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Relative performance of students from immigrant backgrounds

– Overall in OECD countries, the relative performance of
students with immigrant backgrounds did not change
between 2000 and 2009.

– The performance gap between students with an immigrant
background and those without was widest in Belgium,
Germany and Switzerland in 2000, but the gap had
narrowed greatly by 2009.

– In Ireland and Italy, a substantial increase in the number
of immigrant students over the period was accompanied
by a sharp deterioration in both their absolute and
relative performance in reading.

What it means

The immigrant population of many OECD countries
is growing. In countries with comparable data, the
proportion of 15-year-olds with an immigrant back-
ground increased by two percentage points, on average,
between 2000 and 2009, although in some countries
the proportion decreased. Learning outcomes among
students from an immigrant background are thus
the subject of some scrutiny among education policy
makers, particularly in countries where these students
show significantly poorer performance in school
than their peers who do not come from immigrant
backgrounds.

Findings

On average in OECD countries, the performance gap
between students with and without an immigrant
background remained broadly similar over the period.
Students without an immigrant background now
outperform others by an average of 43 score points
instead of the 44 score points recorded in 2000.

However, this relatively stable average masks substan-
tial changes in a number of countries. In some coun-
tries where immigrant students had reading scores
well below those of native students in 2000, the gap
has narrowed considerably. For example, the perfor-
mance gap between students with immigrant back-
grounds and those without was greatest in Belgium
and Switzerland in 2000: the equivalent of well over
one proficiency level. These gaps were narrowed
by over half a proficiency level by 2009, although in
both cases, they are still wider than the OECD average.
Germany shows a similar trend, while in the partner
country Liechtenstein the gap has more than halved.

In New Zealand, the performance gap between these
two groups of students, already relatively narrow
in 2000, shrunk further by 2009. In Australia, students
with and without immigrant backgrounds had similar
reading scores in 2000; nine years later, students with

immigrant backgrounds performed better in reading
than their native peers. This is partly explained by
the relatively high socio-economic status of many
immigrants in Australia, whose children now make
up nearly a quarter of the country’s population of
15-year-olds.

In Italy and Ireland, the performance gap between
students with and without an immigrant background
widened. In Ireland, students with an immigrant
background performed considerably better, on aver-
age, than native-born students in 2000, but in 2009,
they performed considerably worse. This relates to a
dramatic increase in the immigrant population in
Ireland, which led to an increase in the proportion of
students with immigrant backgrounds from 2% to 8%
over the nine years. While there was a general decline
in reading performance in Ireland during the period,
reading scores among students with an immigrant
background fell even further.

Italy, too, saw a rise in the proportion of students with
an immigrant background from just 1% in 2000 to
nearly 6% nine years later. Here, the performance of
students without an immigrant background did not
change significantly during the period, but the perfor-
mance of students with an immigrant background
was lower in 2009. They are now one full proficiency
level behind native students, instead of half a profi-
ciency level lower as they were in 2000.

Definitions

The term “immigrant students” refers to students
with an immigrant background: they were either born
outside the country in which the assessment was
conducted or have parents who were. Native students
are those who were born in the country, as were their
parents.

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/
888932315602.

Going further

Further analysis of changes in the relationship
between immigrant status and student perfor-
mance between 2000 and 2009 is presented in
Chapter 4 of PISA 2009 Results Volume V, Learning
Trends: Changes in Student Performance Since 2000.
Full data are shown in Table V.4.4 at the back of
that volume.
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Figure 2.7. Immigrant background and reading performance in 2000 and 2009

Note: Statistically significant score point differences are marked in a darker tone. Countries are ranked in ascending order of the
performance difference between students without and those with an immigrant background in 2009.

Source: OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results, Volume V, Learning Trends: Changes in Student Performance Since 2000, Figure V.4.7, available at
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932360005.
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