a strengthening 

of Class barriers and an increasing effect of family background ,md race\ethnicity on socio- . 

economic attainment. 

THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS OF LATINOS 

Latinos have been a principal actor in the changing U.S. economy and this population is 

particularly affected by both recent debates over government training programs and by changes 

in the economic and '8ocial structure. In this section, I will discuss some general statistics on 

Hispanic education, employment, and incomes but first I will present an analytical framework 

that tries to separate between the individual dimensions of education, employment, and earnings 

and their structural determinants. 

Analytical Framework 

In this section, I will discuss briefly the ways in which one can interpret and connect 

analytically and theoretically the various trends in education, labor force participation and 

income data in order to provide an overall picture of the various dimensions that constitute the 

socio-economic status of the population. Education, employment and wages are usually linked, 
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somewhat sequentially, to each other so that outcomes at one stage are said to affect outcomes in 

subsequent stages. However, trends in education, employment, and incomes are seldom linked 

analytically to each other through an analysis of the effects of changing social (particularly 

neighborhoo'ds and schools), economic, political and fiscal structures. 

There are four main approaches to social stratification and inequality that have tended to 

dominate the academic literature. While some of the arguments overlap the emphasis made by 

each school ofthought are clearl)! differ~n.!: a) ~amily back~o.~~~:thi_~ type of explanation ~'~:: _____________ _ 

emphasizes the role of family background and family experiences on subsequent levels of 

educational attai~~~t ande~ployment status; b) education basedlhulnan capital-this approach" .... ----- ... 

puts emphasis on the role of ability on educational attainment and the subsequent role of 

education on employment outcomes; c) role model based-these explanations~mphasize the' 

importance of role models for motivation and the role of psycho-social factors on education and 

employment; d) sociallcultural capital-these explanations focus on the modes of conduct and 

clusters of knowledge that an individual needs to have in order to achieve social mobility. 

Individuals are said to have more or less social or cultural capital and capital is defined as those 

attributes that help a person achieve economic and social mobility. 

While each of the approaches can generate useful insights what is missing from current 

explanations of educational and labor market disadvantage is a theoriZation of the various parts 

of the social structure and how they impact individual and group development both sequentially 

and cumulatively over the life course. Stratification needs to be .studied in both structural and 

dynamic terms in order to answer broader questions about which factors are associated with 
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mobility and how individual, family, school, community, and labor market level processes 

accelerate or impede mobility both at the individual and group level. 

Figure 1 presents an ideo-typical schema designed to describe three basic sets of 

connections or processes. The first involves the link between the various parts of the 

stratification process and the influence of events in one stage on subsequent stages in the person's 

life course. The second sets of relations described by the figure involves incorporating the effects 

. of events, institutions, processes,~d policies at the structurallevei on individuallevel.(}utcoples 

at each stage of the life course and over the life course. The third way to view the figure 

emphasizes the development of the system of relations at the structural level and an analysis of 

the institutional linkages that exist between the various parts of the system. 

Figure 1 

( I) (2) (3) (4) (lA) 

family's -+ education -+ labor force -+ incomes -+ family's 

class position participation class position 


income school system employment policy the economy investments in 
youth 
occupation resources state of the economy tax policy resources for adults 

assets curriculum discrimination institutional\ethnic the community 
( sociall cuI tural) processes 

The familY's class composition (1) entails a given set of social and economic reSQurces 

that impact levels of educational attainment (2). These are also affected by the differential role 
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and impact of schools, educational policy, educational resources and the type of teaching 

practices and curriculum. Educational attainment in turn impacts labor force participation (3) but 

this is also affected by employment policy, the state of the economy and by patterns of labor 

market discrimination. Labor force participation_(including the persoI:1's occupation and industry 

of employment) in tum affects incomes and the family's subsequent class position:The 

perspective presented here recognizes the relationship that exists between education, employment 

factors at various levels of analysis from the individual, to the family, the school, the community, 

and the labor market to broad social, political, and ideological processes which have local 

manifestations. 

The experience of Hispanics, in particular, reveals the connection that exist between 

structural level processes and socio-economic changes in the population at the individual and 

group level. The next section of the paper will discuss data on Hispanics in the U.S. with an eye 

towards interpreting the various trends as the result of complex processes and interactions taking 

. place at various levels of analysis. 

a) Population Trends-..;Figure 1 shows the total Latino population in the United States 

beginning in 1970 and projected up to the year 2050. The table includes both total population 

counts and projections and estimates of the proportion of the total U.S. population that was or is 

expected to be Latino. According to these numbers there were 24.1 million Latinos in the U.S. 

around 1992 and they constituted close to 9.5% of the U.S. population. This number is expected 

to increase to 21.1 % of the population or 80.7 million persons by the year 2050. Figure 2 
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Presents the Hispanic population in 1990 by national origin. Figure 3 shows the proportion of the 

population that is Latino in the 10 states with the largest Latino populations. These numbers 

indicate that the Latino population has been growing rapidly in states that already have 

significant proportions of Latinos. 

b) Education--Figure 4 presents data on the proportion of the Latino and non-Latino 

population with highschool and college degrees. The data indicates that both the gap in high. __'''' 

school (.64) and the gap in college(A2) are quite large. In fact, though the proportion oL... =•• 

Hispanics graduating from high school and college has increased most of the gain, relative to the 

non-Latino popUlation were made between 1970 and 1980. The gap in high school graduation 

was the same in 1980 as in 1992 (.62) while the gap in the proportiori with a college degree 

declined between 1970 and 1980 but increased again from 1980 to 1992 so that in 1992 the gap 

was at the same level as it was in 1970 (.42). Figures 5 and 6 examine in more detail recent 

trends in high school and college graduation rates between Latinos ofvarious sub-groups and 

non-Hispanic whites. The data confirms that the gap in high school graduation rates has 

remained relatively large and does not seem to be getting smaller while the gap in the proportion 

with a college degree is showing signs of an increase. 

c) Labor Force Participation and Unemployment--Figures 7 and 8 present recent data 

on labor force participation rates for males and females and though there is some movement that 

corresponds with the business cycle, the data indicates that there are significant differences in 

labor force participation by.Latino origin. In the case of males, several Latino groups have higher 

participation rates than whites but in the case of females most Latino groups have participation 
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rates below those of white women. Figure 9 presents a series of unemployment rates for 

. Hispanics and non-Hispanics from 1982 to 1992. Hispanic unemployment rates are: a) 

significantly higher than those of non-Hispanics; b) increase faster during and after a recession; 

c) take longer to recuperate from a downturn in the economy. In 1992, for example, the Latino 

unemployment rate was 11.3% compared to 7.5% for non-Latill0s. Figures 10 and 11 present 

unemploymentrates ip..rec.en.t years for various Latino subgroups by gender. This data indicates 
, '.~.-. -,~. -. ~-~ _••.• - __ , _ ••._._~ '""M, .~ •• _.__.__._ .,___ • __._.~_. _. 

that in terms of unelI!ployment both Latino males and females have a higher incidence of 


unemployment than non-Latinos. 


d) OccupatioiIs--FiguresI2 and 13 compare the occupational distributions of Latino and 

non-Latino males and females in 1992 and 1994. The tables indicate that there is more 

dissimilarity in the occupational distribution of males than of females with Latino males heavily 

over-represented in the lower status occupations. Latino females, however, are overrepresented in 
, 

both administrative (office) and operator (factory) work. 


e) Incomes and Poverty--Figure 14 compares the poverty rate of Latinos with the 


. poverty rate of non-Latinos. The gap in poverty rates has remained quite large (2.5 times higher 

for Latinos) over the last 15 years and does not seem to be showing signs of convergence. As is 

the case with unemployment Latino poverty increases faster than poverty for non-Latinos during 

recessions evidencing the low incomes and vulnerability to cyclical fluctuations of large 

. segments of the Latino population. Table 15 presents median family income by race\ethnicity 

wile: figure 16 shows the data in graphic form. Figure 17 shows how the median income of 

families has remained stagnant over the last 15 years and, in fact, the gap between Latinos and 
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non-Latinos has increased slightly. From 1989 to 1991, for example, Latinos lost close to $2,000 

in income while non-Latinos lost close to $1 ,600. 'This~left Latino families with a median income 

of23,895 in 1991 compared to 37,013 for non-Latinos or a difference of close to $13,000 per 

year . 

. DISCUSSION ­

The data discussed in this article suggests that there are significant gaps between Latinos 

and non-Latinos in levels of educational attainment, in unemployment and labor force 

participation rates, in the occupational distribution, in poverty rates, and in family incomes. This 

gaps are the result of the complex interaction between individual, family, school, community, 

labor market and political processes. Latinos clearly need and can benefit from education and 

training programs that reduce the negative effects of structural forces on social outcomes. 

However, these programs will not work if they are predicated on the notion that educational, 

employment and income inequality among Latinos is simply the result of groups level 

differences in values, ability, and skills. Values, abiJities,and skills are important but rather than 

being the starting points of policy they should be recognized as the result of social processes and 

of broad differences in resources. This recognition has important implications for social science 

research and for the design, implementation, and evaluation of workforce development and 

training programs. 
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Implications for Socia) Science Research 

The next generation of studies on 'inequality need to examine comprehensively the role of 

--,- individual,"family, school, community, labor market, and institutional level factors on the 

education, employment, and earnings of Hispanics. Analysis With new sources of quantitative 

d<!ta should be carried out bearing in mind the need to contextualize and tie the analysis of the 

timing and sequencing of individ~a,l ,e":.en.t~_~nd job trajectories to a detailed stUdychangirig-~' ~--

social, economic, and political structures. 

There is als~ a ~eed'for m'ore-research 'on the role oforganizational level characteristiCs'" ..,-- -­

on the outcomes of participants in employment training programs. I am currently engaged in a 

research project with Dr. Bennet Harrison where we are exploring organizational networking and 

case management practices and how they relate to other organizational characteristics and to the 

outcomes of participants in employment training and workforce development programs. We are 

particularly interested in the relationship between organizational structure (e.g. the type and 

extent of networks to institutions like employers, government, and other community based 

organizations; characteristics of the internal organizational structure), organizational practices 

, (e.g. pedagogical approach to employment training; objectives and content ofthe employment 

training programs; organizational history and culture), and organizational resources (e.g. 

characteristics of the c1ients\trainees; contact to employers; sources offunding; demographic 

characteristics of the organization [age, size, number and rank of employees, number of 

programs at the organization, etc.]) and how these impact the outcomes of participants in 
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employment training and workforce development programs. 
. . .~-

Implications for \\'orkforce Development 

Social science research and workforce development programs need to incorporate the role 

of both differences in the past resources invested in the individual and differences in the 

. structural level conditions under which individuals operate in order to account for and exphiiif 
., • • . «_'. • "w_."~,, "« 

ethnic and social class differences educational attainment, labor force participation and wage 

gwwth. from a public policy perspective our approach ·suggests that attempts to conceive and 

. implement effective public policy solutions to the condition of minority popUlations must be 

anchored in a detailed analysis ofthe individual, structural, and temporal dimensions of 

stratification. Public policies .should not just eliminate present barriers but should also 

compensate·for the, cumulative effects of systematic past differences in social and family 

investments over the life course. Solutions that reduce the nature of the educational and labor 

market problems ofminority popUlations simply to putative individual inadequacies, 

inefficiencies, and self-defeating attitudes are bound to fail because they ignore both the 

cumula~ive nature and the structural embeddedness of individual development. 

Implications for Training Programs 

Some of the critical questions and challenges that face community based employment training 
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programs include: a) Goal clarification: What are the programs supposed to do? What do they 

. intend to achieve? b) the challenges of implementation and replication: Where are the programs 

located? Who runs them? What is the racial and ethnic composition of the clients and program 

. staff? What is the content of the training and.other aspects of the prQgram? What is the nature of 

the relations amongst the various constituencies that partiCipate in the program?What kinds of 

resources are available to achieve the goals of the program? c) Program evaluation challenges: 

Ho\yare "success"and "failure" defined and measmed? Would the Clients be worse offwithouC .-_.. 

the investment? What external forces are the programs designed and not designed to counteract? 

How is their impact measured? Are these programs not working because even those with more 

training do not get employment (more persons in the queue)? or because those who do not go to 

programs get jobs more often than those that go to programs (some kind ofscarring effect)? or is 

it that both those that do and those that do not receive training end up unemployed (changes in 

labor force participation rates and patterns of exclusion from work)? 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

The experience of Latinos in the educational system and in the labor force highlights the 


need for research and practice to focus on social structures and on broad institUtional changes in 


educational systems, employment systems, and in the labor market. Quick fixes and small 


remedial investments are not going to reduce current levels of inequality. The main obstacle to a 


broad based labor market policy seems to be that the economic debate is taking place between 
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thosethat believe that low skilled workers are currently overpaid and the solution to their 

predicament lies in an dO\l,'l1ward adjustment of the wage structure and those think that the 

s01ution to the employment problems of disadvantaged workers lies mostly in more worker 

education and training. Though more education and training are essential! the solution to the 

unemployment problem for disadvantaged workers seems to lie not so much in fixing the 

workers themselves but rather in fixing the uneven impacts~o(t~e<:hang.ing s()~.i?~~con()!?!_~ ...._______________ .__ 

structure, in reducing the deteriorating effects of the class, gender, and ethnic group membership 

on individual attainnient, and in eliminating the persistence ofinequality in the distribution of 

social resources and investments. Only until broad social resources are mobilized to eliminate 

current disparities in the social and economic si:ructure, particularly in disadvantaged 

communities, will we begin to see an improvement in the socio-economic indicators for racial 

and ethnic minorities and, perhaps, begin to experience noticeable reductions from the current 

levels of socio-economic stratification and inequality. 
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,SELECTED SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF LATINO POPULATIONS IN THE UNITED STATES,1989-1994 
(04TA FROM THE CURRENT POPULATION SURVEYS [MARCH.cPS\SERIES P-20J. VARIOUS YEARS) 
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