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Abstract

This article examines academic achievements of immigrant youths in four new immi-

gration countries: Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. The analysis based on the

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) of 2009 and 2012 reveals

large educational achievement gaps between immigrant children and natives in all

four south European countries. The achievement gaps shrink substantially after ac-

counting for differences in family backgrounds. The drawbacks faced by immigrant

children in these four new immigration countries are due to fewer economic and

material resources being available to them. On the other hand, the educational back-

ground of parents does not account for immigrant�native differences in academic

performance. This stands in contrast to many traditional European immigration coun-

tries in which a lack of educational resources explains larger parts of the educational

disadvantages of immigrant children. Our findings provide empirical evidence for the

very precarious socio-economic integration of adult immigrants in new destination

countries who, despite their relatively strong educational credentials, are placed into

the lowest occupational positions. Such weak occupational attainments among the

parental generation translate into a lack of material resources and investments avail-

able to families to foster their children’s education.

Keywords: achievement gaps, Greece, Italy, socio-economic status, Spain, Portugal

1. Introduction

The countries of southern Europe have become major destinations for international mi-

grants over the last decade and a growing number of immigrant children nowadays are

starting to enter the education systems. Faced with all the difficulties that invariably beset
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immigrants in a new country, parents understandably see schooling as the path to a brighter

future for their children. For the children of immigrants, an important measure of their

structural integration into the receiving society is therefore educational achievement.

However, some very recent studies report substantial educational disadvantages faced by

immigrant youths in countries of southern Europe, such as in Italy (Barban and White

2011; Mantovani 2008), Spain (Cebolla-Boado and Medina 2011; Vaquera and Kao 2012;

Zinovyeva et al. 2011), Greece (Palaiologou 2007) or Portugal (Seabra and Mateus 2011).

These national studies, however, look at various academic outcomes making it impossible

to establish cross-national comparability. With a few exceptions that either focus on only

two countries (Azzolini, Schnell and Palmer 2012) or on a number of countries as a bundle

of OECD states (OECD 2012a), comparative research to date on academic achievement

gaps in southern Europe has been rare.

With this article we aim to redress this gap by examining common underlying mechan-

isms of immigrant�native achievement gaps in education comparatively in the four largest

countries of southern Europe, namely Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain. To this purpose we

analyse mathematics test scores derived from the Programme for International Student

Assessment (PISA) of 2009 and 2012. Such a comparative view into the academic achieve-

ments of children of immigrants is important to uncover specific common patterns of

disadvantage in countries in which substantial numbers of immigrant children will soon

come of age. How big are the immigrant�native educational achievement gaps in southern

European countries? What is the role played by generational status? And, finally, what types

of familial resources help explain these achievement gaps? Answering these questions will

shed light on the educational experiences of these children and may provide an indication

of the long-term prospects for their integration into host societies.

Given that research on southern European countries is still in its infancy, our theoretical

starting point for explaining academic achievement gaps is derived from the abundant

literature on traditional European immigration countries, such as Germany, the United

Kingdom and the Netherlands. This strand of research points to one major conclusion:

most of the observed disadvantages for children of immigrants in educational achievement

may be explained by lower parental resources (Heath and Brinbaum 2007; Schnepf 2008).

Once socio-economic family background has been taken into account, the educational

disadvantages faced by children of immigrants significantly decrease and often disappear.

What makes the four southern European countries interesting from an international per-

spective is that recent studies indicate weaker effects of socio-economic family background

in accounting for achievement differences in these four new destination countries than in

most other European countries (Marks et al. 2006; OECD 2012a: 89-93). This weaker

contribution in explaining achievement gaps between children of immigrants and native

students in Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain leads to the question of which specific parental

resources contribute to the explanation of academic achievement differences between im-

migrant and non-immigrant youths. Recent immigrant parents in south European coun-

tries have relatively high education levels but encounter severe undervaluation of their

educational credentials in the labour market (Eurostat 2011: 51-6) and are found to be

disadvantaged with respect to the majority populations (OECD 2008; 2010a; Reyneri and

Fullin 2011). In this article we build upon these studies, arguing that this over-qualification

and the consequent weak socio-economic integration among immigrant parents leads to a
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substantial lack of economic and material resources in the family home which are needed

by youths to ‘succeed’ in education. More precisely, we ask to what extent academic

achievement gaps are driven by economic and material resources rather than by differences

in the parental educational background.

This article is organized as follows: we first provide an overview of the main similarities

between the four countries with regard to immigration patterns, immigrant integration and

other relevant institutional settings. The theories behind our research questions are sum-

marized in the subsequent section. Our empirical analysis starts by examining the magni-

tude of the differences in achievement between groups of immigrant children and native

students, contrasting differences before and after applying controls for parental family

background. Afterwards, we disaggregate the role of family background characteristics

into the separate contributions of economic and educational resources to the observed

gaps in achievement. We conclude with a summary and discussion of our main findings.

2. The four countries compared

Beyond their geographical traits, Greece, Italy, Spain and Portugal share several common-

alities that motivate our comparative research. To begin with, countries in southern Europe

have been marked historically by high rates of emigration and were major source countries

for ‘guest worker’ recruitment by north-west European countries. During the past two

decades this situation has reversed dramatically for Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain,

making them new and important destinations of international migration flows (Castles

and Miller 2003; Colombo and Sciortino 2004; Ribas-Mateos 2004). In these four coun-

tries, immigration started to rise between the late 1980s and beginning of the 1990s.

However, the most significant inflows to all four countries occurred during the first

decade of the twenty-first century, following a combination of increased global migration

trends and strong labour force demands in south European economies. All four countries

initially experienced an increase in the number of migrants as a consequence of the South-

North migration trend (Peixoto 2002; Ribas-Mateos 2004). After the fall of the Iron

Curtain, immigration from central and eastern Europe accounted for a large part of the

positive net immigration and changed the ethnic composition within this phase of the new

immigration period (Cabral and Duarte 2010). Additionally, illegal immigration has

increased in all four countries in the past several years. Whereas Greece, Italy, Portugal

and Spain hosted altogether about 3.2 million foreigners in 2000, this figure skyrocketed to

11.5 million in 2010.1 This net increase of eight million immigrants in just one decade

accounted for about two-thirds of the overall increase in the foreign population reported

within the EU-15. The foreign population in these four south European countries increased

at much higher rates than in traditional European receiving countries, such as Germany,

the Netherlands, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Austria (see Fig. 1). More precisely, it

increased by 4.2 times in Spain, 3.2 times in Italy, 2.6 times in Greece and 2.2 times in

Portugal, compared to an increase of only 0.2 times in traditional European immigration

countries.

According to official statistics from 2011, foreigners residing in Portugal accounted for

around 4.2 per cent of its population, and 7.5 per cent and 7.4 per cent respectively in Italy

EVIDENCE FROM SOUTHERN EUROPE � 219

 by Philipp Schnell on July 8, 2015
http://m

igration.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://migration.oxfordjournals.org/


and Greece. In Spain, the immigrant population was even larger, at 12.4 per cent of the total

population (OECD 2012b).

In spite of the similarities in immigration patterns, there are some differences among the

four countries with regard to the national-origin composition of the immigrant popula-

tion. Immigrants from Ecuador, Colombia, and Romania make up by far the biggest groups

in Spain. In Italy most immigrants originate from Romania, Albania, Ukraine, and Poland.

Turning to Portugal, the largest groups nowadays are Brazilians, Ukrainians and Cape

Verdeans, while the current immigrant population in Greece consists mainly of immigrants

from Albania, Bulgaria, Ukraine and Romania, as well as from western Asia and south-

central Asia (Baganha 2009; Kreienbrink 2008; OECD 2010a).

Over the last decades, a growth in the immigrant student population has occurred as

well. The share of young immigrants in the population of compulsory school age is cur-

rently almost nine per cent in Greece and around seven per cent in Italy, Spain and Portugal

(Baldwin-Edwards and Apostolatou 2009; Hortas 2008; Zinovyeva et al. 2011). As a result

of how recent the immigration is, the vast majority of immigrant children is made up of

first-generation youths, with the second generation still marginal and mainly concentrated

in younger age groups.

The four countries under comparison additionally share a number of important insti-

tutional characteristics that provide immigrants and their children with fairly similar

Figure 1. Non-nationals living in Italy, Greece, Portugal, Spain and traditional European immigra-

tion countries (2000-2010).

Notes: Base year 2000 = 100. ‘‘Traditional European immigration countries’’ are: Austria, Germany,

Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

Source: OECD 2012.
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contexts of reception. These new immigration countries are generally characterized —

relative to traditional European receiving countries— by low-productivity economies,

significant underground sectors, and a demand for labour that is primarily oriented to-

wards unskilled workers (Fullin 2011; Reyneri and Fullin 2011). As a consequence, immi-

grants in the four countries experience much lower economic well-being as compared to

natives. Immigrants in south European countries are mainly employed in the lowest paid

and most insecure labour market positions, even if they often possess strong educational

credentials (Reyneri 2003; Reyneri and Fullin 2011). Over-qualification, that is, the con-

dition of being highly educated and employed in a low- or medium-skilled job, is a strik-

ingly relevant problem for immigrants in southern European countries. Differences in

over-qualification rates between foreign citizens and native-born persons in Greece,

Italy, Portugal and Spain reach 25 percentage points. On the other hand, group differences

in over-qualification within traditional European immigration countries, such the

Netherlands, Germany, Belgium, Austria or the United Kingdom have been found to be

below 10 percentage points (Eurostat 2011: 102-07).

The relatively low socio-economic condition of immigrants in these four countries may

be exacerbated further by two common institutional factors: weak welfare regimes and

flawed immigrant-integration policies. Firstly, south European countries are characterized

by welfare regimes that rely heavily on family resources in place of state expenditure

(Ferrera 1996), providing low social protection for immigrants and others whose families

lack the means to fulfil this role. Secondly, with regard to immigrant integration,

most literature agrees on the fact that the quick and heterogeneous upsurge in migra-

tory inflows caught the four countries ill-prepared to manage the integration of new im-

migrants. Although some immigration policies have been implemented or reformed

recently, illegal entries and extraordinary amnesties are still coupled with poor and weak

integration policies in Greece, Italy, Spain and Portugal (Kasimis 2012; Peixoto 2002; Solé

2004).

3. Literature review and expectations

Educational achievement gaps between children of immigrants and majority students are a

well-established feature in several north-west European countries (Entorf and Minoiu

2004; Heath, Rothon and Kilpi 2008). According to most literature, family socio-economic

background plays a prominent role in driving immigrant-native educational gaps (Kao and

Thompson 2003; Schnepf 2008). Among the set of frequently applied socio-economic

background variables, parental education is often found to be the most important explan-

ation for educational achievement gaps in several north-west European immigration coun-

tries, because immigrant parents hold on average lower educational levels than the majority

population (e.g. Kristen and Granato 2007 for Germany; Phalet et al. 2007 for Belgium; or

Van de Werfhorst and Van Tubergen 2007 for the Netherlands). Much of the research on

north-west European immigration countries is based on the educational performance of

children from earlier waves of migration (i.e. labour migration), the most disadvantaged

groups in terms of parental education levels. However, recent research demonstrates that

parental education also explains large parts of the achievement differences among children
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of more recently arrived immigrant groups, such as, for example, children of Polish im-

migrants in Germany (Edele and Stanat 2011: 196).

One of the main mechanisms through which parental educational background has an

effect on school performance is by developing competencies and expectations, which in

turn affect children�s academic outcomes (Cheng and Starks 2002; Kilpi-Jakonen 2011).

More highly educated parents are likely to be more effective when trying to help their

children to do well in school and generally have a better knowledge of how to motivate their

children to achieve higher levels of education (Lareau 1987; Serpell et al. 2002). They might

also be more effective in influencing the decisions of their children at important transition

points between certain levels in their educational careers (Buis 2013; Tolsma et al. 2007)

and their resources and investments play critical roles in supporting and planning their

children’s education (Oliver and Shapiro 2006). Moreover, more highly educated parents

transmit greater means of cultural capital (better language skills or ways of interacting with

others) that are viewed positively by teachers, which in turn might influence the perform-

ance of the children. Following research carried out in countries with longer immigration

histories we expect that in south European countries immigrant-native differences in edu-

cational achievement—estimated after accounting for parental socio-economic back-

ground—are smaller than gross differences.

In new immigration countries, however, large segments of the recently arrived immi-

grant populations are as highly educated as natives (Eurostat 2011; OECD 2012a).

Consequently, due to the equal distribution of educational levels we hypothesize that par-

ental education will not substantially contribute to the explanation of achievement gaps

between immigrant and non-immigrant youths in these four new immigration countries.

While large segments of the recently arrived immigrant populations in the destination

countries are as highly educated as natives, they nonetheless end up in the least rewarding

and low paid jobs, regardless of their skills (Cabral and Duarte 2010; Chletsos and

Roupakias 2012; Kalfa and Piracha 2013; Reyneri and Fullin 2011). Such weak occupational

attainment among the parental generation in the four receiving countries translates into a

lack of material and economic resources required for an investment into their children’s

education (Becker 1964; Erikson and Jonsson 1996; Qian and Blair 1999). Affluent families

are more likely to be able to afford the direct costs of education, such as tuition, fees, books

or additional educational services. Moreover, higher parental occupation status is an im-

portant means to ensure wealthier household environments in terms of material resources

directly and indirectly important to their children’s schooling (such as an adequate space to

study, a computer, etc.). Additionally, previous studies have shown that parents with

greater material and economic resources are more likely to have higher expectations for

their child’s education. These higher expectations are communicated by allocating their

resources for various educational activities and programmes (Hao and Bonstead-Bruns

1998; Kao and Tienda 1998). Thus, we predict that educational achievement gaps between

immigrant and non-immigrant youths in new destination countries will be largely driven

by a lack of economic and material resources related to immigrant parents’ lower occupa-

tional status.
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4. Data and methods

4.1 Data

We use data on student competency collected by the Programme for International Student

Assessment (PISA). PISA assesses the extent to which 15-year-old students near the end of

compulsory education have acquired some of the competencies in reading, mathematics,

and science to meet real-life challenges. In order to achieve a sufficiently large sample we

pooled data from the two most recent waves of the survey (2009 and 2012).

4.2 Variables

4.2.1 Dependent variable. We focus on students’ scores in mathematics tests as a depen-

dent variable.2 In order to assess students’ mathematical literacy, the PISA survey contained

questions on a wide variety of practical situations which required some degree of mathe-

matical insight in order to be solved. Together they constitute a broad range of mathema-

tical competencies. In our analyses we follow the approach suggested by PISA and use the

five plausible values, final sampling weights, and 80 replicate weights provided with the

data.3

4.2.2 Generational status. Previous studies indicate that one major factor of differentia-

tion is immigrant generational status, with second-generation immigrants tending to out-

perform the first generation because they do not directly face the hurdles of migration and

the difficulties of adapting to new contexts, languages, and schools. Moreover, differences

might appear among first-generation immigrant students according to their age at arrival,

with those arriving at younger ages tending to outperform late-arrived immigrants in terms

of educational achievement. We therefore classify sampled students by combining infor-

mation on students’ and parents’ places of birth (abroad vs. host country) and information

on students’ age of arrival. We divide the sample into the following categories: (1) natives

(children with at least one native-born parent); (2) second-generation immigrants (native-

born children whose parents are both foreign-born); (3) early-arrived immigrants (foreign-

born children who arrived between the ages of one and six and therefore before compulsory

school begins in all four countries); and (4) late-arrived immigrants (foreign-born children

who arrived between the ages of seven and fifteen). We use a strict definition to identify

first- and second-generation immigrants as individuals with both parents born abroad.

Although children of mixed parentage are of quantitative relevance in the four countries,

we do not distinguish them from native students because the vast majority are native-born

and they perform equally well with non-immigrant students.

4.2.3 Family background. We measure family background and the availability of educa-

tionally relevant parental resources at home through three variables. First, parental educa-

tion captures the human capital within the family. This variable is the highest educational

level of the two parents and has been coded by category, following the International

Standard Classification of Education (ISCED). The variable includes the categories primary

or lower secondary education (ISCED 1-2), upper secondary education (ISCED 3-4) and
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post-secondary/tertiary education (ISCED 5-6). Second, we use the highest occupational

status of parents by including the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational

Status (ISEI). This index is a standardized measure for socio-economic characteristics of

parental occupation and is based on the 1988 International Standard Classification of

Occupation (ISCO88) which allows for cross-national comparisons (Ganzeboom and

Treiman 1996). Finally, as an additional measure of well-being and family wealth, we

consider a PISA-constructed index of home possessions, which encompasses several mate-

rial resources possessed at home (e.g. a place to study, a personal computer, and other

indicators of family wealth). The index of home possessions was devised by PISA through

applying weighted likelihood estimates, standardized to have a mean of 0 and a standard

deviation of 1 at the international level.

4.2.4 Additional control variables. In addition to our main independent variables of

interest, we use a wide set of control variables to account for structural differences

within and across countries. To begin with, we use a set of variables at the school level.

Although the education systems of the four countries share a large number of important

characteristics (OECD 2010b), they differ in the existence of different school tracks and the

extent of the private school sector. These characteristics might have an impact on the

magnitude of the immigrant-native achievement gaps because it is well known that achieve-

ment differences tend to be larger in more differentiated education systems (Hanushek and

Wößmann 2006). We therefore control for these institutional variations to ensure that

these factors do not alter our results. To begin with, we make use of a categorical variable

indicating the specific track in which the student is enrolled. In Italy, this variable is coded

as follows: academic schools, technical schools, and vocational schools (including voca-

tional training courses) and lower secondary schools. In Greece and Portugal, this variable

has three categories: academic schools, vocational schools and lower secondary schools.

This variable is not used in Spain because Spain has a comprehensive system consisting of

one integrated track for students up to age 16. In Spain and Portugal, we use school

ownership as an indicator of horizontal differentiation of the education systems. We

introduce school ownership as a dummy variable, distinguishing public schools from

semi- or fully private schools. Next to the school level variables, we control for the effect

of coming from a nuclear family by using a binary variable that allows us to adjust for

variations in family structure. Previous research using PISA data has shown that students

coming from single-parent families on average perform worse on mathematical literacy

(OECD 2004). Another relevant background characteristic that affects pupils’ scholastic

abilities is host country language proficiency (Marks 2005). We take account of the lan-

guage spoken at home as a dummy variable, which takes on the value 1 if the student

declares that they usually speak an official host-country language (or a national dialect) at

home, and the value 0 otherwise. We further control for gender, age, region, and the type of

community in which the school is located (from rural areas to large cities).

The four samples in our analysis contain some missing values on our independent

variables of interest and we deal with this through listwise deletion, removing all cases

with any missing values on the main variables.4 Descriptive statistics of our dependent

variable and selected independent variables are displayed in Table 1.
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As a proportion of the total number of PISA respondents, foreign-born students (early-

arrived and late-arrived immigrants) account for 8.5 per cent in Spain, 5.2 per cent in

Greece, 4.3 per cent in Italy, and 3.5 per cent in Portugal (see Table 1). In contrast, second-

generation immigrant students account for only slightly more than one per cent of the PISA

respondents in Italy and Spain, 2.7 per cent in Portugal, and 3.4 per cent in Greece.

The distribution of the different groups reveals a common trait of new immigration

countries and reflects how recent immigration is.

When turning to the mean achievements in mathematical literacy, we observe similar

trends and generational patterns in all four new immigration countries. Natives tend to

perform better than immigrant youths in general, while late-arrived immigrants system-

atically underperform all other generational groups in mathematics. The differences com-

pared to natives are impressively large and are particularly pronounced in Greece. In

general, early-arrived immigrants perform better than late-arrived immigrant youths but

are still lagging behind second-generation immigrants and natives (with the exception of

early-arrived immigrant youths in Portugal).

The relatively high educational qualifications of recent adult immigrants reported in

previous studies are also reflected in the composition of our sample, where the percentage

of parents with a tertiary educational level does not vary substantially between immigrants

and natives in Italy, Spain and Portugal. At the same time, parents of immigrant youths

hold less prestigious jobs as compared to native parents in all four countries. They also

possess fewer resources (evident in the index of home possessions) relevant for children’s

educational chances, which is most likely a result of the integration into lower segments of

the labour market. Families of second-generation students possess more relevant resources

than those families who arrived later, but still lag behind parents of the majority school

population in Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain.

5. Results

5.1 Achievement gaps

Our first aim is to investigate the achievement gaps between natives and immigrant youths

in each of the four south European countries under study. We are interested in the relative

outcomes of immigrant students within each host society and in comparing achievement

gaps across the four countries. Therefore, we regress mathematics scores on our genera-

tional status groups using linear regression models. As stated above, all models use the five

plausible values and incorporate final student weights and 80 replicate weights following

the approach recommended by PISA (OECD 2009). We fit a series of model specifications,

progressively adding covariates to assess how variations in family background character-

istics account for immigrant-native achievement gaps. The first model (M1) includes our

basic control variables—age, sex, region, and area of residence—and incorporates genera-

tional status as the main independent variable of interest. This first model shows that in all

four new immigration countries, immigrant children are significantly lagging behind native

students in the test subject. The achievement gaps in mathematics are particularly pro-

nounced in Greece, Italy and Spain. Although this observation applies to almost all
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immigrant children in these three countries, the greatest achievement gaps are found for

foreign-born students who arrive after the age of six. In Greece and Italy, the size of the gap

between late-arrived immigrants and native students reaches around 80 points for mathe-

matics. In Spain, the gap of this lately arrived group is slightly smaller than in Greece and

Italy, but still very pronounced with 73 points. Interestingly, late-arrived immigrants in

Portugal have an achievement gap of only 48 points difference with native students.

Early-arrived immigrants and especially second-generation students display some pro-

gress over late-arrived immigrants. More precisely, immigrants who arrive before the

commencement of compulsory school are situated between those arrived later and

second-generation immigrants. But even if second-generation immigrant students tend

to outperform immigrant children who arrived at later ages, they never reach the level of

natives. Their gap relative to natives is always significant and ranges between a minimum of

roughly 38 points (in Spain) to a maximum of 45.5 points (in Portugal). In sum, a weak

association between age at arrival and educational achievement seems to take place in south

European countries, with second-generation immigrants often outperforming late-arrived

immigrants but still lagging behind natives in all countries. The findings for Portugal,

however, deviate slightly from this generational pattern. Immigrant children and the

second generation underperform native Portuguese students in mathematics whereas

early-arrived immigrants perform as well as natives.5

Model 2 (M2) adds parental education and occupation as well as home possessions to the

achievement gap analysis. The results displayed in Table 2 indicate that the previously

observed patterns change after modelling predictors at the family level. Taking account

of family background substantially reduces the performance gap in mathematics for immi-

grant children within all four south European countries. The gap drops clearly for all three

groups of immigrant youths within all four countries. A strong contribution of family

background can be observed for Greece, Italy and Spain—especially for foreign-born

youths. However, even after controlling for family background, none of the groups catches

up with natives in the three countries.

In additional analyses (not shown in Table 2, but available upon request) we allowed for

different returns to parents’ characteristics between immigrant and native families and paid

particular attention to parental education, suspecting the existence of negative returns for

immigrant children. Our results reject this presumption: significantly negative interaction

terms were only found in Greece and disappeared once other social background variables

were included. Overall, family background plays a key role in each of the four countries but

it is still far from being sufficient to explain the immigrant-native gaps. We will come back

to the role played by family background characteristics in the next section by disaggregating

the separate contributions of the different types of family resources to the observed achieve-

ment gaps.

Finally, the last model (M3) incorporates all control variables to adjust for additional

individual and school level characteristics (family structure, language spoken at home,

tracking and school ownership).6 Holding these variables constant fully explains the

remaining achievement differences in mathematics among native and immigrant youths

in Greece. Hence, net of family background and all other individual and school-level

controls, children of immigrants fare as well as their Greek classmates. The same does

not happen so clearly in the other three countries. Testing for the variables in Model 3
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Table 2. Linear regression estimates of immigrant-native achievement gaps in mathematical

literacy in Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain

Greece (N = 9,632) Italy (N = 58,949)

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Generational status

Natives Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.

Second generation �39.9*** �21.9*** �8.6 �40.6*** �19.6*** �17.7***

(6.6) (5.9) (5.6) (5.1) (4.7) (4.3)

Early arrived �50.0*** �19.6*** 5.7 �58.1*** �32.9*** �21.7***

(5.0) (5.1) (5.8) (4.6) (4.7) (4.2)

Late arrived �78.7*** �47.2** �3.7 �80.5*** �52.0*** �29.0***

(18.1) (17.4) (17.6) (3.4) (3.7) (4.0)

Highest parental

occupational status

1.1*** 0.8*** 1.0*** 0.5***

(0.1) (0.1) (0.0) (0.0)

Home possessions

Index

13.6*** 8.4*** 14.6*** 6.4***

(1.5) (1.3) (0.7) (1.2)

Highest parental

education

Primary/Lower

Secondary Educ.

Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.

Upper secondary Ed. 16.3*** 6.2* 14.3*** 3.9**

(3.7) (3.1) (1.8) (1.5)

Tertiary Education 20.0*** 9.7** 2.6 �6.8***

(3.9) (3.4) (2.3) (1.8)

Controls

Age YES YES YES YES YES YES

Male YES YES YES YES YES YES

Language — — YES — — YES

Family structure — YES — YES

School track — — YES — — YES

School ownership — — — — — —

School context YES YES YES YES YES YES

Region — — — YES YES YES

Year YES YES YES YES YES YES

Constant 8627.1** 8429.8*** 8819.6*** �2284.1 �686.8 2183.2

(2995.9) (2451.7) (2105.4) (1903.9) (1701.4) (1650.9)

R2 0.05 0.17 0.29 0.13 0.21 0.37

(continued)
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Table 2. Continued

Portugal (N = 11,477) Spain (N = 46,973)

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Generational status

Natives Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.

Second generation �45.5*** �30.7*** �25.8*** �38.1*** �27.0*** �23.3**

(7.1) (7.3) (5.8) (7.7) (7.7) (7.5)

Early arrived �13.2 �1.0 14.5 �51.2*** �33.2*** �29.3***

(10.2) (9.5) (7.7) (4.0) (4.0) (3.8)

Late arrived �47.9*** �25.8*** �3.3 �73.0*** �50.0*** �46.1***

(7.9) (7.2) (8.2) (4.2) (3.7) (3.6)

Highest parental

occupational status

1.2*** 0.7*** 0.9*** 0.9***

(0.1) (0.1) (0.0) (0.0)

Home possessions

Index

17.5*** 10.3*** 15.9*** 14.4***

(1.3) (1.0) (2.2) (0.9)

Highest parental

education

Primary/Lower

Secondary Educ.

Ref Ref Ref. Ref.

Upper secondary Ed. 17.5*** 7.8*** 12.8*** 12.7***

(2.2) (2.1) (2.6) (2.2)

Tertiary Education 16.5*** 11.4*** 13.5*** 13.5***

(2.8) (2.3) (2.6) (2.7)

Controls

Age YES YES YES YES YES YES

Male YES YES YES YES YES YES

Language — — YES — — YES

Family structure — YES — YES

School track — — YES — — —

School ownership — — YES — — YES

School context YES YES YES YES YES YES

Region YES YES YES YES YES YES

Year YES YES YES YES YES YES

Constant �3012.8 �7384.2** �4349.3* 84.4 3883.6* 2577.8

(3013.0) (2248.6) (1779.6) (1889.1) (1788.0) (1782.8)

R2 0.06 0.23 0.44 0.11 0.21 0.22

Notes: *significant at 10%, **significant at 5%, ***significant at 1%. Standard errors are given in

parentheses.

Models use all five plausible values, the final student weights and the 80 replicate weights provided

by PISA.

Source: PISA pooled data 2009 and 2012, own elaboration.
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further contributes to the reduction of the achievement gap in mathematics among the late-

arrived immigrants in Portugal, but the disadvantage of the second generation persists

(�25.8).7 In Italy and Spain, the observed achievement differences between native and

immigrant students remain large and significant. Nevertheless, in Italy the reduction in

the gap estimates is particularly evident for first-generation immigrants, especially if late-

arrived. This latter result points to the key role of ‘tracking’ in shaping immigrant-native

educational gaps, as it might be explained by the pronounced segregation of late-arrived

youths into the least prestigious school paths in the country (Azzolini and Barone 2013;

Barban and White 2011).

5.2 Disaggregating family background effects: the role of parental
education and economic resources

Thus far, we have been interested in the size of achievement differences between groups of

immigrant children and native students, contrasting differences before and after control-

ling for family background. Our results reveal that socio-economic family background is

one of the strongest predictors of achievement differences between immigrant youths and

their native counterparts in mathematical literacy within all four southern European

countries. We considered economic and educational resources available in the family of

origin simultaneously because we aimed to examine the overall contribution of family

background on immigrant-native achievement gaps. Nevertheless, economic resources

might be a much more powerful explanation of the gaps as compared to educational

resources in the family of origin because, as argued and seen above, immigrant parents

in the four countries have similar educational levels to the native population but a much

lower occupational status.

One way to explore the differential contribution of family resources to the immigrant-

native gaps is to test how disparities between groups would alter under a hypothetical

situation in which immigrant children’s characteristics are made similar to those of

native students. In other words, would immigrant children’s achievement increase or

decrease if they had the same distribution of educational and economic family resources

as native students? To pursue this question, we carry out a series of Blinder-Oaxaca coun-

terfactual decompositions (Blinder 1973; Oaxaca 1973). This method is useful in quantify-

ing the separate contribution of specific characteristics to group differences. The technique

allows us to disaggregate the mean achievement gaps between natives and

children of immigrants into a part that is explained by differences in either educational

or economic resources, and a residual part that is not explained by differences in family

characteristics and is due to unobserved factors.8 The variables used in this analysis are the

same as employed in Model 2 presented above. As a robustness check, we ran additional

analyses in which we modelled the decomposition separately for all types of resources.

These additional analyses yielded the same results, thus reinforcing our substantive

conclusions.

The results of the decompositions are displayed in a series of graphs (Fig. 2, a-d) showing

the percentage contribution to the achievement gaps of the three family background indi-

cators: highest parental education, home possessions and the highest occupational status of
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the parents (ISEI). Positive percentages indicate that the gap would be reduced while

negative percentages show increasing gaps for immigrant youths if they had the same

distribution of resources as natives.

In line with our expectations, decomposition results reveal that parental education

(white bars) plays a negligible role in accounting for immigrant-native differences in the

four new immigration countries. The different distributions of educational qualifications

across immigrant and native families explains at best 3.6 per cent of the immigrant-native

educational gaps for early-arrived immigrants in Greece and 3.9 and 1.1 per cent for the

second generation in Italy and Spain, respectively. In Portugal, the contribution of parental

education is even significantly negative for all the groups, as immigrant parents possess on

average higher educational attainment than the native population. Hence, if immigrant

parents had exactly the same education as native parents, their children’s achievement

would be unaltered in Greece, Italy and Spain, while in Portugal it would even increase.

A completely different story comes to the fore when considering home possessions (light

grey bars) and the highest parental occupational status (dark grey bars). These two proxies

of family wealth and economic well-being contribute largely and significantly to the

observed achievement gaps in each of the four countries. Economic resources exert the

greatest effects in Greece, Italy and Portugal. In these three countries, the highest parental

occupation status and level of home possessions each contribute for some generational
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Figure 2. Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition of immigrant-native achievement gaps in mathematical

literacy in Italy, Greece, Portugal and Spain: percentage contribution to the gaps of parental

education, parental occupational status (ISEI) and home possessions.

Notes: Models are controlled for age, sex, region and area of residence. Models use all five

plausible values, final student weight and the 80 replicate weights provided by PISA.

Source: PISA pooled data 2009 and 2012, own elaboration.
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groups to up to over 30 per cent of the gaps. Although highly significant, the contribution

of economic resources to the gap is weaker in Spain, ranging from between 13 per cent and

18 per cent for each type of resource. This lower relative contribution of economic

resources might be in relation to the structure of its education system. Spain has a com-

prehensive education system with delayed selection into different tracks, while the remain-

ing three countries have some sort of tracking before the age of 15. As it is well documented

that school choices mediate the association between social origins and achievement

(Hanushek and Wößmann 2006; Van de Werfhorst and Mijs 2010), this process might

be the reason for these differences between the countries and the lower contribution of

economic resources in Spain.

In spite of these country differences, the results clearly indicate that in each of the four

countries immigrant-native differences in educational achievement are explained by the

families’ economic and material resources rather than by parental education: if immigrant

children had available the same economic and material resources as their native counter-

parts, their relative disadvantage would be significantly reduced. These findings confirm

our expectation that achievement differences between immigrant and non-immigrant

youths in new destination countries are largely driven by a lack of economic and material

resources.

In additional analyses (not shown) we replicated the decompositions on a sample of

north-west European countries, namely Austria, Denmark, France, Germany, Sweden, the

Netherlands and the United Kingdom, altogether constituting ‘traditional immigration

countries’ (Buchmann and Parrado 2006; Hillmert 2013). Economic disparities also play

a major role in these traditional immigration countries, but the effects are smaller than in

south European countries. Most importantly, and contrary to what we found in the four

south European countries analysed in this article, parental educational background con-

tributes substantively and significantly to the observed immigrant-native gaps in educa-

tional achievement. Thus, the disadvantages faced by immigrant children in the four new

immigration countries are due to the fewer economic and material resources available to

them, while the educational background of parents does not account for immigrant-native

differences in academic performance. This result stands in contrast to traditional European

immigration countries.

6. Summary and conclusion

The main purpose of this article was to redress the lack of comparative research on aca-

demic achievement differences between immigrant and non-immigrant youths in south

European countries. We compared Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain since they became

major destinations for immigrants over the last decade and share notable similarities in

their institutional settings. Additionally, national studies report that recent immigrant

parents in these new destination countries possess relatively high levels of education but

encounter severe undervaluation of their educational credentials in the labour market and

are found to be disadvantaged with respect to the majority populations. Whether this very

pronounced over-qualification—which markedly distinguishes the situation in new immi-

gration countries from traditional European immigration countries—has implications for

EVIDENCE FROM SOUTHERN EUROPE � 233

 by Philipp Schnell on July 8, 2015
http://m

igration.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://migration.oxfordjournals.org/


our understanding of the underlying mechanisms for the pronounced achievement gaps

was at the heart of our empirical inquiry. We therefore investigated the precise contribution

of parental economic and material resources in explaining academic achievement gaps

between immigrant and non-immigrant youths in southern Europe.

We found sizeable educational achievement gaps in mathematical literacy between

immigrant youths and natives in all four south European countries. Our results suggest

the existence of a weak but negative association between age at arrival and achievement. If

immigrant children arrive after the age of six (when compulsory education starts), they face

the largest disadvantages in educational achievement. Second-generation and early-arrived

immigrants perform on average better than late-arrived immigrants but they do not reach

the level of natives.

We assumed that these pronounced immigrant-native achievement gaps shrink substan-

tially after accounting for differences in family socio-economic backgrounds between

immigrants and natives. Our results confirm that the drawbacks faced by immigrant

youths in new immigration countries are indeed to a large extent due to fewer family

resources available to them. However, in contrast with much of the existing literature on

immigrant-native achievement gaps, our analysis revealed that the educational background

of parents plays a very marginal role in accounting for academic achievement gaps between

natives and immigrant youths in the four south European countries. Of course, parental

education is an important resource for the academic achievements of all children. However,

our decomposition analysis unequivocally demonstrates that parental education is an

extremely weak predictor of immigrant-native achievement gaps because adult immigrants

in southern Europe hold largely similar educational levels to those of their native counter-

parts. In other words, it is not a lack of ‘educational’ resources at home which leads to the

severe educational disadvantages for immigrant youths in new immigration countries. This

finding stands in contrast to traditional European immigration countries in which a lack of

educational resources explains larger parts of the educational disadvantages of immigrant

children. Instead, as our results from the decomposition analyses indicate for the four south

European countries, attention should be paid to the economic and material resources

possessed by families. We demonstrated that the estimated differentials would decrease

by substantial amounts if immigrant youths had the same economic resources as native

students. These findings provide an additional empirical confirmation of the very precar-

ious socio-economic integration of adult immigrants in new destination countries who, in

spite of their relatively strong educational credentials, are placed into the lowest occupa-

tional positions. Such weak occupational attainment among the parental generation trans-

lates into a lack of material resources and investments that families can afford in order to

support their children’s education in new immigration countries.

The relative importance of ‘economic’ family resources to account for achievement

differences closely resembles findings in other European new immigration countries, nota-

bly Finland and Ireland (Fanning et al. 2011; Harinen and Sabour 2014).9 In Finland, for

example, children of immigrants whose parents have experienced a strong over-qualifica-

tion on the labour market were found to be disadvantaged relative to the majority student

population (Kilpi-Jakonen 2011, 2012). Lower levels of school achievement by immigrant

youths at the end of comprehensive school in Finland can largely be explained by lower

levels of parental resources. Moreover, among children of immigrants, parental education
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has a smaller effect than among the majority, whereas parental income has a larger effect in

average grades (Kilpi-Jakonen 2012: 174). Taken together, immigrant youths in new

European immigration countries seem to depend more on parental resources that help

them to be successful in school while achievement differences are less driven by parental

educational background. This finding is particularly pronounced in countries in which the

parental immigrant generation experiences over-qualification on the labour market.

In conclusion, our results illustrate that the four south European countries show fairly

similar patterns with respect to educational performances of immigrant children and the

underlying factors for the observed academic disadvantages. Nevertheless, minor variations

between the four new immigration countries appeared and might be an area for future

research. In particular, forthcoming studies should investigate country-of-origin composi-

tional effects which were beyond the scope of this article due to data limitations. Moreover,

longitudinal data are needed to provide adequate insights into the academic achievement

processes of immigrant youths across generations in these four new destination countries

from a comparative perspective.
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Notes

1. We used ‘nationality’ instead of ‘place of birth’ because the latter information is not

collected annually in all four countries.

2. We decided to focus on mathematical literacy over reading since the former is less

dependent on linguistic abilities in the host country language and therefore our results

are less affected by different country-of-origin compositions in the four destination

countries. We nevertheless replicated all empirical results presented in this article with

reading literacy as a dependent variable. The results of this additional analysis did not

vary substantially from the ones presented in this article and are available upon request.

3. All analyses including our dependent variable mathematical literacy are based on the

five plausible values and estimated means, regression coefficients, standard errors and

decomposition analyses are obtained following the approach suggested by PISA

(OECD 2009). To account for the survey design, all analyses are estimated using

final student weights and the 80 replicate weights provided by PISA to retrieve correct

estimates of standard errors. More precisely, we apply the BRR method with a Fay

adjustment factor of 0.5 (Kreuter and Valliant 2007).
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4. The total amount of missing values on the main variables of interest was small (ap-

proximately five per cent in each of the four countries) and almost equally distributed

across immigrant groups and native students. Missing values on some of the control

variables (included in Model 3) were coded as distinct categories.

5. Some of these patterns might be driven by national composition of the immigrant

student populations. Due to data limitations, we cannot control for country of origin

effects in all four countries (the information is missing in Italy and Spain). But we

replicated the same analyses for Portugal and Greece including information on country

of origin which provided strong robustness of our results because gap estimates re-

mained unaltered when adding country of origin information. In Portugal some small

changes in the magnitude of the parameters—but not in the generational patterns—are

detected, but they disappear once we include family background (results available upon

request).

6. Additional models were estimated including other controls at the school level (i.e.

school socio-economic and immigrant composition, the proportion of first-generation

immigrants enrolled in each school, indices of educational resources and autonomy,

and the practice of streaming). Our results proved to be highly robust to these add-

itional controls.

7. After holding all variables constant (Model 3), second-generation immigrants in

Portugal perform relatively as poorly as their counterparts in Italy and Spain, while

the remaining two generational groups perform as well as natives in Portugal. This

finding is somehow counter-intuitive as compared to the other countries in which we

observe a weak association between age at arrival and educational achievement. In

additional analyses we tested whether this deviant finding is driven by country-of-

origin compositions. Results indicate that the observed pattern presented in Table 2

remains even after including information on country of origin. Future research should

further investigate this finding for Portugal.

8. This twofold decomposition of immigrant�native differentials can be formulated as

Yn � Yi ¼ bnXn � biXi ¼ bnðXn � XiÞ+Xiðbn � biÞ

Yn and Yi are mean achievement for natives and each immigrant group respectively, Xn

and Xi are mean values of independent variables included in the models and, finally, bn

and bi are vectors of the estimated coefficients for the two groups. The term bn(Xn�Xi)

identifies the explained part of the differences and is calculated using the coefficients of

models estimated on the native populations (in each country) as reference.

Decompositions using coefficients from models which pooled immigrants and natives

together were also estimated, yielding similar results.

9. In 2011, foreigners residing in Ireland accounted for around 12 per cent of the total

population, almost resembling the numbers for Spain (OECD 2012b). Large parts of

the more recent immigrant population originate from new European member states

(EU-2004) (Faas and Fionda 2014: 405) and have been found to have a strong human

capital profile (Fanning et al. 2011: 2). The foreign population in Finland has more than

tripled since the beginning of the 2000s, with young adults under 30 forming almost

half of the immigrant population (Harinen and Sabour 2014: 311). In sum, both
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countries can be characterized as ‘new immigration countries’ but differ to a great

extent from the four south European countries in their institutional settings and in

the composition of their immigrant population.
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