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This research compares remittance-receiving families in rural Mexico
to non-remittance receiving households in terms of how the presence
of this financial source relates to variation in parent educational aspi-
rations for their children and youth enrollment and completion at the
non-compulsory upper secondary schooling level. Using multivariate
analysis of a comprehensive survey collected in a significant migrant-
sending state, no evidence is found of a remittance effect on the
selected outcomes. Rather, other socio-demographic background fac-
tors — namely, maternal education levels and to a lesser extent house-
hold wealth — are the factors most associated with variation in these
educational outcomes. Implications for migration and education pub-
lic policy and suggestions for future research are discussed.

During the international migration boom of the late twentieth century and
early years of the twenty-first, the importance of migrant remittances to the
economies of the developing world has received growing attention from
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governments, developmental aid organizations, and scholars alike. As this
financial source is now second only to foreign direct investment in terms of
inflows from abroad for the globe’s developing economies (Ratha, Mohapat-
ra, and Silwal 2009) this increased notice is well deserved. While the sheer
developmental potential of remittances is clear, the actual impact of this
financial source on the households, communities, and larger societies of
migrant-sending nations remains an open question, both politically and
empirically.

One societal domain in which remittances have been hypothesized
to be transformative for the global south is within the realm of schooling.
Scholars, governments, and developmental aid organizations have posited
that remittances aid families to overcome financial constraints to the
attainment of schooling for the household’s young. Given the importance
of schooling to human capital formation, economic development, amelio-
ration of inequalities, and providing of skills necessary for democratic citi-
zenship, such an impact could be greatly transformative for such locales.
As such this potentiality has been empirically tested by a growing number
of scholars (see Borraz 2005; Giorguli and Serratos 2009; Hanson and
Woodruff 2003; Kandell and Kao 2000; Kandel and Kao 2001; Kandel
and Massey 2002; Mansour, Chaaban, and Litchfield 2011; McKenzie
and Rapoport 2006; and Miranda 2007; Sawyer et al. 2009). The results
of this research — the vast majority of which has been conducted in Latin
America — has thus far yielded mixed findings, some of which point to
clear positive effects, others to negative outcomes, and still others to both
positive and negative associations occurring simultaneously.

This paper contributes to the extant international literature on
remittances through the examination of a possible remittance effect on
parental educational aspirations and youth upper secondary schooling out-
comes within a prominent migrant-sending region of Mexico. In doing
so, this research breaks ground in a number of ways. For one, it is the
first (to the best of our knowledge) that explores the relationship between
remittance receipt and parental educational aspirations for their children,
a demonstrated correlate of student attainment and achievement (Kao and
Tienda 1995; Goldenberg, Gallimore, and Reese 2001; Glick and White
2004). Secondly, the paper’s focus on San Miguel Tlacotepec, Oaxaca, a
single “highly intensive” migrant-sending community in Mexico, allows for
a deep exploration of the processes related to outmigration and schooling
that is mostly absent from the present literature on remittances. Similarly,
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San Miguel Tlacotepec’s location within Mexico’s Central region2 also
affords examination of the remittance phenomenon within a relatively
new and less documented migrant-sending region, and one believed to be
less susceptible to the dampening effects of the “culture of migration” on
scholastic outcomes (Cornelius and Sawyer 2008; Durand and Massey
2003; Giorguli and Serratos 2009). Lastly, while most research on the
topic has examined educational attainment and/or attendance broadly
speaking, this paper provides greater specificity and relevance by honing
in on a possible remittance effect on youth enrollment and persistence in
upper secondary schooling, the costly first post-compulsory cycle in the
Mexican education system.3

To explore these questions, this paper utilizes data from the Mexican
Migration Field Research and Training Project’s 2007–2008 survey4

administered in San Miguel Tlacotepec, Oaxaca, and within the commu-
nity’s diasporic settlement community in San Diego County, California.
In the first part of this analysis, descriptive statistics and logistic regression
will be used to compare remittance-receiving households with school-aged
children to non-receiving households in terms of parental aspirations for
the education of their children. We then utilize a sub-sample of these
same households’ 18–22-year-old children — old enough to have com-
pleted upper secondary schooling, but young to have plausibly benefited
from household remittance income — to compare remittance receivers
and non-receivers in regards to upper secondary school enrollment and
completion. Descriptive statistics and multilevel logistic regression will be
used for the purposes of this second part of our analysis. At the end of
the paper, we discuss the implications and limitations of this research for

2While the geographic location of Oaxaca state is more precisely in the nation’s south, for
the purposes of migrant state classification — one that has been made along historical as
well as geographic lines — it is grouped within the nation’s Central region (see Cornelius

et al. 2009; Durand and Massey 2003; Giorguli and Serratos 2009).
3It bears mentioning that the Mexican Constitution was amended on September 20, 2011

to make upper secondary schooling compulsory for all Mexicans. The reform was begun
during the 2011–2012 school year with a gradual phase-in of universal coverage and atten-
dance at this level scheduled to be completed by the 2021–2022 school year (INEE 2011).

As data for this research was collected well before this change, upper secondary schooling
will be considered a non-compulsory schooling cycle for the sake of this analysis.
4For more information on University of California, San Diego’s Mexican Migration Field
Research and Training Project (MMFRP), please see: http://www.polisci.ucsd.edu/corne-

lius/
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informing debates surrounding remittances and schooling and consider-
ations for public policy and future research.

SAN MIGUEL TLACOTEPEC, OAXACA (MEXICO):
MIGRATORY AND EDUCATIONAL CONTEXT

Migration from Mexico to the United States stands out as one of the globe’s
most intensive population flows. At its height in the 1990s and first part of
the 2000s, roughly 500,000 Mexicans migrated each year for either perma-
nent or temporary settlement (Passel and Cohn 2010). Currently, more
than 11.7 million Mexican-born people live in the United States, represent-
ing nearly a third of the nation’s foreign-born population (Passel 2011;
Warren and Warren 2013). This massive movement of people has had a
complex and transformative effect on the economic, political, social, and
cultural life of both nations (Jensen and Sawyer 2013).

Figure I. San Miguel Tlacotepec, Oaxaca (Mexico)

Source: INEGI, 2010.
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Data for this study have been collected in the major Central
Mexican migrant-sending community of San Miguel Tlacotepec, Oaxaca
(Figure I).5 Tlacotepec, as its residents call it, is a rural indigenous munic-
ipality6 of 3,220 people in Southern Mexico. Long lacking in economic
opportunities, the community — classified by the Mexican government as
“highly economically marginalized” and a “highly intensive” migrant-send-
ing community — has undergone rapid hemorrhaging of its working-age
population over the past two decades (CONAPO 2005). Official govern-
ment statistics report that 353 Tlacotepenses emigrated to the United States
between 1995 and 2000, followed by an additional 712 between 2000
and 2004 (SIMO 2008). For this reason, Tlacotepec has increasingly
become a municipality of old men, women, and young children, and one
that is highly dependent upon a remittance economy. In 2008, 49 percent
of the community’s residents reported receiving money from the United
States, while 72 percent of the municipality’s US-based migrants — most
of who settle in the community of Vista, near San Diego — remit money
to their families back in San Miguel Tlacotepec (Cornelius and Sawyer
2008). It bears mentioning, however, that since the 2008 recession in the
United States emigration rates from Tlacotepec have followed those of
Mexico generally and have flat-lined and remittance-sending and receiving
have decreased. For example, in 2010, the percentage of town residents
reporting receipt of remittances had dropped to 36 percent (Andrews
et al. 2012). While it remains to be seen how permanent these recent
trends prove to be, San Miguel Tlacotepec nonetheless remains for now a
town firmly ensconced in a transnational migration and remittances social
and economic order.

Despite its intensive present-day involvement in international migra-
tion, San Miguel Tlacotepec — similar to other locales in Oaxaca and the
states of Mexico’s Central region (Mexico City Federal District, Guerrero,

5For a more extensive discussion of the migratory and educational context of San Miguel
Tlacotepec, please see (Cornelius et al. 2008; Fitzgerald, et al. 2012 and Sawyer et al.

2009).
6Municipalities (known as municipios in Spanish) are the second-level administrative divi-
sion in Mexico (the first level is the state) and often — as with the case of San Miguel
Tlacotepec — are composed of several towns or cities making them roughly equivalent to

the administrative unit of counties in the United States. Every municipality has a munici-
pal seat (known in Spanish as cabecera municipal), which in San Miguel Tlacotepec is
known by the same name as the municipality. Most of the research for this study was con-

ducted within Tlacotepec’s municipal seat.
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M�exico, Morelos, Puebla, Quer�etaro, and Tlaxcala) — is a relative newcomer
to participation in the phenomenon. Whereas significant international migra-
tion flows from the nation’s historic migrant-sending states (Aguascalientes,
Colima, Durango, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoac�an, Nayarit, San Luis Potos�ı,
and Zacatecas) trace back to the start of the Bracero Program in 1942 — and
in some instances, many decades earlier — very little international migration
occurred between San Miguel Tlacotepec and the United States before the
1980s. Hence, historic dependence on the migration economy in the region
is decidedly less pronounced than Mexico’s traditional sending states. It does
bear mentioning, however, that Tlacotepenses had migrated internally to
other locales in Mexico for many decades prior to this foray into international
migration (Cota-Cabrera et al. 2009).

Presently, Oaxaca has grown to be the 10th highest sender of migrants
to the United States of Mexico’s 32 states and the sixth largest beneficiary of
international migrant remittances (Banco Nacional de M�exico 2014; INEGI
2010). The Central region as a whole now accounts for 31.7 percent of
Mexico’s total international migrant stock (while possessing 40.5% of the
nation’s total population) and 3.1 percent of its population rely on remit-
tances for 100 percent of their expenditures (Giorguli and Serratos 2009).
As high as these numbers are, they still pale in comparison to the historic
West region which accounts for 50.4 percent of the international migrants
despite having only 23 percent of the nation’s population. Within the West
region, 7.7 percent of households depend upon remittances for 100 percent
of their expenses (Giorguli and Serratos 2009).

Perhaps of most substantive interest to the present study, migration
scholars have posited that the so-called “culture of migration” — the com-
munity norm by which migration becomes an expected part of one’s life-
time pathway and a rite of passage for youth — has yet to take as firm a
hold in Mexico’s Central region as it has in its historic sending states
(Cornelius 1990; Durand and Massey 2003; Giorguli and Serratos 2009;
Kandel and Massey 2002). Evidence for this can be found both in the
Central region’s overall lower migration rates as well as the empirical find-
ing in one study of household remittance income decreasing the probabil-
ity of youth dropping out of school in the Central region, while having
the opposite effect in the historic region (Giorguli and Serratos 2009).
Thus, it can be hypothesized — despite the present intensity of migration
flows from Tlacotepec — that schooling outcomes might be more sensi-
tive to the presence of remittance income than they would be in a historic
migrant-sending region.
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Schooling in San Miguel Tlacotepec

Located in one of the most educationally underserved and lowest perform-
ing regions of Mexico, San Miguel Tlacotepec — similar to what has
been observed in many other underserved rural locales in Mexico — has
nevertheless undergone a rapid expansion of educational access in recent
decades. While it was once rare to progress beyond primary school (grades
one–six in Mexico), a majority of young Tlacotepenses now complete
ninth grade, the final year of lower secondary school and the last compul-
sory year required by the Mexican government prior to 2012 (see Fig-
ure II). Despite this expansion, the municipality still ranks way below
national and state averages on basic educational outcome measures (see
Table 1).

TABLE 1
SELECTED EDUCATIONAL INDICATORS, POPULATION 15 YEARS AND OLDER, 2010

Indicator Mexico Federal District Oaxaca San Miguel Tlacotepec

Literacy rate 92.4 97.0 83.1 71.03
Percent incomplete primary 19.9 8.7 33.9 50.3
Average years of schooling attained 8.6 10.5 6.9 5.0

Sources: CONAPO (2010); INEGI (2010).

Figure II. Schooling Attainment by Age and Gender in San Miguel Tlacotepec

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.
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School offerings in San Miguel Tlacotepec closely resemble those
found in small rural communities throughout Mexico. The municipality,
by way of Mexico’s highly centralized Public Education Secretariat, pro-
vides its citizens three preschool facilities (composed of two non-compul-
sory pre-kindergarten grades and the newly compulsory kindergarten),
seven primary schools (the compulsory grades one–six), and two lower sec-
ondary schools (the compulsory grades seven–nine). Increased attainment
in primary and lower secondary school has been made possible in part by
government subsidies that provide students free text books and cash assis-
tance to low-income families in exchange for student attendance (Sawyer
et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010b). As such, 87 percent of Tlacotepenses we inter-
viewed between the ages of 18 and 22 had finished primary schooling (as
compared to 49% of those older than 22 years) and 69 percent had com-
pleted lower secondary school (as compared to 26% of those older than
22 years). Also similar to many locales throughout the nation, attending
upper secondary school (non-compulsory grades 10–12) is much more
financially prohibitive and often less available, which helps to explain the
low upper-secondary completion rate for 18–22-year-olds of 31 percent;
this percentage drops to 13 percent for those over the age of 22 (see
Table 2). Nevertheless, the municipality does boast a vocational upper sec-
ondary school, an advantage not shared by all rural communities. The
school, a government partnership with Mexico’s National Polytechnic Uni-
versity, charges tuition and leaves it to students and families to pay for
their own textbooks, uniforms, and other school supplies (Sawyer et al.
2009; Sawyer 2010b). Perhaps unsurprisingly, lack of money for school
expenses is the number one cited reason given by the town’s 15–19-year-
old out-of-school youth — the typical ages for attending upper secondary
school — for the ending of their formal educations (see Figure III). That
said, it is reasonable to believe that enrollment and completion of upper
secondary schooling in Tlacotepec could be aided by the presence of

TABLE 2
COMPLETION RATES FOR SPECIFIED EDUCATIONAL LEVELS IN SAN MIGUEL TLACOTEPEC EXPRESSED IN

PERCENTS, BY AGE (N = 606)

Ages 18–22 Ages 23–65

Primary 87 49
Lower Secondary 69 26
Upper Secondary 31 13

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.
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remittance income, especially given the availability in the town of an upper
secondary school for those that can pay. Indeed, in our surveys, 33 percent
of remittance-receiving households in Tlacotepec reported using this finan-
cial source for school-related expenditures, the third most cited use of
remittances behind food and shelter (Sawyer et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010a).

PRIOR SCHOLARSHIP

Remittances and Schooling

A concrete by product of contemporary global migration flows, remit-
tances play a crucial role within the economies of the developing world.
According to the World Bank, global remittance flows have reached $338
billion USD and are among the largest source of foreign exchange for
numerous migrant-sending nations of the global south (Ratha, Mohapatra,
and Silwal 2009). Remittances are believed to benefit migrant families
and their communities in numerous ways. As they add to household

Lack of Money for
School Expenses,

33%

Personal Choice, 30%

Family Obligations,
14%

Employment, 9%

Lack of
Schools/Student

Slots, 2%

Migration, 2%

Other, 9%

Figure III. Reasons Given for School Leaving, Out-of-School Respondents’ Ages

15–19 in San Miguel Tlacotepec (N = 43)

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.
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income, scholars and observers have noted that they allow families to meet
basic expenses and finance of such ventures as small business creation,
home construction and renovation, public works projects, and education
(Ratha 2003; Orozco 2009; Terrazas 2011). Remittances, however, have
also been found in some cases to boost existing inequalities and come
with such downsides as population loss and disruption of family ties
(Menjivar and Abrego 2009; Dreby 2010; Terrazas 2011).

Within the Mexican context, data from the nation’s Federal Reserve
indicates that at their pre-recession high in 2007, remittances from Mexi-
cans working in the United States reached $26.1 billion USD and repre-
sented nearly 3 percent of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product (Banco
Nacional de M�exico 2008). In terms of foreign exchange, remittances rep-
resent the third most important source of financial capital to the economy
behind tourism and petroleum (Banco Nacional de M�exico 2008). Remit-
tance amounts declined sharply between 2008 and 2009 due to the Great
Recession in the US and have since stabilized ($21.6 billion USD in
2013) at a number significantly below the pre-recession peak (Banco
Nacional de M�exico 2014).

Given their role as an alternative household income source, remit-
tances have been hypothesized to aid schooling within migrant-sending
communities in various ways. For one, it is posited that this financial
source allows migrant families to afford to spend more on schooling than
would otherwise be the case (Kandel and Kao 2001; Kandel and Massey
2002; Hanson and Woodruff 2003; Giorguli and Serratos 2009; Mansour,
Chaaban, and Litchfield 2011). Within the Mexico context, the spending
of this additional income on schooling would be extremely important given
that a major barrier to schooling opportunity for the economically disad-
vantaged populations of nation’s rural areas (from where the vast majority
of migration still originates) are the high direct costs involved in paying for
schooling, especially at the higher grade levels (Reimers 2002; Bracho
2002; Santiba~nez, Vernez, and Razquin 2005). Similarly, it is hypothesized
that remittance income lowers the opportunity cost of foregone youth labor
earnings, especially in the nation’s rural areas where families remain highly
dependent on income from their adolescent children’s labor (Kandel and
Kao 2001; Kandel and Massey 2002; Hanson and Woodruff 2003; Giorg-
uli and Serratos 2009). Thus, the thinking goes, with remittance income in
hand these youth are less likely to seek work opportunities both at home
and through migration in favor of remaining in school.
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Within the preliminary testing of these hypotheses in Mexico, find-
ings have been mixed. In a 2003 study of Mexican census data, Hanson
and Woodruff found that on a national level, youths 10–15-year-old from
migrant households (those having one member living abroad) in rural areas
had accumulated more years of schooling on average than those from non-
migrant households when controlling for contextual and demographic fac-
tors. Similarly, Kandel and Kao (2001) found, based upon a survey of
7,600 Mexican school children from the prominent migrant-sending state
of Zacatecas, that students from migrant families had higher school perfor-
mance — as measured by grades — than those from non-migrant families,
but lower aspirations of attending college. The authors speculated that the
financial benefits from international migration allow students to perform
well and potentially attain greater amounts of schooling, while being from
a migrant household also paradoxically provides a disincentive for pursuing
higher levels of education (Kandel and Kao 2001). This finding of a nega-
tive effect associated with migrant household status is also echoed in studies
by Kandel and Massey (2002), McKenzie and Rapoport (2006), and Mir-
anda (2007) in which, using different data and methods than those utilized
in the other studies, the authors found lower outcomes for migrant house-
hold members in terms of schooling aspirations, attainment, and transition
between schooling levels.

Counter-Factual to the Remittance Hypothesis: The “Culture of
Migration” and Family Disruptions

Given the benefits for schooling one would expect from the presence of
remittance income, why is it that empirical findings have been so mixed
— and in some cases downright negative — on the relationship between
exposure to migration and educational outcomes? Several researchers have
hypothesized that confounding factors exist in migrant-sending communi-
ties that appear to exert a downward pressure on schooling indicators.
Based upon an extensive ethnographic record, scholars have hypothesized
that large-scale outmigration has created a “culture of migration” within
migrant-sending communities by which migration to the United States
has become an expected rite of passage — especially for adolescent males
— and one made easier with the availability of social and kin networks in
“El Norte” (Cornelius 1990; Kandel and Massey 2002; Giorguli and Ser-
ratos 2009). Hence, the thinking goes, youth with immediate family in
the United States might be more likely to migrate instead of pursuing
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additional schooling within communities of origin in Mexico (Kandel and
Massey 2002).

Migration has also been linked to family disruptions deleterious to
schooling (Hanson and Woodruff 2003). For one, the receipt of remit-
tances almost always necessitates the separation of children and youth
from at least one parent. Such separations have been found in some stud-
ies to impact the mental well-being of children and youth, which can hin-
der schooling motivation and engagement (Menjivar and Abrego 2009;
Sawyer et al. 2009; Dreby 2010; Sawyer 2010b).

Directly Testing for Remittance Effects: A Paradox Emerges

Despite evidence to suggest that a “culture of migration” and family dis-
ruptions might push educational outcomes downward for some children
impacted by migration, is it possible that remittances nevertheless boost
educational outcomes for some? A limitation to discerning this possible
impact in most previous studies is that the effects of remittance income
are not tested directly on educational outcomes. In the very few studies
that directly test for this possible impact, an interesting and nuanced pic-
ture emerges of this relationship.

In one study, Borraz (2005) using Mexican census data, finds a
small positive effect of remittances on schooling attainment for children
ages 10–13 living in cities with fewer than 2,500 inhabitants whose moth-
ers possess very low education levels. Giorguli and Serratos (2009), also
using census data, similarly find a positive impact of remittances on
schooling for certain profiles of children, but differentiate between general
exposure to migration and remittance receiving, as well as regional popu-
lation distribution. The authors find, for example, that exposure to migra-
tion (having at least one household member abroad) to be negatively
correlated with school attendance for both boys and girls in the 14–18-
year-old age group, while paradoxically receiving remittances appears to
have a positive effect on attendance for this same age group. Testing the
effects by migrant-sending region, the authors find that remittances are
correlated with decreases in school drop-out rates for youth living in the
nation’s Central region (Oaxaca, Mexico City Federal District, Guerrero,
M�exico, Morelos, Puebla, Quer�etaro, and Tlaxcala) while having no such
effect on this outcome in the nation’s historic migrant-sending states (Ag-
uascalientes, Colima, Durango, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoac�an, Nayarit,
San Luis Potos�ı, and Zacatecas). The authors posit that these differences
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stem from the less ingrained nature of the “culture of migration” in Mex-
ico’s Central region as compared to the historic migrant sending states
(Giorguli and Serratos 2009).

Building upon Giorguli and Serratos’ (2009) notion that the impact
of remittances may vary by Mexican region, this paper will provide a fur-
ther test of the hypothesis that schooling outcomes in the Central region
(where data for this paper derives) are more sensitive to the infusion of
remittances than those in the historic sending states. An additional exami-
nation not probed by Giorguli and Serratos (2009) is whether these possi-
ble effects will differ by schooling level. That is, might remittances matter
more for a student at the unsubsidized upper secondary schooling level
than at the highly subsidized and less costly lower secondary level? Accept-
ing the plausibility of this outcome, this paper will test for a possible
remittance effect on upper secondary enrollment and completion.

Remittances and Parental Aspirations

A significant limitation to most previous conceptual models exploring the
relationship between household remittance income and educational out-
comes in Mexico and other international locales is the nearly exclusive
dependence upon economic models for hypothesis-testing. While such
models are helpful, it is important to note that social dynamics may also
matter greatly. For example, status attainment research models developed
within the field of sociology have come to be informative as to the social
determinants of educational outcomes across contexts. Within this body
of work, it has been posited that in addition to structural variables such as
household socioeconomic status, family structure, and parent educational
and occupational attainment, attitudinal variables can also play an instru-
mental role in educational mobility (Sewell and Hauser 1975; Jencks,
Crouse, and Mueser 1983).

For example, parental aspirations for the education of their children
appear to have an impact on child educational attainment independent of
other known predictors presumably due to the motivation they provide to
young as well the greater direct parental involvement they indicate in a
child’s education (Jencks, Crouse, and Mueser 1983; Goldenberg, Galli-
more, and Reese 2001; Glick and White 2004). It has also been shown that
parental educational aspirations can be highly sensitive to such factors as
local norms, previous student academic achievement, community schooling
options, local labor-market conditions, and dramatic changes in one’s life
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conditions (Kao and Tienda 1995; Goldenberg, Gallimore, and Reese
2001; Glick and White 2004). An oft-cited example of how externalities
shape parental educational aspirations — and its impact on student scholastic
outcomes — is that from Kao and Tienda’s (1995) study of immigrant par-
ents from the United States. The researchers found that immigrant parents
almost uniformly held high educational aspirations, which helped account to
account for higher educational attainment of their off-spring than would be
expected on the basis of socioeconomic status and parent educational attain-
ment. Kao and Tienda (1995) posited that these high educational aspirations
were attributable to perceptions of a more favorable educational opportunity
structure as compared to the nation of origin — coined as an “immigrant
optimism” — that had yet to be diminished by the experiences of discrimina-
tion and inequality often experienced by US-born minority groups. With this
logic in mind, it is plausible to expect that the infusion of remittance income
into migrant households in Mexico might lead to a similar effect — a “remit-
tance-receiver optimism” if you will — accompanied by a corresponding
increase in parental educational aspirations than what otherwise might be the
case. Granted, the receipt of remittances unto themselves can be indicative of
a “culture of migration,” and may be a result of grown and adolescent chil-
dren having left school to work in the United States, but might they impact
parental aspirations for the household’s children that still attend school in
Mexico? Parental aspirations have not been widely documented in Mexico in
general — much less in migrant-sending communities — thus the present
study will break ground in both these areas.

The Role of Gender

In separate studies, McKenzie and Rapoport (2006) and Miranda (2007)
found the schooling of males and females to be impacted differentially by
out-migration. In particular, females were found less likely to be nega-
tively affected scholastically by migrant family status than their male
counterparts. According to these and other scholars, these findings are
attributable to the gendered nature of Mexican migration to the United
States, which has been traditionally dominated by males (Cornelius 1990;
Massey, Durand and Malone 2002; McKenzie and Rapoport 2006; Mir-
anda 2007). While females have participated in migration in ever greater
numbers in recent decades–both to reunite with spouses and family mem-
bers as well as on their own — they still emigrate in smaller numbers and
at later ages than males (Cornelius 1990; Massey, Durand, and Malone
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2002; INEGI 2010). Given that females have lower migration rates and
the fact that they tend to migrate less during their adolescent years, it is
plausible that young women may benefit more from remittances than
males, and be harmed less by any downward academic pressures resulting
from being part of a migrant household. As such, this study will take into
account the possible mediating role of gender in testing for remittance
effects on educational outcomes.

Oportunidades

Another important factor to consider in these types of studies is the large-
scale government cash-transfer program known as Oportunidades. Begun in
1997, the program (formerly known as Progresa) provides mothers of poor
families cash transfers — in exchange for the school attendance of their chil-
dren — intended to cover the costs of nutritional supplements, medical
care, and education expenses. Rigorously studied, the program has been
shown in randomized trials to improve such schooling outcomes as atten-
dance and enrollment rates, grade repetition, and persistence in lower sec-
ondary school (Parker and Skoufias 2000; Behrman et al. 2005; Molyneux
2006). As 60 percent of households in San Miguel Tlacotepec report partic-
ipating in the program and it — like remittances — entails the infusion of
income for families, we control for Oportunidades in our analyses to ensure
that any benefit from remittances is above and beyond that provided by this
compensatory government program.

Maternal Education

Within our exploratory ethnographic study of remittance-receiving house-
holds in San Miguel Tlacotepec, an interesting dynamic was noted that
had not been captured in previous literature (see Sawyer et al. 2009; Saw-
yer 2010b). In discerning the characteristics of remittance-receiving fami-
lies in which high schooling aspirations and achievement was occurring
for youth, we noted two critical components. First of all, it became clear
that youth from these households did best in these areas when having at
least one biological parent still present in Mexico. It almost all cases, this
care-taking parent was a mother. Having their mother present did not
appear to be enough; however; we also found that the highest aspiring
and performing adolescents had mothers with high levels of education
(relative to the local context) and who were highly involved in the day-to-
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day monitoring and support of academic tasks (Sawyer et al. 2009; Saw-
yer 2010b). This finding has led us to hypothesize that having remittances
might matter educationally for families as a function of pre-existing socio-
demographic characteristics. This possibility will be probed within the
data analysis sections of this paper.

RESEARCH DESIGN

Data Collection

The data collection for this study took place in San Miguel Tlacotepec,
Oaxaca, and San Diego County, California, over a three-month period
between December, 2007 and February, 2008. This work was under-
taken under the auspices of the 2007–2008 Mexican Migration Field
Research and Training Project (MMFRP), a partnership between the
University of California, San Diego’s Center for Comparative Immigra-
tion Studies and the Instituto de Investigaciones Sociol�ogicas at the
Universidad Aut�onoma Benito Ju�arez de Oaxaca. Alongside a binational
team of 30 researchers, we employed an “ethno-survey” design which
entailed the administration of a 158 item survey to all residents aged
15–65 in the community as well as scores of semi-structured life history
interviews to selected participants. The education-related items on the
questionnaire inquired into years of completed schooling; own and
parental educational aspirations; reasons for school desertion; parental
education levels; and perceptions of school quality.

In all, we completed 636 surveys in all in San Miguel Tlacotepec as
well as an additional 184 to Tlacotepense migrants living in Vista, Califor-
nia and its environs in January and February, 2008 for an overall sample of
820. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with school administrators,
teachers, parents, and students in both San Miguel Tlacotepec and San
Diego County. We have used this data to develop conceptual models, work-
ing hypotheses, and to aid in the interpretation of the study’s findings.

RESEARCH QUESTION ONE: THE EFFECT OF
REMITTANCES ON PARENTAL ASPIRATIONS

As previously described, given the high direct costs of schooling in commu-
nities like San Miguel Tlacotepec and the economic boost that remittances
can provide to migrant households, it is plausible that the availability of
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this financial source allows parents to aspire to higher levels of education
for their school-age children than otherwise might be the case. This paper
tests this proposition — a potentiality we have termed as “remittance-recei-
ver optimism” — through the comparing of educational aspirations for
remittance-receiving mothers within the San Miguel Tlacotepec town cen-
sus who have children currently in school (in Mexico) to such mothers
who do not receive this financial source. I have limited this subsample to
mothers because they have been consistently shown in educational studies
within the developing world to be the care-giver most likely to make edu-
cational decisions for their children (and the allocating of resources for this
purpose) (LeVine and White 1986; Reimers 2002; Sawyer et al. 2009;
Sawyer 2010b). They also are overwhelmingly more likely than fathers to
remain behind to continue care-giving when migration occurs within fami-
lies with school-aged children (Cornelius 1990; Sawyer et al. 2009; Dreby
2010). This analysis will compare educational aspirations for these subpop-
ulations using descriptive statistics as well as logistic regression to estimate
probabilities.

Characteristics of the Subsample

In the San Miguel municipal census, there are 153 mothers with children
currently attending school in the town. Of these women, 92 report receiv-
ing remittances while 61 do not. In comparing the background character-
istics of these remittance receivers to their non-remittance receiving
counterparts, it appears that the former are socioeconomically disadvan-
taged relative to the latter. For example, remittance receivers have on aver-
age a full year less of schooling (5.5–4.5 years), lower standing on the
wealth index (based upon overall finances and possessions), and much
higher rates of receiving the need-based government subsidy Oportunidades
(72–56%) than non-remittance receivers (see Table 3). Hence, given the

TABLE 3
SELECTED AVERAGE SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS OF MOTHERS IN SAN MIGUEL

TLACOTEPC WITH CHILDREN CURRENTLY IN SCHOOL, BY REMITTANCE STATUS (N = 153)

Remittance Receivers
(N = 92)

Non-Remittance Receivers
(N = 61) Total

Years of Schooling 4.5 5.5 5.0
Wealth Index 47.0 49.0 47.7
Oportunidades Receiving
Rate

72.0 55.9 65.8

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.
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typical positive correlation between educational attainment, socio-eco-
nomic status, and parental educational aspirations (Jencks, Crouse, and
Mueser 1983; Goldenberg, Gallimore, and Reese 2001; Glick and White
2004), it would be remarkable indeed should remittances be associated
with higher parental educational aspirations than otherwise might be pre-
dicted by other background factors.

Parental Educational Aspirations: A First Look

To test for the possible “remittance-receiver optimism,” we will first com-
pare mean educational aspirations for mothers with children in school by
remittance-receiving status. To mirror how the question was posed in our
surveys, we categorize parent aspirations by the percentage of mothers
desiring completion of at least the schooling years required to complete a
specific schooling cycles (see Table 4).

According to the data, parental aspirations for children completing
at least a lower secondary (97.3%) — the final year of Mexico’s basic
compulsory education as mandated by its constitution7 — are nearly uni-
versal with a modest difference between remittance and non-remittance
receivers (98.9–94.9%). This small gap between remittance and non-
remittance receiving mothers, however, widens at the upper secondary
completion level as 92.2 percent of remittance-receiving mothers report
aspiring for their children to complete at least this schooling level, while
only 83 percent of non-remittance receivers profess similar aspirations. In
simple descriptive terms, this would appear to be evidence of a possible
“remittance optimism.” For sure, a boost in parental educational aspira-
tions at this level in the presence of remittance income could be due to
this being the first non-compulsory and unsubsidized schooling (and thus

TABLE 4
PARENTAL EDUCATIONAL ASPIRATIONS FOR CHILDREN, EXPRESSED IN PERCENTS, BY REMITTANCE-STATUS

(N = 153)

Remittance Receivers
(N = 92)

Non-Remittance Receivers
(N = 61) Total

Lower Secondary 98.9 94.9 97.3
Upper Secondary 92.2 83.0 88.3
College 74.0 74.0 74.0

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.

7As previously noted, since the collection of our data, the Mexican Constitution has been

amended to mandate the student attendance at the upper secondary level.
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more expensive) schooling cycle for Tlacotpenses. Turning to college com-
pletion, the gap between remittance and non-remittance receivers interest-
ingly vanishes at this level as equivalent percentages of each (74%) report
aspiring for their children to complete at least a university education. This
could be due to both the higher associated costs and the lack of higher
education options for the community. In fact, the closest state university
to the town is three hours away (by motor transport) in the city of Hua-
uapan,8 which can only be reached by way of a mountainous, circuitous,
and rugged two-lane highway (Sawyer et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010a).

Multivariate Analysis: Remittances and Parent Aspirations for Upper
Secondary and College Completion

To test whether the apparent difference we have noted in parental upper
secondary school aspirations for children between remittance and non-
remittance receivers hold up when controlling for other background

TABLE 5
LIST OF DEPENDENT AND INDEPENDENT VARIABLES USED IN THE EMPIRICAL MODELS FOR RESEARCH

QUESTION ONE

Outcomes Question Predictor Control Variables

PREPASPIRE: Binary variable
indicating whether a parent
aspires for their children to
complete at least an upper
secondary education (0 = less
than upper secondary, 1 =
upper secondary or more)

REMITREC: Binary variable
indicating whether a
household receives remittance
income. (0 = not receiving
remittances, 1 = receiving
remittances)

MATERNAL_ED: Continuous
variable indicating the number
of years of schooling
completed by respondent.

COLLASPIRE: Binary variable
indicating whether a parent
aspires for their children to
complete at least a university
education (0 = less than
college, 1 = college or more)

WEALTHMEX: Continuous
variable derived from survey
wealth index based upon
reported household financial
assets and possessions as
reported by household head.

OPORTUN: Binary variable
indicating household
participation in government
cash-transfer program
“Oportunidades” (0 = not in
“Oportunidades”, 1 = in
“Oportunidades”)

8Though it bears mentioning that at the time of writing, an outpost of the Oaxaca state
university is being built a mere 15 minutes away in the city of Juxtlahuca. How this new

university impacts college attendance in San Miguel Tlacotepec merits future attention.
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factors, we have run a series of logistic regression models for the binary
outcome of PREPASPIRE (0 = Less Than Upper Secondary, 1 = Upper
Secondary and Higher) paying special attention to the relationship
between it and the main effect of household receipt of remittance income
(REMITREC). Other theoretically important control variables are listed
in Table 5. As a comparison case, we will also estimate probabilities for
the likelihood of parent aspirations for college completion (COLLA-
SPIRE: 0 = Less than College, 1 = College and Higher) by remittance
status using these same control variables. As with the previously reported
descriptive statistics, we have used a subsample from the town census of
153 mothers with children currently attending school in the town.

We first examine the relationship between these variables through
descriptive statistics (see Table 6). Unsurprisingly, parental aspirations for
the completion of both upper secondary and college are pronouncedly
higher for those with above-average maternal educational attainment
(>five years) as compared to those with below-average (<five years) attain-
ment levels (95–80%, respectively, for upper secondary and 85% to 60%
for college) and those with above-average wealth (wealth index<47.65)
compared to those with below-average (wealth index<47.65) wealth (95–

TABLE 6
PARENTAL ASPIRATIONS FOR CHILDREN’S COMPLETION OF UPPER SECONDARY SCHOOLING AND COLLEGE

EXPRESSED IN PERCENTS, BY REMITTANCE STATUS AND SELECTED SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND

CHARACTERISTIC, (N = 153)

Upper Secondary College

Remittance
Receivers
(n = 92)

Non-Remittance
Receivers
(n = 61) Total

Remittance
Receivers
(n = 92)

Non-Remittance
Receivers
(n = 61) Total

Educational Attainment
>5 years
(n = 79)

94 97 95 83 87 85

<5 years
(n = 64)

90 60 80 63 53 60

Wealth
>47.65
(n = 62)

95 96 95 78 88 83

<47.65
(n = 83)

90 71 83 71 61 68

Oportunidades
Receiver
(n = 95)

92 87 91 74 74 74

Non-
Receiver
(n = 48)

92 83 88 75 78 77

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.
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83% for upper secondary and 82–67% for college). Aspirations are
roughly equivalent for both those receiving and not receiving Oportunid-
ades, with receivers of this cash subsidy enjoying slightly higher rates in
this regard for upper secondary aspirations (91–88%) and slightly lower
rates for college aspirations (77–74%). Given the previously noted evi-
dence within our ethnographic data of a possible differential impact of
remittances according to pre-existing socio-demographic characteristics
(Sawyer et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010b), we also provide descriptive statistics
for educational aspirations for those with above- and below-average mater-
nal education levels, wealth, and Opportunidades receipt according to their
remittance-receiving status (see Table 6). Interestingly, the data shows that
within the below-average subgroups for each of these categories, upper
secondary rates are higher for remittance receivers than their non-remit-
tance receiving counterparts (90–60% in terms of attainment; 90–71% in
terms of wealth) and college aspiration (63–52% attainment; 71–61%
wealth), while those in the above-average subsample seems unaffected by
the presence or not of this financial source. While the small sample size of
these subgroups in this data does not allow for the testing of this possible
interaction within multivariate analysis,9 these findings nevertheless will be
touched upon further in the Discussion and Conclusion section of this
paper.

TABLE 7
ESTIMATED ODDS-RATIOS (STANDARD ERRORS) FOR MODELS DESCRIBING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN

PARENTAL EDUCATIONAL ASPIRATIONS FOR THEIR CHILDREN (AT THE UPPER SECONDARY AND COLLEGE

LEVELS) AND HOUSEHOLD REMITTANCE INCOME CONTROLLING FOR SELECTED DEMOGRAPHIC ATTRIBUTES.
(N = 143)

Predictor

Upper Secondary College

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

REMITREC 2.571� 2.745� 1.869 1.100 1.27 1.098
(1.354) (1.651) (1.205) (0.411) (0.576) (0.520)

MATERNAL_ED 1.421** 1.386* 1.35*** 1.350***
(0.188) (0.188) (0.108) (0.108)

WEALTHMEX 1.041* 1.048* 1.01 1.013
(0.022) (0.024) (0.013) (0.014)

OPORTUN 1.449 0.953
(0.969) (0.472)

-2LL �50.51 �37.10 �33.95 �82.78 �63.99 �62.31

Key: �p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001 (a = 0.05); standard errors in parentheses.

9Within exploratory analyses, inclusion of these interaction terms led to an over-fitting of

the regression models, presumably due to small sample sizes.
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Turning now to the regression results (see Table 7), we surprisingly
see that even when placed in the model alone, the main effect of house-
hold remittance income does not appear to be a statistically significant
predictor of parent educational aspirations for upper secondary
(OR = 2.57; p = 0.07) or college completion (OR = 1.10; p = 0.88)
although the trend is positive in both cases. When placing remittance-
receiving into the model alongside maternal educational attainment and
wealth (see Model 2 in Table 7), maternal educational attainment
(OR = 1.42; p < 0.05) and wealth (OR = 1.04; p = 0.05) both maternal
education and wealth emerge as statistical significant predictors for the
likelihood of upper secondary completion, while for college completion
the main effect of maternal educational attainment attains statistical signif-
icance (OR = 1.35; p < 0.001) and wealth (OR = 1.01; p = 0.3) does
not. This trend continues with the inclusion of Oportunidades in the final
model (see Model 3 in Table 7) as maternal educational attainment
(OR = 1.39; p < 0.05) and wealth (OR = 1.05; p < 0.05) are the sole
statistically significant predictors of parent upper secondary schooling aspi-
rations for their young and maternal educational attainment (OR = 1.35;
p < 0.001) is the sole statistically significant predictor of parent college
completion aspirations. Within these final models, the main effect of
remittance income retains a positive trend, but fails to attain statistical sig-
nificance for both upper secondary (OR = 1.87; p = 0.33) and college
completion (OR = 1.1; p = 0.84).

In considering these final models, the data does not support the
“remittance-receiver optimism” hypothesis. While the apparent boost
seen in the aspirations of parents with below-average education levels
when receiving remittances within the descriptive statistics suggests that
this notion deserves further examination, for now we can only conclude
that the variation that does exist between different levels of parent edu-
cational aspirations for upper secondary and college completion is associ-
ated with differences in aspects of respondent mothers’ backgrounds
other than remittances. Having remittance income, it seems, pales in
comparison to being relatively highly educated and affluent within the
formation of parent educational aspirations. Indeed, in terms of aspiring
to upper secondary completion for children, each additional year of
maternal education is associated with a 39 percent greater likelihood of
a parent aspiring this level for their children, while each additional unit
increase in wealth is associated with a 5 percent greater likelihood in
this regard. For college completion, each additional year of maternal
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education is associated with a 35 percent greater likelihood of aspira-
tions to complete this level. Possible explanations and implications for
schooling and future research on remittances will be offered in this
paper’s Discussion and Conclusions section.

RESEARCH QUESTION TWO: EFFECT OF REMITTANCES ON
UPPER SECONDARY ENROLLMENT AND COMPLETION

Having failed to detect evidence of a remittance effect on parent educa-
tional aspirations, we now explore the relationship between remittance
income and the likelihood of upper secondary enrollment and completion
for youth for a census of households in San Miguel Tlacotepec with chil-
dren. As previously described, this allows us to test the supposition that
remittance income can help youth from migrant families in Mexico to
continue on to, and complete years of post-compulsory schooling when
they otherwise might not be able to do so. The consideration of both
upper secondary enrollment and completion is important. Alas, it is one
thing to enroll and complete the first year of the three-year upper second-
ary schooling cycle in San Miguel Tlacotepec, and quite another to persist
through graduation. For each year of schooling at this level, the direct
and indirect costs of attendance continue to add up, school material
increases in difficulty, and the lure of migration continues to grow (Saw-
yer et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010b). To explore the upper secondary enroll-
ment and completion rates of children nested within households (as
reported by mothers), we have created a separate dataset of 979 children
nested within 237 households and draw inferences from a sub-sample of
127 children ages 18–22 nested within 81 of these households. We have
chosen this age range so as to only include individuals who have more
than likely completed all of their schooling — thus avoiding data censor-
ing — and students young enough to have potentially benefitted educa-
tionally from the presence of remittance income in the household. We use
descriptive statistics and multilevel logistic regression analysis to estimate
probabilities for upper secondary enrollment and completion for San Mig-
uel Tlacotepec household members ages 18–22. Multilevel modeling is
used to account for the random effects associated with the clustering of
individuals within households and the two outcomes will be constructed
as dichotomous variables (PREPAENROLL: 0 = did not enroll and com-
plete the first year of upper secondary, 1 = enrolled and completed the
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first year of upper secondary; PREPA: 0 = did not complete 12th grade;
1 = completed 12th grade) within this nested model.

Descriptive Statistics

We first compare rates of upper secondary enrollment (measured here as
completion of ninth grade) and upper secondary completion (as measured
by completion of twelve grade) by remittance status and gender for this sub-
sample of youth (see Table 8). For both outcomes, rates are quite similar
between remittance- and non-remittance-receiving youth with non-remit-
tance receivers having slightly higher rates than remittance receivers for each
(enrollment: 46–43%; completion: 32–29%). While we do not observe great
disparities based on remittance-receiving status, disaggregating these rates by
gender yields a good deal of variation as the data shows girls having much
higher rates than boys for each outcome (enrollment: 50–37%; completion:
39–18%). This disparity is unsurprising as males continue to be more likely
than girls to migrate during adolescence sometimes at the expense of pursu-
ing additional education (Cornelius 1990; Kandel and Massey 2002; Sawyer
et al. 2009). As we also see in Table 8, the presence of remittance income
does not seem to ameliorate this gender gap, on the contrary these disparities
widen somewhat among remittance-receiving youth (enrollment: Girls 51%
—Boys 35%; completion: Girls 43%—Boys 18%).

Compiling descriptive statistics for upper secondary enrollment and
completion along the lines of remittance-receiving status and other theo-
retically important variables (for description of specified variables, see
Table 9), the data in Table 10 suggests great disparities for both out-
comes along the lines of maternal education level as those with mothers
with above-average education (>five years) possess enrollment and comple-
tion rates vastly superior to those whose mothers have attained less than

TABLE 8
UPPER SECONDARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT AND COMPLETION PERCENTAGES (IN MEXICO) FOR INDIVIDUALS

AGES 18–22, BY GENDER AND REMITTANCE STATUS (N = 127)

Upper Secondary
Enrollment

Upper Secondary
Completion

Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total

Remittance Receivers (N = 74) 35 51 43 18 43 29
Non-receivers(N = 53) 42 50 46 21 38 32
Total 37 50 44 18 39 30

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.
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TABLE 9
LIST OF DEPENDENT AND INDEPENDENT VARIABLES USED IN THE EMPIRICAL MODELS FOR RESEARCH

QUESTION TWO

Outcomes Question Predictor Control Variables

PREPENROLL: Binary variable
indicating whether a youth has
enrolled in upper secondary
schooling (per completion of
the 10th grade) (0 = did not
enroll in upper secondary; 1 =
enrolled in upper secondary)

REMITREC: Binary variable
indicating whether a
household receives remittance
income. (0 = not receiving
remittances, 1 = receiving
remittances)

MATERNAL_ED: Continuous
variable indicating the number
of years of schooling
completed by youth’s mother.

MALECHILD: Binary variable
indicating the gender of youth.
(0 = female; 1 = male)

PREPA: Binary variable
indicating whether a youth has
completed upper secondary
schooling. (0 = did not
complete upper secondary;
1 = completed upper
secondary)

WEALTHMEX: Continuous
variable derived from survey
wealth index based upon
reported household financial
assets and possessions as
reported by household head.

OPORTUN: Binary variable
indicating household
participation in government
cash-transfer program
“Oportunidades” (0 = not in
“Oportunidades”, 1 = in
“Oportunidades”)

TABLE 10
RATES OF YOUTH ENROLLMENT AND COMPLETION OF UPPER SECONDARY SCHOOLING IN MEXICO

EXPRESSED IN PERCENTS, BY REMITTANCE STATUS AND SELECTED SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND

CHARACTERISTICS, FOR INDIVIDUALS AGES 18–22 (N = 127, N HOUSEHOLDS = 81)

Upper Secondary Enrollment Upper Secondary Completion

Remittance
Receivers

Non-Remittance
Receivers Total

Remittance
Receivers

Non-Remittance
Receivers Total

Educational Attainment
>5 years

(N = 52)
61 66 62 54 46 48

<5 years
(N = 77)

33 31 32 16 21 18

Wealth
>47.65

(N = 50)
55 78 60 47 50 48

<47.65
(N = 81)

35 31 33 18 22 20

Oportunidades
Receiver

(N = 81)
48 46 47 32 32 32

Non-Receiver
(N = 27)

45 63 56 45 38 41

Source: Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 2009.
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five years of schooling (enrollment: 62–32%; completion: 48–18%). Di-
saggregating enrollment rates by remittance status, we find that remit-
tance-receiving youth with below-average maternal educational attainment
have only slightly (33–31%) higher rates than their non-remittance-receiv-
ing counterparts (those with above-average maternal attainment have
slightly lower rates when receiving remittances). For upper secondary
completion, there is support for the opposite dynamic as youth with
above-average maternal education levels have slightly higher rates when
receiving remittances than not (54–46%) while remittance receivers with
below-average maternal educational attainment have slightly lower com-
pletion rate (16–21%). Alas, if this data is to be believed, it would appear
that if remittances matter as a function of maternal education level, they
bolster the odds of upper secondary completion for the already advan-
taged. In regards to other specified control variables, enrollment and com-
pletion rates are much higher for youth from households with above-
average wealth (wealth index>47.65) (enrollment: 60–33%; completion:
48–20%) while those from households receiving Oportunidades have lower
rates in each case (enrollment: 47–56%; completion: 31–40%).

Multivariate Analysis

With these descriptive statistics in mind, we now estimate probabilities for
upper secondary enrollment and completion through multivariate analysis.
As previously explained, these probabilities will be estimated using multi-
level logistic regression analysis to account for the random effects associ-
ated with the clustering of individuals within households. The two
outcomes will be constructed as dichotomous variables (PREPAENROLL:
0 = did not enroll and complete the first year of upper secondary,
1 = enrolled and completed the first year of upper secondary; PREPA:
0 = did not complete twelve grade; 1 = completed twelve grade).

In line with the descriptive statistics, the data in Table 11 shows
that the main effect of remittances (OR = 0.9; p = 0.89) not to be a sta-
tistically significant predictor of upper secondary enrollment when placed
into the model alone. Of some surprise, the main effect of gender —
given the evidence to the contrary within the descriptive statistics — does
not emerge as a statistically significant predictor when added to model 2
(OR = 0.36; p = 0.1). Within the full model (Model 3), it is maternal
educational attainment (OR = 1.66; p < 0.05) and wealth (OR = 1.06;
p = 0.05) that emerge as the sole statistically significant predictor of upper
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secondary enrollment. As the data suggests, for each additional year of
schooling that a youth’s mother has, they are 66 percent more likely to
have enrolled in upper secondary schooling. For each additional unit
increase in the wealth index, youth are 6 percent more likely to have
enrolled in this schooling level. Within the final model, remittances
(OR = 1.88; p = 0.71) have a positive odds-ratio but fail to attain statisti-
cal significance. Alas, the data suggests — as also seen in predictors of
parental educational aspirations — that family background factors such as
maternal educational attainment and wealth, and not remittances, are
those most associated with variation in upper secondary enrollment.

In estimating probabilities for upper secondary enrollment, the main
effect of remittance income, as seen in Table 11, similarly does not attain
statistical significance when placed into the regression model alone
(OR = 0.9; p = 0.77). On the other hand — in contrast to what was
found with the estimation of probabilities for upper secondary enrollment
— the data shows the main effect of gender (OR = 0.21; p < 0.05) to be
a statistically significant negative predictor (females are more likely to
complete this schooling level) of upper secondary completion when added
to Model 2. When controlling for family background factors within the
full model (Model 3), this variable loses statistical significance and mater-
nal educational attainment (OR = 1.3; p < 0.05) emerges as the lone sta-
tistically significant predictors of upper secondary completion. Indeed,

TABLE 11
ESTIMATED ODDS-RATIOS (STANDARD ERRORS) FOR MODELS DESCRIBING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN

UPPER SECONDARY ENROLLMENT AND COMPLETION IN MEXICO AND HOUSEHOLD REMITTANCE INCOME

CONTROLLING FOR SELECTED DEMOGRAPHIC ATTRIBUTES FOR INDIVIDUALS AGES 18–22 (N = 127, N
HOUSEHOLDS = 81)

Predictor

Upper Secondary Enrollment Upper Secondary Completion

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

REMITREC 0.902 1.111 1.882 0.868 1.131 1.699
(0.675) (0.866) (1.683) (0.425) (0.668) (1.005)

MALE 0.365 0.794 0.209* 0.386
(0.225) (0.523) (0.136) (0.219)

WEALTH 1.066* 1.039
(0.036) (0.022)

MATERNAL_ED 1.657* 1.296*
(0.345) (0.132)

OPORTUN 1.335 1.141
(1.335) (0.747)

�2LL �82.617 �80.308 51.163 �78.020 �72.175 �51.252

Key: *p < 0.05.
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each additional year of a schooling completed by a youth’s mother is asso-
ciated with a 30 percent greater likelihood of them having completed an
upper secondary education. In contrast to what was seen when estimating
probabilities for upper secondary enrollment, the main effect of family
wealth (OR = 1.03; p = 0.07) does not emerge as a statistically significant
predictor in this case. The main effect of remittance income in the final
model (OR = 1.66; p = 0.39) retains a positive odds-ratios, but fails to
emerge as a statistically significant predictor of upper secondary comple-
tion. Alas, with the data on hand, we must conclude for now — as we
did for the enrollment outcome — that variation in upper secondary
completion is associated not with being a recipient or not of remittances,
but rather other aspects of a family’s existing socio-demographic back-
ground. Possible explanations for this finding and implications for under-
standing the relationship between remittances and educational outcomes
will be addressed in the following section of this analysis.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

This paper contributes to the literature on migrant remittances and educa-
tion in the developing world through examination of a possible remittance
effect on parental education aspirations and rates of upper secondary
enrollment and completion for youth in a major rural migrant sending
community in Mexico. Outcomes at the upper secondary schooling level
have been specified as this is the first unsubsidized and non-compulsory
schooling level in the Mexican education system, and one for which extra
family income would presumably make a difference. We have examined
the outcomes of enrollment and completion at this stage for it provides a
better sense of any lasting effect of remittances for youth than merely
looking at one of these outcomes alone. Parent educational aspirations
have also been examined (with special attention given to the non-compul-
sory and unsubsidized schooling levels of upper secondary and college),
given the importance such attitudinal variables have been found to have
for child educational outcomes within sociological and educational
research. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to examine
a possible “remittance-receiver optimism” within the migrant-sending
communities of the developing world.

As previously noted, existing findings on the impact of remittances
(and out-migration in general) on educational outcomes in the global
south have been mixed. While some studies have found positive associa-
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tions, others reveal negative or null impacts. In considering the Mexican
context, it is also important to take into account regional effects on such
outcomes. Previous literature has indicated that a potential positive impact
of remittances is more likely to occur in the Mexico’s Central region — a
relatively new geographic participant in international migration — than in
the traditional migrant-sending regions of the West. This paper’s focus on
a migrant-sending community in the Central Mexican state of Oaxaca has
been undertaken intentionally to explore this possibility. The focus on a
single migrant-sending community has also afforded the opportunity to
explore the processes of this phenomenon in greater depth than typically
done in these types of studies.

The results of this research have failed to produce support for a
remittance effect on parent aspirations and upper secondary educational
outcomes. Rather, for each indicator (parent educational aspirations, upper
secondary enrollment and completion) other family background factors —
and not remittances — are those associated with the variation in these out-
comes. The most salient of these predictors is maternal education level. As
such, each additional year of a mother’s education is associated with a 66
percent greater likelihood of youth upper secondary enrollment, a 30 per-
cent greater likelihood of youth upper secondary completion, 39 percent
greater likelihood of parents aspiring for children to complete upper sec-
ondary, and 35 percent greater likelihood of such aspirations for the com-
pletion of college10). Household wealth (an index based upon family
income and material possessions) also appears to be an important predictor
for some of these outcomes albeit with much lower odds-ratios than that
found for maternal education. Each unit increase in the wealth index is
associated with a 6 percent greater likelihood of youth enrollment in upper
secondary schooling and a 5 percent greater likelihood of a parent aspiring
for the completion of upper secondary schooling of their children.

While the lack of evidence to support the “game changer” potential
of remittances is a bit surprising, the strong association between maternal
educational attainment and the specified outcomes is not. In regards to
aspirations, numerous studies have shown world-wide that more educated
parents are both more aware of the benefits of higher levels of formal
schooling and also possess greater self-efficacy in being able to support the

10In the case of parental educational aspirations, these were measured based upon the sur-
vey responses of mothers and as such were most associated with educational level of the

respondent.
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schooling of their children (Goldenberg, Gallimore, and Reese 2001;
Reimers 2002; Sawyer et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010). Alas, the optimism par-
ents possess in regards to their child’s education seems less related to
remittances, and more a function of their own educational background.
Why this background factor would also be so closely associated with
upper secondary outcomes follows a similar logic. As in many other parts
of the world, mothers are the primary care-givers in Tlacotepec house-
holds, and those with higher education levels are more likely to be better
able to aid children in school-related tasks and advocate for them at
school (Sawyer et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010). The association between wealth
and these outcomes is also logical especially within a context where educa-
tion is expensive for families. Alas, greater amounts of financial resources
can empower families to both envision and be able to invest in greater
levels of education for their children (Kandel and Kao 2001; Kandel and
Massey 2002; Giorguli and Serratos 2009). Although there exists some
uncertainty as to the impact remittances have on overall wealth, it could
very well be that the less stable and short-term income brought by remit-
tances may pale into comparison to the accumulated resources of the
towns more advantaged inhabitants.

It bears mentioning that additional dynamics not immediately obser-
vable in this analysis may also be at work. For example, the lack of a sta-
tistically significant relationship between remittances and the specified
outcomes could suggest that the “culture of migration” has taken a deeper
hold in San Miguel Tlacotepec than previous literature on Central Mexico
would suggest (see Giorguli and Serratos 2009). Similar to what has been
observed in communities with longer histories of migration, it could be
for San Miguel Tlacotepec youth that the lure of remittances, availability
of migrant social networks in the United States, family economic needs,
and the increasingly expected norm of migration (especially for males)
may make the receipt of remittances less conducive to increased educa-
tional attainment than common sense might dictate. In terms of parent
aspirations, some remittance-receiving care takers may prefer that their
children migrate rather than attend school so that they can multiply the
spoils of remittances, or may simply be circumspect about the potential of
remittances to make a difference for youth schooling, given the prevalence
of adolescent migration in the community. Another plausible explanation
is that whatever benefits or optimism brought by remittances may be
counter-balanced by the negative effects of the necessary migrant separa-
tion from remaining children and spouses. Such negative effects for youth
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could include depression and disengagement from school (Dreby 2010;
Menjivar 2009; Sawyer et al. 2009; Sawyer 2010). Similarly, other
school-related processes may also be in play. Poorer rural Mexican schools
have long been plagued with being under-resourced and low instructional
quality (Bracho 2000; Reimers 2002; Santiba~nez, Vernez, and Razquin
2005), and thus may not be helping students (remittances or not) to suc-
cessfully learn the material necessary to advance to the higher schooling
levels. Ethnographic evidence from San Miguel Tlacotepec also suggests
that the national school curriculum and local instruction fail to touch
upon the migratory realities of rural Mexican communities (Sawyer et al.
2009; Sawyer 2010), and thus may not be aiding youth in coping with
the emotional impacts of family migration or developing a well-informed
intentionality about their own decisions to migrate or stay in school.

Not to be lost in this discussion, however, is the interesting finding
within our descriptive statistical analysis that remittances could be aiding
certain sub-populations in the town to have higher parental educational
aspirations and upper secondary schooling outcomes than otherwise
might be the case. Specifically, we found that mothers with below-average
educational attainment and wealth had higher aspirations in cross-tabula-
tions when also receiving remittances — a finding that would be support-
ive of a “remittance-receiver optimism.” Interestingly, youth whose
mothers have above-average educational attainment had higher rates of
upper secondary enrollment and completion in cross-tabulations when
receiving remittances — a finding that would indicate that remittances
increase existing socioeconomic divides in migrant-sending communities.
Could it be that while the main effect of remittances does not have a sta-
tistically significant effect on these outcomes that this income source
could function in interaction with other background factors to shape edu-
cational outcomes in Tlacotepec and other similar locales? While we are
unable in the present study to examine whether these differences hold up
within multivariate analysis, such a possibility merits examination in
future studies exploring the possible effects of remittances in the develop-
ing world.

While analysis of a census gathered (for which the author partici-
pated) within a single migrant-sending allowed for a profound cross-sec-
tional examination of the dynamics of migration and schooling within a
prominent Central Mexican sending community, generalizing the findings
of this work nonetheless should only be undertaken alongside consider-
ation of similar studies conducted in other migrant-sending communities
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and states, and to be sure nationally representative and longitudinal
studies of the phenomenon. It is also bears mentioning that our decision
to focus on the schooling aspirations only for those parents with children
still in school in Mexico allowed us to examine a possible “remittance-
receiver” optimism for those who this income source most likely impact,
it also leaves an inherent bias. Alas, those parents whose children are no
longer in school or who are living in the United States are unlikely to
have aspirations swayed upward by remittances. Thus, the findings we
report in this paper in regard to parent aspirations (though apparently not
impacted one way or another by remittances) are likely higher than the
larger population of remittance-receiving mothers. On a separate note, a
significant challenge to studies of remittances in the developing world is
being able to accurately discern the timing, quantity, and fluctuations of
this income source over time. Within our sample, we are able to deter-
mine whether remittances have been received by households over the past
five years and the reported use of this income source. Not possessed by
this data, however, is the timing and fluctuations of remittances over the
course of time. Thus, the availability of this income source at the time of
school enrollment and other critical periods in the course of an academic
year is approximated, but not accomplished with precision in this study.
Similarly, while restricting the sample of youth to 18–22 year olds (for
the upper secondary outcomes) allows for examination of these outcomes
without the risk of data censoring — while also being individuals young
enough to have potentially benefitted from remittance income — it also
creates some uncertainty as to whether the remittances were available for
the schooling of these youth at the moment in question (as this in many
cases would apply to schooling experiences beyond the five-year threshold
in remittance-receiving that our data is able to document). Lastly, this
study similar to the extant literature on the topic leaves matters of school
instruction, curriculum, and student engagement and achievement mostly
unexamined in regards to the possible effects of remittances. The findings
of this study suggest that entrance into the “black-box of the classroom”
is an important consideration in uncovering the impact remittances may
or may not be having on education.

The findings of this study reinforce a growing pattern in the litera-
ture of remittances being neither an unambiguously positive or negative
force in regard to schooling outcomes in Mexico. Their impact appears to
be complex, possibly paradoxical, and ultimately unclear. What is clear
from this work is the seemingly deterministic role that maternal education
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and to a lesser extent socioeconomic status play in explaining the variation
found in parent educational aspirations and youth educational outcomes
within migrant sending communities. Remittances or not, it may well be
that pre-existing economic and social stratification are what most matter
in predicting educational attitudes and outcomes. As such, it behooves
Mexico in considering the interrelationship of migration and schooling to
continue to examine and work to ameliorate through appropriate policy
interventions the specific dynamics at work — both inside the school and
out — that lead to the reproduction of inequalities and differential incli-
nations to migrate.

All of this is not to say that exploration of possible remittances
effects on schooling should be taken off the table entirely. Our findings
suggest that the next frontier in terms of considering the impact of this
financial resource in migrant-sending communities would be to examine
how remittances is related to other aspects of youth and family back-
ground — most notably, maternal education level and socioeconomic sta-
tus — in mediating schooling processes and outcomes. For both theory
and policy, it is critically important to understand whether migrant remit-
tances decrease or exacerbate the pre-existing educational and socioeco-
nomic inequalities in the developing world.
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