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ABSTRACT 

This proposal aims to examine the relationship between the education level of first-generation 

immigrants and their political involvement in New York City. With political involvement as the 

dependent variable, we used years of U.S. education as our independent variable. To collect this 

data, we surveyed first generation immigrants in the northwest section of Queens – the capital of 

diversity on the Western Hemisphere. In preliminary analysis, we found a moderate positive 

correlation between the political knowledge and the amount of education received in the U.S. 

This positive correlation also held for total education - regardless of location. In addition, we 

found an unexpected relationship between country of origin and strength of political 

expressiveness. Specifically, immigrants from countries with low political openness index were 

less likely to express strong, in some cases, any, political opinions. Through this research, 

immigrants across the country may reevaluate the importance of education to become more 

involved in New York City politics.  

Keywords: education, first-generation immigrants, political involvement, political knowledge, 

political opinions  

  

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

According to the United States Census Bureau in 2018, there is an estimate of 8,398,748 people 

in New York City, with 32.1% of the population being white, 24.3% being black or African 

American, 14.0% being Asian, and 29.1% being Hispanic or Latinx. Among this population, 

3.3% identifies as two or more races (U.S. Census Bureau). As shown through statistics and 

United States history, immigrants have been the crucial component that shaped the diversity of 

American culture and served as the influential power of this nation. To understand how 



 

 

immigrants shape and alter the country, it is significant to examine how their self-identity 

transforms from being an outsider to becoming an American.  

 

The feeling of being included in a nation is often directly related to identifying oneself as part of 

the nation. Inclusivity, according to the Oxford Dictionary, is “the practice or policy of including 

people who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized, such as...members of minority 

groups.” According to this definition, one’s political involvement would be an effective indicator 

of his/her perceived degree of inclusion in American society as self-identification as an 

“American” would likely correlate to an active knowledge acquisition and event participation of 

politics. 

 

According to a study, “The Political Participation of Immigrants in New York,” conducted by 

Lorraine C. Minnite, Jennifer Holdaway and Ronald Hayduk, there is proof of a relationship 

between socioeconomic resources, such as education, and political participation or involvement, 

although statistically speaking, it is “...just a 17 percent...variance.” Their overall conclusion 

states that “basic socioeconomic characteristics [including education,] ...has a statistically 

significant effect on participation, increasing the number of political acts engaged in by three 

quarters for the U.S. born over the foreign born.”  Using this study as a basis for our assumption, 

we hypothesize there is a positive relationship between years of education received by 

immigrants and their political involvement in NYC.  

 

In order to measure how education level contributes to the degree of political involvement, we 

narrowed our subjects to first generation immigrants. According to the Mayor’s Office of 

Immigrant Affairs (MOIA) in March 2018, 3.1 million New Yorkers are first-generation 



 

 

immigrants, including both documented and undocumented immigrants. Thus, we can assure that 

we have a large sample size. Besides, given the fact that most of first-generation immigrants did 

not receive all their education in U.S, selecting them as our subjects brings a huge range in our 

independent variable. 

 

In this way, we used various methods to find a relationship between education level and political 

involvement among first generation immigrants in the U.S. Our research helps to establish the 

awareness for the immigrants that education is important for edging into the American society. 

 

CREDENTIALS 

We believe we have expertise in this topic because two of our group members come from 

immigrant families, with one being a first-generation immigrant herself. This contributes to a 

more personal understanding of the immigrant experience. Additionally, our group members are 

fluent in either English, Spanish, or Chinese, the three most widely used languages among 

immigrants in NYC. Our language ability contributes significantly to our research process by 

allowing us to communicate with immigrants more efficiently. Last but not least, we were 

educated in NYC immigration history and relevant current events, as well as multiple effective 

social science research methods, both of which are significant in conducting our own research 

project.  

 

DESIGN 

Hypothesis 

Our research question is: How does the amount of education received in the U.S by a first-

generation immigrant (independent variable) affect their political involvement (dependent 



 

 

variable)? We hypothesize that there is a positive correlation between the length of education in 

the U.S and New York first generation immigrants’ political involvement. Our indicators for 

political involvement are the accuracy of one’s basic political knowledge and the extremity of 

their attitudes toward several significant government officials.  

 

Targeting Research Subjects 

Using convenience sampling, we chose to survey people in Queens. We felt that this borough 

was representative of the immigrant population in NYC as it has many pockets of diversity and 

various ethnic enclaves. 

 

a. The first area we conducted surveys in was Jackson Heights around the 74th Roosevelt 

Avenue train station. On 37th Avenue, there is a large community of South Asians, specifically, 

Bengali and Indian peoples. 

          

 

b. The second area we conducted surveys at was Elmhurst. The area mainly consists of East 

Asian and Latinx, which includes nationalities such as Chinese, Taiwanese, Mexican, 

Colombian, Filipino, and Ecuadorian. We arrived at a church at 2 PM on Sunday to ask people 

exiting the church, most of whom were Hispanic, to fill out our survey. 



 

 

          

c. The last area we conducted surveys at was Corona Plaza, by the 103rd Street train station. 

The area is home to a large community of Mexicans and El Salvadorians. There was a  

gathering of immigrants organized by an organization called Unlocal.Inc, and we were able to 

find a great number of our target subjects. 

 

Data Collection Methods 

a. Our primary method of collecting preliminary data was through surveys (view in appendix). 

Questions 1 through 5 ask for basic information to help us understand basic characteristics, such 

as ethnicity and age of our subjects of research. Questions 6 and 7 inform us about their level of 

education. Questions 9 through 11 aim to test their political understanding, while question 8 and 

questions 12 through 15, aim to understand their political opinions. We printed a total of 150 



 

 

surveys with 50 in English, 50 in Spanish and 50 in Chinese. We decided to translate the surveys 

into the most common languages of the areas we were visiting. By doing so, we could minimize 

the skewness of our independent variable, since less well-educated immigrants are also less 

likely to speak English. This could also attract more respondents because they would feel more 

comfortable with their native language. In addition, after collecting the majority of our data from 

middle-aged and elderly people, we created an online version of the survey to share with 

immigrant students at Stuyvesant High School through a Facebook group to expand our data on 

young first-generation immigrants. 

 

b. Our secondary method was interviewing. On various occasions, as our subjects were filling in 

the surveys, they spoke to us and told us about themselves and their experience in the US. 

Unintentionally, these conversations turned into unstructured interviews as they explained their 

knowledge of politics and their perspective on current government officials. This led to further 

analysis and research as written in Discussion and Conclusions. 

 

EXECUTION AND ANALYSIS 

Characteristics of Sampled Individuals 

We surveyed people of different nationalities and age groups in order to diversify our sample, 

which has a size of 65 respondents. Illustrated below are pie charts that represent the distribution 

of nationalities and age groups of our surveyed sample. 



 

 

 

 

Interpreting Surveys 

In order to quantify our survey responses, we set the scale for measuring political knowledge and 

the strength of political identification, as shown in Table 1 and Table 2 below. This allows us to 

apply statistical analysis methods. 

 



 

 

Table 1: Survey Response Translation for Questions 9-11 

Number of Correct Answers 1 2 3 

Knowledge Score 1 2 3 

 

Table 2: Survey Response Translation for Question 12-15 

Answer Neither like nor 

dislike 

Like/dislike a 

little 

Like/dislike a 

moderate 

amount 

Like/dislike a 

great deal 

Score for each 

question 

0 1 2 3 

 

When measuring how much our subjects knew about U.S. politics, we used the score from Table 

1 (total score is 3). When measuring how strong their political opinions were, we added the 

scores from each question in Table 2 (total score is 12).  

 

We listed all the information (nationality, ethnicity, age, duration in America, total years of 

education, years of education in U.S, knowledge score and extremity score) of each subject and 

drew graphs between each pair of variables we had in order to find correlations (view the list in 

appendix). 

 

General Trends and Summative Analysis 

In order to measure political involvement to allow for further quantitative analysis, we used two 

metrics: political knowledge and strength of political identification. After assigning everyone a 

score for the two categories based on his/her responses on the survey, we constructed two 

scatterplots to relate each score with the number of years of education that our respondents have 

received in the United States.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 3: Regression Statistics (U.S. Education) 

 Multiple R R Square t Stat P-value (two-

tail) 

P-value 

(one-tail) 

Knowledge 

Score 

0.389600 0.151788 3.357660 0.001337 0.000669 

Strength of 

Political 

Identification 

0.011993 0.000144 0.095201 0.924457 0.462229 

 

Based on the regression statistics (while using a significance level of 0.01), there is significant 

evidence that there is a positive linear relationship between length of U.S. education and the 

political knowledge score. Furthermore, this linear relationship has a correlation coefficient of 

0.39, which demonstrates a moderately positive correlation. However, there is no significant 

evidence for a positive linear relationship between length of U.S. Education and the strength of 

political identification, which has a weak correlation coefficient of 0.01.  

 

Additionally, we also asked our respondents in the survey for the total length of education they 

have received. After observing a significance in our data for the relationship between the length 

of U.S. education and political knowledge, we constructed another scatter plot to compare 

whether the relationship pertains to U.S. education only, or to education in general. 



 

 

 

Table 4: Regression Statistics (Total Education) 

 Multiple R R Square t Stat P-value 

(two-tail) 

P-value 

(one-tail) 

Knowledge 

Score 

0.304190 0.092532 2.534544 0.013756 0.006868 

 

Similarly, we can also find significant evidence that there is a positive linear relationship 

between length of total education and the political knowledge score, at a significance level of 

0.01. Although both U.S. education and total education may correlate with the political 

knowledge score, the U.S. education appears to have a more statistically significant correlation 

than total education. To examine the difference between U.S. education and total education, we 

would need to obtain data from a larger and more representative sample. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Our research suggests that first-generation immigrants in NYC, longer education in the U.S can 

lead to more political knowledge but has nothing to do with strength of political identification.  



 

 

 

Expanded Findings 

During our process of distributing surveys, we encountered many individuals from different 

ethnic backgrounds who refused to fill out our survey or informed us that they wanted to stay 

neutral when encountering questions that involved their personal opinions toward certain 

politicians. Many claimed that due to the political discrimination they faced in their country of 

origin, they feared to express their opinion freely because they did not want to risk experiencing 

the same thing again. We saw this phenomenon as an opportunity to analyze whether there is a 

relationship between the political openness of a country and the extremity level of opinions that 

immigrants from that country are expressing in our survey. We believe that the lower the 

openness index of a country, the lower extremity level of opinions there will be, because people 

from less open countries can be more careful about expressing their political opinion openly. In 

order to see if there is a relationship for the scenario described above, we created scatterplots and 

calculated the correlation coefficient between the independent and dependent variables. For the 

independent variable, we used the political openness index of each individual country. For the 

dependent variable, we found the average strength of political identification of the people from 

the same country of origin. We found that there is a positive correlation coefficient of 0.29.   



 

 

 

However, we realized that there is a limitation in our sample size, because some countries only 

have a sample size of one or two people. This means that those we surveyed could be outliers 

who do not represent the people from their country of origin. Therefore, we created a new 

scatterplot excluding countries with under three surveyed objects. We found the new correlation 

coefficient to be 0.65. 



 

 

 

Although the correlation coefficient increased from 0.29 to 0.65 after we eliminate potential 

outliers, we had to reduce the sample size from 17 countries to 7 countries. The reduction in 

sample size also decreases the reliability of our data, which sshows that we would need more 

individuals representing each nationality.  

 

Design Flaws and Possible Improvements 

1) Though we received more than 70 surveys from immigrants in northwestern Queens, for 

some immigrants from other countries (for example, 1 person from Thailand), it is 

unlikely that he/she is representative of the general attitude or situation of his/her country. 

This results in potential biases in our data. If we have more time for the research, we 

would do the survey in more places in different times to enlarge the diversity of our 

subjects. In this way, the negative effect of outliers in our data would be eliminated due 

to a larger sample. 



 

 

2) Some people left some questions blank, meaning that we could not use those surveys. 

This might have skewed our data, because some people who felt sensitive toward the 

questions regarding specific information would refuse to answer them. For example, 

undocumented immigrants might not have been willing to share the year that they 

immigrated to the United States. To solve this issue, we can check the surveys carefully 

and immediately after our respondents complete them. This way we can be sure to collect 

complete data.  

3) We forgot to put the choice “I don’t know” on our survey. This caused inconvenience for 

our understanding in the attitudes of our subjects, because not all of our subjects knew 

who the government officials were. 

4) On Sunday, the day we conducted surveys, the first ICE raids took place across NYC. 

Many people were fearful to leave their homes and more so to fill a survey about 

immigration. It was helpful that our surveys were anonymous and stated at the top that 

they were for a research project at Columbia University. Even so, many people felt 

uncomfortable filling these surveys, which greatly limited our sample population.  

5) Instead of having only two sections, which were political knowledge and strength of 

political identification, we could have considered more measurements of political 

involvement like frequency of attending political events. 

6) For the measurement of political knowledge, we believe that three survey questions are 

not strong enough to indicate one’s political knowledge accurately. In future research, we 

will put more questions, as well as organize the ordering in rising difficulty levels in 

order to optimize the reliability of our measurement.  
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