
Research Statement Camila N. Morales

I am an applied microeconomist with research interests in Education, Immigration, and
Labor Economics. I utilize quasi-experimental methods to study policy-relevant questions
at the intersection of these fields. More narrowly, my research focuses on the impacts of
immigration and education policies on the outcomes of children.

My current research spans the educational outcomes of refugee and immigrant students,
English Learners, and their peers. In my job market paper, Do Refugee Students Affect
the Academic Achievement of their Peers? Evidence from a Large Urban School District, I
present the first evidence on the spillover effects associated with the resettlement of refugee
children within the context of local public schools. Using individual-level administrative
data from a large urban school district with the highest inflow of refugees in Georgia, I
leverage within-school variation in the share of refugee students across grades to estimate
the causal effect of having refugee peers on English Language Arts (ELA) and math test
scores, student absenteeism, and disciplinary incidents of non-refugee students. I find no
evidence of widespread adverse academic effects. Instead, I find that increasing the share of
grade-level refugees by 1 percentage point is associated with an increase in math test scores
by 0.01 standard deviations. I also find a positive effect in ELA performance among high-
achieving students and a negative effect in ELA scores among low-achieving students. With
a national policy conversation concerning the potential consequences of refugee resettlement,
results from this paper serve as evidence of the externalities of refugee integration into local
communities, particularly within the context of education.

The remaining two chapters of my dissertation focus on policies and programs designed
to enhance the academic achievement of English learners. In my second chapter, The Impact
of English Learner Classification and ESL Delivery Method on Academic Achievement, I
study the impact of English Learner (EL) classification and reclassification on the academic
achievement of students with very low English proficiency. In particular, I estimate the effect
of a temporary English program, which students can access based on a minimum score in
a standardized English proficiency exam. I leverage this feature of the program to employ
a Regression Discontinuity approach in my analysis. In this project, I study the impact
of program participation on ELA and math test scores, English proficiency, and time to
English Learner reclassification. Preliminary results show that English learners with very
low English proficiency who score just low enough to participate in a temporary English
program have higher ELA test scores than students who score just above the threshold for
program eligibility. I estimate no effect on math scores.

In my final chapter, The Effect of Dual Language Immersion Programs on Student Out-
comes: Evidence from Georgia Public Schools, I explore the effect of Dual Language Immer-
sion (DLI) programs on student achievement. DLI programs utilize two languages for core
content instruction - English and a foreign target language. This key feature makes DLI
programs uniquely qualified to address the achievement gap between native and non-native
speakers. I leverage randomized enrollment into DLI schools and use data for 11 programs
that hold lotteries to determine access to oversubscribed programs. I estimate the impact
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of attending DLI programs on students’ test scores in English Language Arts and math.
Additionally, I explore the impacts on English proficiency for English Learners.

I have two works in progress beyond my dissertation that are also at the intersection of
education and immigration economics. In one project, I explore the differences in educational
peer effects between refugee and immigrant children. Preliminary results provide suggestive
evidence that differences in the nature of migration and integration policies between these
groups have opposite spillover effects on the academic achievement of native-born students.
In another project, I explore how to best proxy for refugee status using large-scale data
sets, most of which fail to distinguish refugees from all foreign-born individuals. I use
information on self-reported refugee status from school administrative data to assess the
validity of a common proxy approach used in the refugee literature. Preliminary results
show that the proxy measure not only over-counts refugees from countries that also have a
high share of immigrants, it systematically under-counts the most vulnerable refugees who
experience long periods of displacement - those who arrive from refugee camps. The lack
of direct identification of refugees in publicly available data sets limits the development of
more studies about the integration outcomes of refugees and the impact of policies on their
wellbeing. Hence, understanding the best approach to proxy for refugee status is an essential
first step to expand this body of research.

Looking forward, I plan to continue my current work and extend it to labor and health
outcomes. In particular, I want to study the impact of immigration policies on academic
achievement and attainment, child mental health, and short-term labor market outcomes.
As a separate, yet related line of research, I also plan to study the prevalence and impact of
language brokering among immigrant children and their families. Language brokering refers
to the informal translation and mediation between individuals who are linguistically and/or
culturally different. I am interested in investigating the impact of language brokering on
child health, educational outcomes, and family economic wellbeing. Overall, my research
will continue to focus on questions that directly inform evidence-based policy in the areas of
education, immigration, and labor.
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