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executive Summary

Based on the assumption that the successful integration of immigrant students into the education 
system presents a central concern to many countries worldwide, this report analyses evidence from 
pisa 2003 on outcomes of schooling including how well immigrant students perform in key school 
subjects at the age of 15, as well as how they assess themselves as learners and what their general 
attitudes are towards school. two groups of immigrant students are analysed: first-generation students 
who were born outside the country of assessment and whose parents were also born in a different 
country; and second-generation students who themselves were born in the country of assessment but 
whose parents were born in a different country, i.e. students who have followed all their schooling 
in the country of assessment. the report compares immigrant students to native students who were 
born in the country of assessment and who had at least one parent born in that country. the analyses 
include seventeen countries with significant immigrant student populations: the Oecd countries 
australia, austria, Belgium, canada, denmark, france, germany, luxembourg, the netherlands, 
new Zealand, norway, sweden, switzerland and the �nited states as well as the partner countries 
Hong Kong-china, macao-china and the russian federation. for the majority of these countries, 
as well as for england, finland and spain, information is presented on policies and programmes to 
help immigrant students attain proficiency in the language of instruction. 

the report examines how immigrant students performed mainly in mathematics and reading, but 
also in science and problem-solving skills in the pisa 2003 assessment, both in comparison to native 
students in their adopted country and relative to other students across all countries covered in the 
report (the ‘case countries’). in addition, the report explores to what extent immigrant students 
reported that they have other learning prerequisites, such as motivation to learn mathematics, 
positive attitudes towards school and strong belief in their own abilities in mathematics (self-
concept). throughout, the report attempts to identify factors that might contribute to between-
country differences in immigrant student outcomes and as such could provide policy makers with 
information on potential intervention points to improve the situation of these students. to this end, 
the report contextualises the findings by examining countries’ immigration histories and populations, 
general immigration policies and specific policies to help students learn the language of instruction. 
although it is not possible to estimate the effects of these factors on immigrant students’ school 
success using the pisa data, the analyses presented in the report provide a description of countries 
with varying differences in performance and learning characteristics between immigrant and native 
student populations.

PISA results suggest that high levels of immigration do not necessarily impair integration.

there is not a significant association between the size of the immigrant student populations in the 
case countries and the size of the performance differences between immigrant and native students. 
this finding contradicts the assumption that high levels of immigration will generally impair 
integration.
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Immigrant students are motivated learners and have positive attitudes towards school. Such strong learning 
dispositions can be developed by schools to help these students succeed in the education system.

the findings indicate that immigrant students report similar or even higher levels of positive learning 
dispositions compared to their native peers. first-generation and second-generation students often report 
higher levels of interest and motivation in mathematics and more positive attitudes towards schooling. 
in none of the countries do immigrant students report lower levels of these learning prerequisites. the 
consistency of this finding is striking given that there are substantial differences between countries in terms 
of immigration histories, immigrant populations, immigration and integration policies and immigrant 
student performance in pisa 2003. it suggests that immigrant students generally have strong learning 
dispositions, which schools can build upon to help them succeed in school.

Despite these strong learning dispositions immigrant students often perform at levels significantly lower 
than their native peers. However, performance levels vary across countries. 

While immigrant students generally exhibit strong learning prerequisites, the size of the performance 
differences between native students and immigrant students varies widely in international 
comparison. the differences are most pronounced in austria, Belgium, denmark, france, germany, 
the netherlands and switzerland. in contrast, immigrant and native students perform at similar 
levels in three of the traditional settlement countries, australia, canada, new Zealand, as well as in 
macao-china. 

in canada, luxembourg, sweden, switzerland and Hong Kong-china, second-generation students 
perform significantly better than first-generation students. the gap between immigrant and native 
students in these countries appears to decrease across immigrant generations. this pattern may, in 
part, reflect effects of integration policies and practice that help to mitigate achievement differences 
over time and generations, although it may also be due to differences in the composition of the first- 
and second-generation student populations. definitive conclusions cannot be drawn from pisa as 
data were collected at a single point in time. in order to study changes in educational outcomes 
across generations longitudinal studies would be required. 

In the majority of countries at least 25% of immigrant students could face considerable challenges in 
their future professional and personal lives as they do not demonstrate basic mathematics skills in the 
PISA 2003 assessment.

pisa 2003 classifies students into six  proficiency levels according to the level of mathematical skills 
they demonstrate. level 2 is considered to represent a baseline level of mathematics proficiency onrepresent a baseline level of mathematics proficiency on 
the pisa scale at which students begin to demonstrate the kind of skills that enable them to actively 
use mathematics; for example they are able to use basic algorithms, formulae and procedures, to 
make literal interpretations and to apply direct reasoning. students who are classified below level 2 
are expected to face considerable challenges in terms of their labour market and earnings prospects, 
as well as their capacity to participate fully in society. 

the findings indicate that only small percentages of native students fail to reach level 2, whereas 
the situation is very different for immigrant students. more than 40% of first-generation students 
in Belgium, france, norway and sweden and more than 25% of first-generation students in austria, 
denmark, germany, luxembourg, the netherlands, switzerland, the �nited states and the russian 
federation perform below level 2.
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second-generation students in most countries show higher levels of proficiency compared to 
first-generation students, and smaller percentages of second-generation students fail to reach  
level 2. nevertheless, in over half of the Oecd case countries, more than 25% of second-generation 
students have not acquired the skills to be considered able to actively use mathematics according 
to the pisa definition. in germany, more than 40% of second-generation students perform below  
level 2. in austria, Belgium, denmark, norway, the �nited states and the russian federation at 
least 30% of second-generation students score below level 2. 

Background characteristics of immigrant student populations and school characteristics only partially 
explain differences in mathematics performance. 

in most european countries immigrant students come from lower level socio-economic backgrounds 
and their parents often are less educated than native students’ parents. this is also the case in the 
�nited states and Hong-Kong china. in contrast, the background characteristics of immigrant 
and native students are similar in australia, canada and new Zealand, the russian federation and 
macao-china.

at the country level, there is a relationship between the relative mathematics performance of 
immigrant students and their relative educational and socio-economic background. However, 
performance differences remain between immigrant and native students in many countries 
after accounting for these background characteristics. for example, there are still significant 
performance differences between native and second-generation students in austria, Belgium, 
denmark, france, germany, luxembourg, the netherlands, new Zealand, norway and 
switzerland. this suggests that the relative performance levels of immigrant students cannot 
solely be attributed to the composition of immigrant populations in terms of their educational 
and socio-economic background.

in several countries, many immigrant students attend schools with relatively high proportions of 
immigrant students. However, there is not a significant association between the degree of clustering 
within a country and the size of the performance gap between immigrant and native students. 
therefore, the distribution of immigrant students across schools does not seem to account for 
international variation in performance gaps between immigrant and native students. Within countries, 
however, high proportions of immigrant students in schools may be related to performance levels, 
although the literature suggests that the evidence on this is mixed. 

in most of the case countries immigrant students often attend schools with relatively disadvantaged student 
populations in terms of economic, social and cultural background. there is a more varied picture with 
respect to school resources and school climate. in three of the settlement countries, australia, canada and 
new Zealand, immigrant students and native students attend schools with similar resources and climates. 
in Belgium, immigrant students are likely to attend schools with less favourable characteristics. in other 
countries, the largest and most consistent differences occur for student factors related to the school climate 
and disciplinary climate. immigrant students attend schools with less favourable conditions for at least one 
of these factors in austria, Belgium, germany, luxembourg, the netherlands, sweden and macao-china.

Similarly, performance differences in mathematics are not fully explained by the fact that some immigrant 
students do not speak the language of instruction at home. However, in several countries this relationship is 
quite strong and may warrant stronger language support in schools.
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countries also differ with respect to the proportion of immigrant students whose native language 
differs from the language of instruction. accounting for the language spoken at home tends to 
decrease the performance differences between immigrant students and native students. in several 
countries, however, achievement differences remain significant. this includes both first- and second-
generation students in austria, Belgium, denmark, france, the netherlands and switzerland; 
first-generation students in luxembourg, norway, sweden, Hong Kong-china and the russian 
federation; and second-generation students in germany and new Zealand. this indicates that the 
language spoken at home does not fully account for the variations in immigrant students’ relative 
performance levels.

nevertheless, immigrant students who do not speak the language of instruction at home tend to be 
lower performing in mathematics in several countries. even after accounting for parents’ educational 
and occupational status, the performance gap associated with the language spoken at home remains 
significant in Belgium, canada, germany, the �nited states, Hong Kong-china, macao-china and 
the russian federation. countries with a strong relationship between the language students speak at 
home and their performance in mathematics may want to consider strengthening language support 
measures in schools.

Policies to help immigrant students attain proficiency in the language of instruction have common 
characteristics but vary in terms of explicit curricula and focus.

an examination of language proficiency policies in australia, austria, Belgium, canada, denmark, 
germany, luxembourg, the netherlands, norway, sweden, switzerland, Hong Kong-china 
and macao-china, as well as in england, finland and spain, shows that countries have some key 
characteristics in common. very few countries provide systematic language support based on 
an explicit curriculum in pre-primary education (isced 0). the countries that have an explicit 
curriculum in place include the canadian province of British columbia and the netherlands. 

in primary (isced 1) and lower secondary (isced 2) education, the most common approach is 
immersion with systematic language support, that is, immigrant students attend regular classes to learn 
all standard academic programmes, but also receive targeted instruction to develop their skills in the 
language of instruction. in addition, several countries offer immersion programmes with a preparatory 
phase in the language of instruction for newly immigrated students, that is, immigrant students attend 
programmes to develop their language skills before they make the transition to regular classes. 
this approach occurs more frequently in lower secondary education (isced 2) than in primary 
education (isced 1). 

Bilingual language support programmes given in both students’ native language and the language of 
instruction are relatively uncommon. in england, finland and norway immersion with systematic 
language support may include some bilingual components. Transitional bilingual programmes with 
initial instruction in students’ native language and a gradual shift toward instruction in their second 
language, however, do not play a substantial role in any of the countries presented in this report. 

similarly, very few countries generally offer supplementary classes in their schools to improve 
students’ native languages. in sweden, students have a legal right to native language tuition, and 
schools typically provide such classes if at least five students with the same native language live in the 
municipality. schools in the swiss canton of geneva also offer native language classes for the most 
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common minority languages. in eleven countries or sub-national entities, the provision of native 
language tuition depends on the municipality or the individual school while in nine others native 
language instruction is left to families or community groups to arrange. 

despite these similarities in general approaches to supporting immigrant students in learning 
the language of instruction, the specific measures countries or sub-national entities implement 
vary considerably across a range of characteristics, such as the existence of explicit curricula and 
standards, the focus of the support (e.g. general curriculum vs. language development) and the 
organisation of the support (e.g. within mainstream instruction vs. in separate classes or language 
support as a specific school subject).

several countries or sub-national entities have explicit curricula or curriculum framework documents 
in place for second language support. these include australia – new south Wales and victoria and 
denmark for both immersion with systematic language support and immersion with a preparatory 
phase; canada – Ontario, some german Länder, norway, sweden and macao-china for immersion 
with systematic language support; and canada – British columbia and luxembourg for immersion 
with a preparatory phase. the curricula vary considerably, however, in terms of content, level of 
specificity and scope. 

Countries where there are either relatively small performance differences between immigrant and native 
students or the performance gaps for second-generation students are significantly reduced compared to 
those observed for first-generation students tend to have well-established language support programmes 
with relatively clearly defined goals and standards.

it would, of course, be of considerable interest to determine the extent to which the different 
language support programmes contribute to relative achievement levels of immigrant students. 
this, however, is not possible on the basis of the available information. nevertheless, it appears that 
in some countries with relatively small achievement gaps between immigrant and native students, 
or smaller gaps for second-generation students compared to first-generation students, long-standing 
language support programmes exist with relatively clearly defined goals and standards. these 
countries include australia, canada and sweden. in a few countries where immigrant students 
perform at significantly lower levels, language support tends to be less systematic. Yet, several of 
these countries have recently introduced programmes that aim to support the learning of immigrant 
students. these developments may help to reduce the achievement gap between immigrant students 
and their native peers. 
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reAder’S GuIde

Data underlying the figures

the data referred to in chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4 of this report are presented in annex B. in 
these tables, as well as in data tables included in chapter 5, the following symbols are used 
to denote missing data:

a  the category does not apply in the country concerned. data are therefore missing.

c  there are too few observations to provide reliable estimates (i.e. there are fewer than 3% 
of students for this cell or too few schools for valid inferences). However, these statistics 
were included in the calculation of cross-country averages.

m  data are not available. these data were collected but subsequently removed from the 
publication for technical reasons.

n  data are negligible i.e. they do not occur in any significant numbers.

w  data have been withdrawn at the request of the country concerned.

Calculation of the OECD average

an Oecd average was calculated for most indicators presented in this report. the Oecd 
average takes the Oecd countries as a single entity, to which each country contributes with 
equal weight. the Oecd average corresponds to the arithmetic mean of the respective 
country statistics and for this report only applies to the selection of Oecd case countries (see 
definition below).

Rounding of figures

Because of rounding, some figures in tables may not exactly add up to the totals. totals, 
differences and averages are always calculated on the basis of exact numbers and are rounded 
only after calculation. When standard errors in this publication have been rounded to one or 
two decimal places and the value 0.0 or 0.00 is shown, this does not imply that the standard 
error is zero, but that it is smaller than 0.05 or 0.005 respectively.

Reporting of student data

the report uses “15-year-olds” as shorthand for the pisa target population. in practice, this 
refers to students who were aged between 15 years and 3 (complete) months and 16 years 
and 2 (complete) months at the beginning of the assessment period and who were enrolled in 
an educational institution, regardless of the grade level or type of institution, and of whether 
they were attending full-time or part-time.
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Abbreviations used in this report

the following abbreviations are used in this report:

escs index of economic, social and cultural status (see annex a1 for definition)

Hisei Highest international socio-economic index of occupational status (corresponds 
to the highest occupational status of either the mother or father)

isced international standard classification of education (the isced levels are 
explained in annex a1)

se standard error

sd standard deviation

sOpemi Système d’Observation Permanente des Migrations (continuous reporting system 
on migration). this was established in 1973 by the Oecd to provide its europeanthis was established in 1973 by the Oecd to provide its european 
member states a mechanism for sharing of information on international migration.

Terminology used in this report

Native students or non-immigrant students: students with at least one parent born in the country 
of assessment. students born in the country who have one foreign-born parent (children of 
“combined” families) are included in the native category, as previous research indicates that 
these students perform similarly to native students.

Immigrant students: this group includes both first-generation students and second-generation 
students (see definitions below).

First-generation students: students born outside of the country of assessment whose parents 
are also foreign-born.

Second-generation students: students born in the country of assessment with foreign-born 
parents.

Case countries: this includes the 17 countries covered in this report. fourteen Oecd 
countries: australia, austria, Belgium, canada, denmark, france, germany, luxembourg, 
the netherlands, new Zealand, norway, sweden, switzerland and the �nited states; as well 
as three partner countries: Hong Kong-china, macao-china and the russian federation. 

Further documentation

for further information on the pisa assessment instruments and the methods used in pisa, 
see the PISA 2003 Technical Report (Oecd, 2005) and the pisa Web site (www.pisa.oecd.org).
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