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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY (ENGLISH)
This report examines the role of education in fostering the economic integration of immigrants. It is organized in five sections. In the first section, we look at the educational attainment of first and second generation immigrants in Europe, as compared to the US. In
the second section, we consider how language skills affect the educational outcomes and
the integration of immigrants. In the next two sections, we investigate how the organization of schools and the characteristics of teachers influence the educational outcomes of
both children with an immigrant background and native children. In the final section, we
discuss whether higher education can affect the attitudes of the native population towards
immigrants and thereby favour their integration.
We document that, although first generation immigrants in Europe are - on average slightly less educated than native individuals, there is a large heterogeneity across countries.
Second generation immigrants typically display better outcomes compared to their firstgeneration counterparts. We discuss evidence on student performance in international tests
showing that children with an immigrant background display worse results than natives.
While in some countries, such as Denmark and France, this gap is almost entirely explained
by differences in socio-economic background, in others (Finland, Austria, Belgium and
Portugal) the factors driving the gap are more complex and have roots also outside socioeconomic conditions.
Factors explaining differences in the educational outcomes of immigrants and natives include the proficiency in the host country language. We first discuss the literature considering the relevance of language skills for educational outcomes, and then focus on the sub-set
of studies that try to estimate the labour market returns to language skills. We discuss the
importance of these estimates for a cost-benefit analysis of policies targeted at improving
the language proficiency of immigrants. We also highlight the difficulties that arise when
trying to identify the causal effect of language skills on individual outcomes and provide a
review of the literature that attempts to address these difficulties. Overall, the reviewed
studies underline the importance of language skills for the integration of immigrants and
point to the fact that the challenges faced by European countries might be varying: while
receiving countries with a high share of immigrants who already speak the local language
are likely to face lower integration costs, countries where there is a large share of immigrants who does not speak the host country language might incur higher costs.
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Next, we investigate how pre-school attendance, school tracking, the combination of students and teacher characteristics, and class composition affect the educational outcomes of
immigrants. While pre-school attendance seems to be beneficial for migrant children, late
tracking produces positive effects only on children who lack proficiency in the national
language. As far as the combination of students and teacher characteristics is concerned,
existing results point to the importance of avoiding stereotyped attitudes by teachers. Both
targeted training programs and the recruitment of teachers with an immigration background represent useful tools to reach this objective.
Class composition is particularly relevant because educational outcomes might be affected
by how children with an immigrant background and children of native parents are allocated
to different classes. Although the analysis of peer effects has a long history in the economic
literature, the impact of immigrant concentration on students’ academic achievement has
been considered only recently and in a few studies. Results suggest that students with an
immigrant background are negatively affected by other immigrant students in the class or
school. More controversial results are found for students with a native background: some
studies find significant negative effects, while others find no or very small effects.
Finally, we review empirical evidence suggesting that education is very important in shaping
the attitudes of citizens in the host country towards immigrants. The balance of this evidence is that education leads to a more positive attitude toward migrants. However, additional work is necessary to reach more general conclusions in this area.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY (GERMAN)
Dieser Bericht analysiert die Rolle von Bildung für die wirtschaftliche Integration von Migranten. Der Bericht teilt sich in fünf Abschnitte. Der erste Teil betrachtet Bildungsleistungen von Migranten der ersten und zweiten Generation in Europa im Vergleich zu den
USA. Im zweiten Abschnitt wird der Effekt von Sprachkenntnissen auf Bildungsergebnisse
und auf die Integration von Migranten erörtert. In den nachfolgenden zwei Abschnitten
untersuchen wir wie die Schulorganisation und Lehrercharakteristika Bildungsergebnisse
von Kindern mit und ohne Migrationshintergrund beeinflussen. Im letzten Teil diskutieren
wir den Einfluss universitärer Bildung auf die Einstellung der lokalen Bevölkerung gegenüber Migranten und wie dadurch Integration begünstigt wird.
Wir stellen fest, dass Migranten der ersten Generation in Europa im Durchschnitt ein etwas geringeres Bildungsniveau aufweisen als die Bevölkerung des Ziellandes und dass sich
diese Niveauunterschiede wiederum zwischen europäischen Ländern unterscheiden. Migranten der zweiten Generation zeigen typischerweise bessere Bildungsergebnisse als Migranten der ersten Generation.
Wir diskutieren Studien auf Basis von Schülerleistungen in internationalen Tests, die zeigen, dass Kinder mit Migrationshintergrund schlechtere Ergebnisse erlangen als Kinder
ohne Migrationshintergrund. In einigen Ländern wie Dänemark oder Frankreich kann diese
Lücke durch Unterschiede im sozio-ökonomischen Hintergrund erklärt werden. In anderen
Ländern (Finnland, Österreich, Belgien und Portugal) sind die Determinanten der Bildungslücke komplexer und gehen über sozio-ökonomische Umstände hinaus.
Zu den Ursachen dieser Bildungsunterschiede zwischen Migranten und Einheimischen
gehören die Kenntnisse der Sprache des Gastlandes. Zuerst diskutieren wir die Literatur
zur Relevanz von Sprachkenntnissen für Bildungsergebnisse und konzentrieren uns dann
auf Studien, die versuchen, zu schätzen wie sich Sprachkenntnisse auf Arbeitsmarkterträge
auswirken. Wir diskutieren, wie wichtig diese Schätzungen für eine Kosten-Nutzen-Analyse
von Politikmaßnahmen, die die Verbesserung von Sprachkenntnissen von Migranten zum
Ziel haben, sind. Wir betonen, wie schwierig es ist einen kausalen Zusammenhang von
Sprachkenntnissen auf individuelle Bildungsergebnisse zu zeigen und präsentieren einen
Literaturüberblick, in dem diese Schwierigkeiten besprochen werden. Insgesamt unterstreichen die Studien die Bedeutung von Sprachkenntnissen für die Integration von Migranten
und weisen darauf hin, dass die Herausforderungen für europäische Länder variieren: Wäh-
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rend Zielländer mit einem großen Anteil an Migranten mit Kenntnissen der lokalen Sprache niedrigere Integrationskosten aufweisen, wären Länder mit einem großen Anteil an
Migranten ohne Sprachkenntnisse der Sprache des Ziellandes von höheren Kosten betroffen.
Nachfolgend untersuchen wir wie Vorschulbesuch, die Aufteilung auf unterschiedliche
Schulzweige, die Kombination von Schüler- und Lehrercharakteristika und die Klassenzusammensetzung Bildungsergebnisse beeinflussen. Während der Vorschulbesuch für Bildungserfolge von Migrantenkindern begünstigend erscheint, bringt eine spätere Aufteilung
auf die Schulzweige positive Effekte nur bei den Schülern, die schwache Sprachkenntnisse
aufweisen.
Wenn es um die Verbindung von Schüler- und Lehrercharakteristika geht, weist die Literatur darauf hin, dass eine stereotypisierende Haltung von Lehrern zu vermeiden ist. Die
beiden betrachteten Fortbildungsprogramme und die Rekrutierung von Lehrern mit Migrationshintergrund scheinen für die Integration von Migrationskindern förderlich.
Die Klassenzusammensetzung ist besonders relevant, da Bildungsergebnisse davon abhängig zu sein scheinen, wie Kinder mit und ohne Migrationshintergrund auf unterschiedliche
Klassen verteilt werden.
Auch wenn die Analyse der Effekte von Gleichaltrigen eine lange Tradition in der ökonomischen Literatur hat, wurde die Ballung von Migrantenkindern auf Bildungsergebnisse
erst seit kurzem in wenigen Studien bedacht. Die Forschungsergebnisse suggerieren, dass
Schüler mit Migrationshintergrund von anderen Kindern in der Klasse oder Schule, die
einen Migrationshintergrund aufweisen, gehemmt werden. Kontroverse Ergebnisse werden
in Bezug auf einheimische Schüler gefunden: Einige Studien finden signifikante negative
Effekte, während andere Studien keine oder sehr kleine Effekte verzeichnen.
Abschließend betrachten wir empirische Studien, welche suggerieren, dass Bildung sehr
wichtig ist, um die Haltung der Bürger des Ziellandes gegenüber Migranten zu formen. In
der Summe kommt diese Literatur zu dem Schluss, dass Bildung zu einer positiveren Einstellung gegenüber Migranten führt. Es ist jedoch weitere Forschung notwendig, um allgemeinere Schlüsse ziehen zu können.
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EXECTUIVE SUMMARY (FRENCH)
Ce rapport examine le rôle de l’éducation dans le processus d’intégration économique des
immigrés. Il est organisé en cinq parties. Il s’attache tout d’abord à comparer le niveau
d’instruction des immigrés de première et deuxième génération en Europe et aux EtatsUnis. Dans une deuxième partie sont étudiés les liens chez les immigrés entre la maîtrise de
la langue d’une part et le niveau d’instruction et l’intégration économique d’autre part. Dans
les deux parties suivantes, il montre l’influence de l’organisation du système scolaire et des
caractéristiques des enseignants sur les résultats scolaires des enfants issus de l’immigration
et des natifs. Enfin, le rapport envisage le rôle de l’éducation supérieure pour les populations immigrées, et notamment son rôle potentiel dans une intégration plus aisée vis-à-vis
des populations natives.
Le rapport montre tout d’abord que, bien que les immigrés de première génération en Europe soient en moyenne légèrement moins instruits que les natifs, il demeure une grande
hétérogénéité entre les pays européens. Il montre par ailleurs que les immigrés de seconde
génération réussissent en général mieux que les immigrés de première génération. Il se
penche également sur les résultats d’études internationales sur les performances des élèves
qui suggèrent que les enfants issus de l’immigration ont de moins bon résultats que leurs
camarades natifs. Tandis que dans certains pays comme la France et le Danemark, cet écart
s’explique presque entièrement par les différences de milieu socio-économique, dans
d’autres (Finlande, Autriche, Belgique et Portugal), les facteurs à l’origine de ce retard sont
plus complexes et vont puiser en dehors des conditions socio-économiques.
Parmi les facteurs qui expliquent les différences de résultats scolaires entre immigrés et
natifs, on peut citer la maitrise de la langue du pays d’accueil. L’étude passe ainsi en revue
la littérature qui interroge la pertinence de la langue dans la réussite scolaire et se concentre
ensuite sur le sous-champ qui s’intéresse plus particulièrement à l’estimation des retours sur
les compétences langagières sur le marché du travail. Ces estimations sont ensuite discutées,
notamment puisqu’elles apparaissent cruciales dans la perspective d’une analyse coûtbénéfice d’une politique de formation des migrants à la langue nationale. Le rapport met
également en lumière les difficultés qui peuvent survenir dans l’identification de l’effet causal des compétences langagières sur la réussite professionnelle et fournit une revue des solutions proposées par la littérature pour y remédier. Plus généralement, les études citées
soulignent l’importance de la maitrise de la langue pour l’intégration économique des im-
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migrés et montrent que les défis qui attendent les pays européens sont différenciés : si les
pays d’accueil dont une grande part d’immigrés parle déjà la langue nationale sont susceptibles d’encourir de moindre coûts d’intégration, ce n’est pas le cas de tous les pays concernés.
Le rapport montre ensuite comment l’école maternelle, la différenciation des parcours, la
combinaison des caractéristiques des élèves et des professeurs et la composition des classes
affectent les résultats scolaires des enfants issus de l’immigration. Si la maternelle semble
avoir des effets bénéfiques sur ces enfants, les parcours adaptés semblent n’avoir d’effets
positifs que sur les enfants avec une maitrise imparfaite de la langue nationale. En ce qui
concerne les combinaisons des caractéristiques des élèves et des professeurs, les études
existantes insistent sur l’importance d’éviter les comportements stéréotypés de la part des
professeurs. Des programmes de formation spécifiques et le recrutement accru
d’enseignants issus de l’immigration semblent ainsi être des pistes à creuser dans la poursuite de cet objectif.
La composition des classes est particulièrement pertinente dans la mesure où les résultats
scolaires peuvent être affectés par la manière dont les enfants natifs et ceux issus de
l’immigration sont répartis dans différentes classes. Néanmoins, bien que l’analyse de
l’influence des pairs soit très classique dans la littérature économique, l’impact de la concentration d’immigrés sur les résultats scolaires n’a été étudié que récemment et n’a fait l’objet
que de peu d’études. Les résultats suggèrent que les élèves issus de l’immigration sont négativement impactés par la présence d’autres enfants d’immigrés dans la classe ou
l’établissement. Les résultats pour les natifs sont plus controversés : certaines études obtiennent des effets négatifs significatifs tandis que d’autres n’en trouve pas ou peu.
Pour finir, le rapport passe en revue les études empiriques qui suggèrent que l’instruction a
un rôle très important dans la façon dont les citoyens natifs perçoivent les immigrés. Globalement, les résultats tendent à montrer que les migrants mieux instruits sont mieux accueillis. Cependant, plus de travaux seront nécessaires avant d’établir des conclusions certaines sur ce point.

6

1. Introduction
International migration has accelerated during the last decades. According to the United
Nations (2013), between 1990 and 2013 the number of international migrants worldwide
rose by over 77 million (50 per cent) and much of this growth occurred between 2000 and
2010. However, migration has not increased everywhere: while net immigration to Northern America declined from 1.4 million annually in 1990-2000 to 1.3 million per year in
2000-2010, it almost doubled in Europe over the same period, from one million to 1.9 million per year.
Migratory flows have become more complex, with an increasing diversity of immigrants,
and the division between immigration and emigration countries has become less clear-cut
(Czaika and de Haas, 2014). Large scale immigration is a recent phenomenon for Europe,
as the share of foreign born population was very small before 1960 in almost all European
countries. Countries such as Italy and Spain, which have historically been characterized by
important emigration, are now experiencing significant immigration.
Nowadays, Europe is also facing a growing refugees crisis: a large number of persons
have recently reached the continent in search of safety, and more than 700,000 have
claimed asylum in 2015 (Eurostat). While the conflict in Syria is one of the main drivers of
the current crisis - the United Nations estimates that half a million Syrian refugees have
sought asylum in Europe between April 2011 and September 2015 - ongoing violence in
Afghanistan and in Eritrea and poverty in Kosovo are also pushing people to leave their
countries. The economic and social consequences of these large inflows of refugees are
debated by both academics and politicians. According to the United Nations’ definition,
refugees are persons who, because of the well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion,
are outside the country of their nationality and are unable to return. This group raises specific issues that are different from those posed by immigrants.
In this report, we focus on immigrants and examine the role played by education in enhancing their economic integration. We describe the educational composition of immigrants in Europe and examine the factors explaining why their educational outcomes differ
with respect to non-immigrants. After investigating how the organization of school systems
affects the education of immigrant children, we turn to the key question as to whether the
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share of immigrants in schools affects the school performance of non-immigrants. Finally,
we discuss whether the education of the population can help in mitigating anti-immigration
sentiments, thereby favouring the integration process of immigrants. In our review of the
existing research, we are particularly interested in studies that can identify causal effects, as
it is the presence of these effects that can motivate policy intervention. While our focus is
mainly on Europe, we shall also consider important evidence from the US.
Human capital is a key factor in the integration process, because of its strong impact
both on the probability of employment and on wages, which are key to socio-economic
integration. Empirical evidence shows that - on average - immigrants in Europe are less
educated than non-immigrants. However, there is large heterogeneity across countries. A
first group, including the UK and Ireland is characterised by a high-skilled foreign-born
population, while a second group (France, Germany, and the Netherlands) has mainly a
low-skilled foreign-born population. In the middle there are countries where foreign and
native populations show rather comparable educational levels (Spain and Italy) (Dustmann
et al., 2012).
Generally, second generation migrants have higher education than their first-generation
counterparts and in some cases even outperform native populations.1 In several countries,
however, education gaps between second generation immigrants and native individuals
persist. For instance, it has been shown that in most countries second generation immigrants on average have lower reading and math test scores than the children of native parents.
Whereas in some countries the causes of these test score gaps can be imputed to differences in socio-economic background and to deficiencies in host country language proficiency, in other countries the sources of these gaps are not easy to identify. Family background accounts for the entire achievement disadvantage in Denmark and France and for
the bulk of it in Central European countries, but in Finland, Austria and Belgium large differences remain between immigrants’ children and children of native parents even after
controlling for family characteristics (Dustmann et al. 2012). These differences point to the
fact that the policies required to foster the integration of immigrants may have to vary
across countries. Similar considerations could be made when we look at the results of the
1

We define as first generation immigrants the foreign-born individuals who migrate permanently, or at least
for an extended period, from one country to another, and as second generation immigrants the individuals
born in the host country as offspring of at least one immigrant parent.
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literature that examine the importance of language skills both for educational attainment
and for labour market outcomes. Since European countries show marked differences in the
percentage of children of immigrants who speak the language of the host country, they
might face different challenges.
While the educational investment of first generation immigrants was almost entirely
completed in the country of origin, the immigrants who have arrived as children and second generation immigrants typically undertake their investments in human capital in the
host country. Because of this, European educational institutions have an important role to
play in bridging the gap in educational attainment between native and immigrant populations. Recent economic literature has pointed out the importance of institutional features
such as preschool and school entry age, teacher-pupils ratios, class composition and school
tracking.
This literature suggests that immigrant integration can be enhanced by using free preschool programs and by recruiting teachers with an immigrant background, who can help
immigrant children by establishing positive role models. Since teachers have been shown to
often assess ethnic minority students in ways that deviate from what would be expected
from national standardized tests, training programs aimed at changing stereotyped teachers’
attitudes toward immigrants might also be useful. Although the early tracking systems differentiating between vocational and academic education that characterise some European
countries are often viewed as a barrier for children with an immigrant background, because
selection into tracks takes place before they have acquired good language skills, the evidence on the effects produced by these systems on immigrants remains scant and mixed.
Evidence from studies that address the fact that both immigrant and native students self select into different school curricula and tracks suggests that while in general delaying
tracking does not help reducing the “immigrant-native” attainment gap, such policies may
be useful for children with a disadvantaged socio-economic background.
Another factor that might affect the school performance of both children with immigration background and native children is the share of non-native peers in the class or school.2
How native and immigrant students are arranged across classes changes educational outcomes both because children with an immigrant background might require special attention
2

We are aware that, in a mobile society, the dichotomy immigrants/natives may be somewhat simplistic. In
this report, we intend this distinction not as a dichotomy but as a convenient classification, that closely
follows the one used in the economic literature.
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by teachers and because of peer effects. On the one hand, totally segregated systems might
allow organizing teaching activity in a way that responds better to student needs. On the
other hand, they might hamper social interaction between immigrant and native children,
with negative consequences for integration. The empirical evidence to date, both from the
US and Europe, indicates that having a high share of immigrants in the class has detrimental effects on children with an immigrant background.
What about native children? Even if parents of native children and politicians might fear
that having too many immigrant students in the class or school might negatively affect the
school performance of the children of native parents, the results from academic research
are mixed. While some studies report sizeable negative effects, other studies find small or
zero effects. These ambiguous results could partly be due to the fact that the identification
of peer effects is fraught with difficulties. Immigrant and native children are not randomly
assigned to schools but self-select on the basis of their predetermined observable and unobservable characteristics. Moreover, class composition is typically decided by the school
administration. These selection mechanisms raise a number of empirical issues that have
not been entirely solved by the existing research.
The economic integration of immigrants also depends on attitudes shown by the native
population. Empirical evidence shows that better educated individuals are more open, have
a stronger preference for cultural diversity and a favourable attitude toward immigrants.
However, the positive correlation between education and immigration attitudes, found by
most of the empirical research in the area, cannot be interpreted as causal, because of the
presence of many individual unobserved characteristics that might affect both investments
in education and immigration attitudes. Only few studies have investigated this issue by
using robust estimation strategies. Their findings also suggest that a more educated native
population is more likely to facilitate the inclusion of immigrants.
2. Human capital investments and immigrants’ integration
Because of its effects on employment and wages, human capital is a key factor for the
economic success of immigrants in the host country. For most first generation immigrants,
the process of human capital accumulation starts with the education and skills acquired in
the home country prior to immigration, and in some cases it continues in the host country
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with additional investments in education, training and learning by doing. While distinguishing between these two components of human capital is often not possible because of lack
of suitable data, the first component, captured mainly by the level of schooling completed
in the home country, is for many adult immigrants the most relevant one as they typically
do not undertake additional investments in education in the host country.
Since education is strictly related to earnings and differences in education attainment
tend to persist over subsequent immigration generations,3 the composition of immigrants
by education is important in order to understand their economic impact on the host country, for instance in terms of tax payments and GDP. A first attempt to look at this composition is Docquier and Marfouk (2004, 2006), who use data from a large number of OECD
countries to provide a detailed overview of worldwide international mobility by educational
attainment, focusing on the so-called brain-drain phenomenon. Dustmann and Glitz (2011)
undertake a similar exercise and look at the average educational attainment of the foreignborn population in the ten most important immigrant receiving countries in the OECD
around the year 2000. Considering the educational attainment of immigrants in relation to
that of natives, they divide OECD host countries into three groups: a first group characterised by a high-skilled foreign-born population (Australia, Canada, and the UK), a second
group characterized by a low-skilled foreign-born population (France, Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland and the U.S.), and a third group where foreign and native populations
show relatively comparable educational levels (Spain and Italy).
Dustmann and Frattini (2011) use three waves of the European Labour Force Survey
(EULFS)4 (2007, 2008 and 2009) and focus on 15 Western European countries, 14 members of the European Union and Norway. They show that - on average - immigrants in
these countries are slightly less educated than native individuals. There is, however, heterogeneity across countries.5 For instance, the percentage of immigrants with tertiary educa3

Dustmann et al. (2012) show that immigrant children’s educational attainment is strongly correlated with
the education of their parents. In the countries where immigrants are highly educated (Australia, UK and
Canada), their children’s educational attainments are similar to those of natives, or – in the case of Australia –
even higher. On the other hand, in countries where immigrants have a lower level of education than natives,
their children tend to achieve substantially lower levels of education than natives.
4
The EULFS is large quarterly household sample survey of individuals aged at least 15, that harmonizes data
collected in the 27 Member States of the European Union and 2 countries of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA).
5
Dustmann and Frattini (2011) also show that there is heterogeneity in the educational attainment of different immigrant groups within the same destination country. They investigate differences in educational attainments across countries of origin (pooling all European countries of destination) and find that North Ameri-
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tion is higher than that of natives in Ireland, Norway, Portugal, Sweden and UK, and lower
in Belgium, Finland, Italy and Spain.6
A more detailed picture is provided by Table 1 (drawn from Sweetman and van Ours,
2014, and mainly based on OECD data),7 showing for each country the percentages of
natives, first generation and second generation immigrants with lower-secondary education
(below ISCED level 3) and the percentages of natives, first and second generation immigrants with tertiary education (ISCED levels 5 and above).
The educational levels of first and second generation immigrants are strictly correlated.
The evidence surveyed by Dustmann and Glitz (2011) suggests that intergenerational mobility is lower for immigrants than for natives and that education is the main driver of the
strong intergenerational linkages between immigrant fathers and their children. These patterns vary across countries: relatively high intergenerational mobility in Scandinavian countries, modest in Canada and Germany and relatively low in the U.S. Existing studies also
suggests that an important role in the intergenerational mobility of immigrants is played by
the average quality of the ethnic environment in which children are raised, the so-called
“ethnic capital”. This capital has a significant effect on the educational attainment of second generation children, similar in size to that produced by parental education (Borjas,
1992; Borjas, 1995; Aydemir et al. 2009).

can and Oceanian immigrants are substantially better educated than natives, while non-EU European and
North African immigrants have lower levels of education than natives.
6
A similar picture emerges also when considering data from the International Migration Outlook 2014
providing information on a large number of countries.
7

In the table we use a dash to indicate that data are missing, due to different definitions across countries.
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Table 1: Educational attainment by generation and immigrant status. Selected
countries.
Percentage with low education
Percentage with high education
(Below ISCED 3)
(ISCED 5 and above)
Natives

First
Gen.

Second Generation
one
immigrant
parent

both parents
immigrant

Natives

First
Gen.

Second Generation
one immigrant parent

Austria
12
27
13
24
19
19
24
Belgium
23
36
32
33
36
32
30
Canada
24
23
19
14
37
45
44
Cyprus
20
23
–
–
39
37
46
Czech Republic
7
18
9
29
16
21
13
Denmark
21
29
–
–
36
34
–
Estonia
11
–
12
8
27
21
28
France
23
43
24
26
31
26
35
Germany
8
34
–
19
27
21
28
Greece
32
47
–
40
26
15
30
Hungary
18
14
–
–
20
31
26
Ireland
28
16
19
–
34
47
47
Italy
42
44
27
–
16
12
25
Lithuania
7
–
–
–
32
–
–
Luxembourg
28
31
27
23
26
37
17
Netherlands
22
39
24
29
35
27
35
New Zealand
20
–
22
17
29
–
29
Poland
10
–
11
–
22
51
18
Portugal
70
50
53
59
15
22
28
Slovak Republic
8
–
–
–
15
26
18
Slovenia
14
34
–
–
25
–
27
Spain
43
40
33
55
35
24
40
Sweden
13
29
14
15
34
35
32
Switzerland
5
27
6
7
36
35
39
United Kingdom
25
20
20
22
33
34
43
United States
10
31
5
11
40
34
45
Source: Sweetman and van Ours 2014, page. 44. Datasets: Eurostat (2011), American CPS
(1998-2004), Canadian census data (2006); Australian Bureau of Statistics (2009).
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both parents
immigrant

–
20
50
–
–
–
14
29
14
–
–
53
–
–
17
29
34
16
–
–
–
21
28
31
45
45

The heterogeneity characterizing European countries can be explained by a number of
factors. Apart from historical reasons, a crucial role is played by immigration policies:
whether a country applies immigrant selection policies (aimed at attracting high skilled immigrants) or policies emphasizing "guest worker" recruitment, family reunification or refugee movements, shapes the average educational level of first generation immigrants and
also affects, via intergenerational transmission, the educational attainment of following
generations. The features of the labour market in each country might also be relevant, since
immigrants with a high level of education are likely to prefer destination countries paying a
high skill premium. Institutional features matter too. Some of these features, such as the
openness of the educational system, even if more directly linked to the educational attainment of second generation immigrants, might also influence the average educational level
of first generation immigrants who may choose the destination country by taking into account the expected utility for their offspring. If individuals who have acquired a high level
of education at home assign a high value to their children’ educational opportunities, they
might decide to migrate to countries offering such opportunities.
An additional factor that has to be considered is return migration, the so-called "brain
circulation". As discussed by Dustman and Glitz (2011), a large fraction of immigrants will
at some point return to their home country. If immigrants plan to return home (or to move
to a different country), their investments in human capital will be affected not only by the
expected returns to these skills in the host country, but also by the returns in the home
country - or in the new destination country. Therefore, an increase in the expected period
of stay in the host country is likely to increase both immigrants’ human capital investment
in host country specific skills and parental investment in children’s education. Dustmann
(2008) illustrates this point by using German panel data and by including in his regressions
information on parental return intentions. He shows that parental investment in children’s
education increases when the parent is more likely to be a permanent immigrant in the host
country.
While the educational investments of first generation adult immigrants were typically
almost entirely completed in their home country, young first generation immigrants and
second generation immigrants undertake their investments in human capital in the host
country. Since these investments are relevant for economic integration, it is important to
understand whether and how they differ from those undertaken by native individuals. Are
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there large differences in this education gap across European countries? How do children
with an immigrant background perform in the school systems of their host counties?
When comparing the educational attainment of immigrant and native children, the literature finds that relevant gaps penalising immigrants are observed at very early ages, implying that children with an immigrant background and children of native parents start school
from different levels of school readiness - in terms of both cognitive and non-cognitive
skills (Rouse et al. 2005, Lahaie, 2008). For instance, Biedinger et al., 2008, use data from
the school entrance examination for the City of Osnabrück in Germany for the years 2000–
2005 to show that children with an immigrant background have lower school readiness
scores8 than children of native parents even after controlling for family background variables and pre-school experience. These gaps are likely to have permanent consequences and
to affect subsequent educational attainment. In fact, as shown by Heckman (2000), early
childhood development is crucial and directly influences economic, health and social outcomes for individuals and society.
Attainment is usually measured as completed years of schooling. In general, children
with an immigrant background display better outcomes compared to their first-generation
counterparts and in some cases they also outperform children of native parents.9 As shown
by Table 1, there is remarkable heterogeneity across countries. In addition, as shown for
instance by Dustman et al. (2012), there is a strong and statistically significant positive correlation between the education of parents and children across countries.
Educational attainment by second generation immigrants only captures the quantity of
education, thereby ignoring both differences in school quality and other learning opportunities that occur in the household or in the labour market. A more encompassing measure
of human capital is individual achievement as measured by standardised test scores (see
Hanushek and Woessmann, 2012). The literature investigating the gap in test scores between immigrants and non-immigrants uses data from international achievement tests such as PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment), PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study), and TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study), that provide internationally comparable measures of proficiency in skills.

8

These scores are based on school entrance examination data.

9

The “relative” advantage of second-generation immigrants compared to the first generation is related to the
fact that they do not have to adapt to a new context and acquire a new language.
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Many of the existing studies focus on specific countries. For instance, Algan et al. (2010)
provide evidence for France, Germany and the UK; Murat (2011) for Italy and France;
Gang and Zimmermann (2000) and Riphahn (2003) focus on Germany; Van Ours and
Veenman, (2003) consider the Netherlands; Chiswick and Deb-Burman’s (2004) look at the
US and Dustmann and Theodoropoulos (2010) at the UK. A common trait of these studies
is that they show that native students display a better performance in terms of test scores
than both first and second generation immigrants.
Multi-country studies include Schnepf (2007)10 and Dustmann et al. (2012). The latter
study, using PISA data, confirms that second generation immigrants have lower reading
and math test scores than the children of native parents in most countries, with the exception of Australia, Canada and Greece. The estimated achievement gap in reading for Central and Northern European countries ranges from 22 points for France to 80 points for
Austria11. On the other hand, no significant differences are detected for the Anglo-Saxon
European countries and Southern European countries.12
In an effort to understand the sources of variation in the educational achievement gap
of immigrant children relative to children of native parents, Dustmann et al. (2012) control
in their estimates for parental education and occupation and show that socioeconomic deprivation accounts for a substantial part of immigrant-native gaps in some countries, but not
in others. While the gap vanishes (or becomes statistically not significant) in Denmark and
France and it is markedly reduced in Central European countries, in other countries such as
Finland, Austria, Belgium and Portugal large differences between immigrant and native
children remain even after controlling for family background. Dustmann and co-authors
show that differences in school characteristics, such as educational resources, class size and
the proportion of teachers with a college degree have limited effects on the observed gap,
contrary to what happens for measures of peer quality.13 As discussed more in detail in a
later section, another important factor to consider is language skills.
10

Schnepf (2007) analyses – in a cross-country comparative perspective – standardized performance tests of
children with an immigrant background, using PISA 2003, TIMSS 1995 and 1999, and PIRLS 2001 data.
In her analysis, she considers Australia, Canada, France, Germany, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK and the US.

11

The average reading score for native pupils is about 515 in these countries.
In Australia and Canada, children with an immigrant background perform better in reading tests than children of native-born parents.
13
Another well documented fact is the variation in test scores across children with different ethnic backgrounds, even after controlling for parental socio-economic status (Levels, Dronkers, and Kraaykamp, 2008;
12
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Table 2 summarizes the evidence produced by Dustmann et al. (2012). The fact that parental background matters for the school results of second generation immigrants suggests
that in some countries early policy interventions targeted at this group could significantly
improve these results. However, these policies are unlikely to work in some other countries, where immigrant-native gaps remain even after controlling for a wide range of variables, including parental background and school characteristics, either because immigrants
face specific costs in addition to those deriving from poor economic background and language deficiencies, or because children with an immigrant background may face disincentives to provide effort at school due to the fear of rejection by their communities (see for
instance, Austen-Smith and Fryer, 2005).
It is important to stress that these results should be interpreted with care. They are not
causal effects, because measures of school quality and the performance of immigrants can
be driven by other (unmeasured) factors, or because performance itself may trigger government measures to improve schooling, that affect school characteristics.
Crul et al. (2012) show that immigrants’ educational disadvantage varies across countries
even when considering the same ethnicity group. Using their own collected data, they find
that Turkish second generation immigrants in France and Sweden have the most favourable educational results, with low percentages of early school leavers and a considerable
group of highly educated young people. Instead, in Germany, Belgium and Austria, second
generation Turks show much less promising educational results, with a high percentage of
early school leavers and a small share of individuals enrolled in tertiary education. Broad
differences between students of similar socio - economic status and common ethnicity
emerge also from PISA (2012) test scores, suggesting that educational policies in the host
country are relevant for students’ performance.14

Levels and Dronkers, 2008). As shown for instance by Giannelli and Rapallini (2015), students whose parents
come from countries that are highly reputed for their maths do perform better in PISA maths test scores.
Crul et al. (2012) show that migrant educational disadvantage varies across countries even when considering
the same ethnicity group.
14
For instance immigrant students from Russia who are living in Germany outperform those living in
Greece, even after taking into account socio-economic conditions.
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Table 2. Explained and Unexplained achievement Gaps (on
2012, estimation results)
Country
Reading Gap
Fully explained by:
Australia
Family background, school characteristics

the bases of Dustmann et al.,

Math Gap
Fully explained by:
Family background, school characteristics,
peer quality, % immigrants at school; language
Austria
Persisting gap
Persisting gap
Belgium
Persisting gap
Persisting gap
Canada
Family background, school characteristics, No gap
peer quality
Denmark
Family background
Family background, school characteristics,
peer quality, % immigrants at school;
Language
Finland
Persisting gap
Persisting gap
France
Family background
Family background
Germany
Persisting gap
Persisting gap
Greece
No gap
No gap
Italy
No significant gap
No significant gap
Netherlands Family background, school characteristics, Persisting gap
peer quality, % immigrants at school
Norway
Family background, school characteristics, Family background, School characteristics,
peer quality, % immigrants at school; lan- peer quality, % immigrants at school; language
guage
Portugal
Persisting gap
Persisting gap
Spain
No significant gap
Family background, school characteristics,
peer quality
Sweden
Family background, school characteristics, Persisting gap
peer quality, % immigrants at school
Switzerland Persisting gap
Persisting gap
UK
No significant gap
No significant gap
USA
No significant gap
Family background, school characteristics,
peer quality, % immigrants at school;
Language

Source: Based on Dustmann et al, (2012).
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3. Language skills, educational achievement and labour market outcomes
Proficiency in the host country language plays a crucial role for immigrants’ integration.
In this section, we will examine the role that language skills have in explaining the educational attainment of second generation immigrants and consider how these skills affect
immigrants’ labour productivity in the host country.
Language skills are the sub-stratum for building competency in many other domains:
when studying math or science, immigrant children with poor proficiency in the hostcountry language face extra difficulties. As already mentioned in the previous section,
Dustmann et al. (2012) show that in many countries language and family background are
the most relevant factors driving the immigrant-native educational gap. For students who
do not speak the host-country language at home, the difference in math test scores relative
to their native counterparts is large in some countries (close to 20 percent in Finland, to 15
percent in Belgium and Germany, and to 7 percent in France), much smaller in the UK and
US and even in favour of “non-natives” in Australia. Schnepf (2007) confirms these results
using data from international surveys such as PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS.
The importance of language skills is highlighted also by Dustmann et al. (2010), who use
UK data to compare the school performance of ethnic minority and other children from
age 5 until 16. They find that, just before school entry age, ethnic minority children significantly under-perform in early cognitive tests with respect to other children. Nevertheless,
they catch up during their school career, with proficiency in the English language being the
single most important contributor to their progress (accounting for up to two thirds of
their relative progress).
Language can be learned and findings from the economic literature show that children
with an immigrant background tend to rapidly acquire proficiency in destination language
skills (see Chiswich, Lee and Miller, 2007; Dustmann et al., 2010).15 In addition, many educational studies show that bilingualism is associated with a number of cognitive skills, including attention and control (see Adesope, 2010) and that bilingual children may also develop more flexibility in their thinking.

15

Bleakley and Chin (2004) find that immigrants from non-English-speaking countries who arrive quite
young (up until age 8 or 9) attain English-language skills comparable to those of immigrants from Englishspeaking countries.
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While many of these studies show that a positive correlation exists between proficiency
in the host country language and educational outcomes, this correlation does not imply the
presence of a causal effect. It does neither indicate that children with an immigrant background should speak the host country language at home, nor does it imply that selective
policies based on the knowledge of the national language should be adopted (see Mallows,
2014).
Language skills are important also for first generation immigrants since they affect their
labour market productivity. As highlighted by Bardak (2014), the education-job match is
typically poor among immigrants. As discussed in a EU communication on migration (European Commission, 2011), this is partially due to the fact that in many countries foreign
degrees are not recognized, which produces rents for the natives who have the same educational level as immigrants.16 The transferability of pre-immigration investments in human
capital, in the form of education or experience, is likely to be related to language skills: if
immigrants cannot conduct a conversation in the host country language, most of their skills
cannot be used. Summarizing previous studies, Chiswick and Miller (2014) conclude that
language proficiency can increase earnings of adult male immigrants by between 5 and 35
percent.17
The availability of reliable estimates of the returns to language skills is very important
for evaluating the benefits of policy interventions aimed at improving immigrants’ host
country language proficiency. Such estimates need to address two relevant problems: selectivity and measurement error.
Consider selectivity first. An appraisal of the returns to language skills requires a comparison of different groups of immigrants, characterized by different levels of language
skills. Assume that there are only two groups, one with poor skills and the other with good
skills. Individuals in these two groups should differ only in their language proficiency. In
practice, however, they differ also in a number of other observable and un-observable
characteristics, including parental education, speed in learning and motivation. While the
16

The European Commission, 2011, emphasizes the role that can be played by policies targeted at facilitating labour mobility and job matching, including recognition of foreign qualifications and pre-departure vocational and language training.
17
Empirical studies considering the effects of language on earnings cover several languages, including English for the UK (Dustmann and Fabbri, 2003; Miranda and Zhu, 2013a,b), the US (Bleakley and Chin, 2004)
and Australia (Chiswick and Miller, 1995), German for Germany (Dustmann, 1994; Dustmann and van Soest,
2001, 2002), Hebrew for Israel (Chiswick, 1998) and Spanish and Catalan for Spain (Budra and Swedberg,
2012; Di Paolo and Raymond, 2012).
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analyst can control for the former using standard multivariate regression analysis, less can
be done for the latter. Failure to control for un-observables can lead to biased estimates.
The expected bias is upwards because language proficiency is correlated to other individual
characteristics that are positively valued in the labour market. For instance, immigrants with
good language skills may have acquired these skills because they are hard-working individuals who are likely to provide a higher level of effort in performing their jobs compared to
immigrants with poor language skills. If labour market outcomes for immigrants depend
also on effort, the average observed difference in earnings between the two groups will
over-estimate the returns to language skills, by assigning to these skills also the returns to
effort.
On the other hand, measurement error can either be a classical measurement error - due
to the interviewer reporting with error – or a systematic measurement error, due to the fact
that individuals use different “scales” to assess their own language skills. In either case, this
error imparts a downward bias to the estimated effect of language skills.
While much of the early literature on the returns to language proficiency has relied on
the estimates of a standard earnings equation (Carliner, 1981, McManus et al., 1983, Chiswick and Miller, 1995, Dustmann, 1994), recent research has tried to address both measurement and selection problems. Dustmann and van Soest (2001, 2002) show that once
measurement errors have been accounted for, language fluency produces a large positive
effect on earnings.18 These effects survive when the selection problem is addressed using
parental education as an instrument for language proficiency.
In Table 3, we present an overview of recent studies on the effects of language skills on
labour market performance. Many of these studies rely on an “instrumental variables” approach (two stages least squares, or 2SLS), that uses sources of exogenous variation to
identify the causal effect of language fluency for the sub-sample of the population of immigrants affected by such variation (the instrument). The instruments typically used in this
literature include paternal education, a dummy for inter-marriage, the number and age of
children, and measures of minority concentration. One may question, however, the validity
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Dustmann and van Soest (2001, 2002), use panel data to distinguish between classical measurement error
and time-persistent mis-classification, and show that measurement error can produce a substantial downward bias in simple OLS regressions, which might more than compensate the upward bias induced by selection.
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of some of these instruments, mainly because they might also have a direct effect on labour
market outcomes.
A more convincing attempt to deal with selection issues is produced by Bleakley and
Chin (2004). They use census data and age at arrival as instruments for endogenous language skills. Their strategy exploits the fact that - according to many psychological studies young children tend to learn languages more easily than adolescents and adults. Since age at
arrival could affect earnings independently of language skills, they use as a control group
immigrants from English-speaking countries (age at arrival should also affect their earnings
but should not affect their language skills as they already speak the host country language).
Consistently with the results shown by Dustmann and van Soest (2001, 2002), they find
that OLS (ordinary least squared) estimates of the returns to language fluency are severely
downward biased. Miranda and Zhu (2013b), Budra and Swedberg (2012), Di Paolo and
Raymond (2012) also use age at arrival as an instrument and confirm the positive effects of
host country language proficiency on labour market outcomes. Yao and van Ours (2015)
use data from the Netherlands and consider deficiencies in Dutch language skills (they use
as an instrument the age at arrival interacted with a dummy variable for whether one grew
up speaking Dutch). They find some negative effects on female immigrants (on hourly
wages but not on employment probability and hours of work) and no effects on male immigrants. These results might depend on the type of jobs that men and women do: while
females are more likely to be employed in sectors where language proficiency is important,
males are more likely to be engaged in manual work and operate in industries where communication in Dutch is not very relevant.
Bleakley and Chin (2010) use the same identification strategy used in their previous paper (Bleakley and Chin, 2004) to estimate the effects of language proficiency on a number
of social outcomes. Focusing on US immigrants, they find that English proficiency increases the probability of marrying a US native and of choosing spouses who have higher education and better labour market outcomes. English-language skills affect both fertility and the
probability of divorcing, reducing the former and increasing the latter. Residential location
outcomes are affected too, as English proficiency reduces enclave residence.
Overall, these results underline the importance of language skills for the integration of
immigrants and point to the fact that the challenges faced by European countries in integrating these immigrants might be different. For geographical and historical reasons, Euro-
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pean countries show marked differences in the percentage of immigrants who speak the
receiving country language. While receiving countries characterized by a high share of immigrants who already speak the local language are likely to face lower integration costs,
countries where there is a large share of immigrants who do not speak the host country
language might incur higher costs. Linguistic distance also matters, as it is easier for a foreigner to acquire a language if his/her native language is linguistically closer to the language
to be learned (Chiswick and Miller, 2005; Isphording and Otten, 2011). In addition, as
shown by Dustmann and Glitz (2011), parents and second generation children might be
more motivated to supply effort and learn a language that is valuable in multiple locations.
While widespread languages, such as English, have a high value in all alternative locations
and their acquisition represents a general investment, less common languages have a high
value only in the host country and individuals who have to invest to learn them face the
typical disincentives associated to specific investments that have limited or no transferability.
Table 3. Studies on language skills and labour market performance
Authors
Dustmann
(1994)

Chiswick and
Miller
(1995)

Data
Focus of the Analysis
German proficiency
on earnings in
Germany (males and
females)
English fluency on
earning in Australia

Chiswick
(1998)

Hebrew usage on
male earnings in Israel

Dustmann and
van
Soest (2001)

Effect of German
fluency on male earnings in Germany

Cross-sectional
Data of immigrants
from GSOEP survey
Cross-sectional data
of male immigrants
from 1981 and 1986
Census of Australia
Cross-sectional data
of male immigrants
from 1983 Israel
Census
Panel data of male
immigrants
from
GSOEP survey
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Estimation
Method
OLS with
Heckman
selection

Magnitude of the Estimated effects

OLS
2SLS

English fluency on earning:
OLS: -5%,
2SLS: -24% statistically insignificant

and

Speaking proficiency in German on
earnings:
-7% (Males ) -15% (Females)

OLS and
2SLS

Hebrew as a primary language on earning:
OLS: -11%
2SLS: -35%

Ordered
probit,
simultaneous equations
for
misspecification error;
random

Speaking fluency in German on earnings: 0.97.3%

effects
for unobserved
heterogeneity
OLS and
2SLS

Dustmann and
van
Soest (2002)

Effect of German
skills on male and
female earnings in
Germany

Panel data of immigrants from
GSOEP survey

Dustmann and
Fabbri
(2003)

Effect of English skills
on
employment probability and
earnings in UK (males
and females)

Cross-section data
of immigrants from
Fourth
National
Survey on Ethnic
Minorities (FNSEM)
and Family and
Working Lives Survey (FWLS) surveys

OLS and
Propensity
score estimator

English speaking on employment probability
and earnings:
OLS:
Employment probability: -19 p.p. for males
and no effects for females using FWLS and 17 p.p. for both males and females using
FNSEM
Earnings: -17% for both males and females
using FWLS and -12% for males and -35% for
females using FNSEM.
Propensity score matching:
Employment probability:
-10 p.p. for males and -11 p.p. for females
using FWLS
-10 p.p. for males and -13 p.p. for females
using FNSEM.
Earnings: -24% for males and 46% for females using FWLS
Propensity matching with IV accounting for
measurement error:
Employment probability:
-26 p.p. for males and -14 p.p. for females
using FNSEM
Earnings: large but weakly or not statistically
significant effects

Bleakley
Chin
(2004)

and

Effect of English
proficiency on earnings in US

OLS and
2SLS

English proficiency on earning:
OLS: -22%,
2SLS: -33%

Bleakley
Chin
(2010)

and

Effect of English
proficiency on social
assimilation in US

Cross-sectional data
of child immigrants
from US Census
1990
Cross-sectional data
of child immigrants
from US Census
2000

OLS and
2SLS

Immigrants with better English proficiency
have more education, higher earnings, higher
chance of intermarriage, fewer children, higher probability of divorce and lower chance of
living in ethnic enclaves.
OLS effects are smaller in magnitude com-
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Speaking fluency in German on earnings:
OLS: -5% for men and -4% for women,
2SLS:
-14% for men and -12% for women

Budria
and
Swedberg
(2012)

Spanish proficiency
on earnings in Spain

Cross-sectional data
of male
immigrants
from
Spanish
National
Immigrant Survey
(Encuesta Nacional
de Inmigrantes)
Cross-sectional data
of immigrants from
EHCV06 survey

Di Paolo and
Raymond
(2012)

Catalan proficiency on
earnings in Catalonia

Miranda
Zhu
(2013a)

and

English deficiency on
immigrant-native wage
gap for female employees in the UK

Cross-sectional data
of female immigrants from UK
Household Longitudinal
Survey
(UKHLS)

Miranda
Zhu
(2013b)

and

English deficiency on
immigrant-native
wage gap for male
employees in the UK

Yao and van
Ours (2015)

Dutch proficiency on
employment,
hours of work and
wages in the Netherlands

Cross-sectional data
of immigrants from
UK
Household
Longitudinal Survey
(UKHLS)
Longitudinal Internet Studies for the
Social
Sciences
(LISS)
panel survey
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OLS and
2SLS

pared to 2SLS effects.
Spanish proficiency on earning:
OLS: -5%,
2SLS: -27%

OLS, endogenous
switching
model and
2SLS
OLS and
Three-step
estimation
procedure
(TSEP, or
2SLS accounting
for selection
in
employment)

Catalan proficiency on earnings:
OLS: 7%
endogenous switching model: 16%
2SLS: 16%

OLS and
2SLS

English no first language on wages:
OLS: −16%,
2SLS: −23%

OLS and
2SLS

Language problems
OLS:
Probability of being employed - -12.5 p.p. for females no significant effects for males
Hours of work
No statistically significant effects neither for
females nor for males
Hourly wages
No significant effects for females, - 13.8% for
males.
2SLS:
Probability of being employed
No statistically significant effects for both
females and males
Hours of work
No statistically significant effects for both

English no first language on wages:
OLS: −19%,
TSEP: −25%,

females and males
Hourly wages
- 47% for females; no statistically significant
effects on males

Notes: Yao and van Ours, 2015, provide a similar table. OLS: ordinary least squares;
2SLS: two stages least squares.
One should also consider that competencies in several languages, as shown by a number
of psychological studies, might enhance the ability to learn and generate intercultural benefits. Unfortunately, the economic literature on this topic is scant. An interesting paper in
this area is Lleras-Muney and Shertzer (2015), who show that a number of laws adopted in
the US between 1910 and 1930 - making English the sole language of instruction in schools
– has had only modest effects on the educational achievement of children with an immigrant background, in stark contrast with the sizeable effects produced by compulsory
schooling laws. Slavin et al. (2010) also find no difference in the English language skills of
students randomly assigned to either bilingual or English immersion programs. Comparable results are reported by Matsudaira (2005) and Chin, Daysal and Imberman (2012) when
studying the effects of bilingual education.
Overall, the evidence reviewed in this section suggests that policies aimed at supporting
language learning and the acquisition of new skills in the host country are likely to be particularly useful, while limited effects should be expected from policies imposing the exclusive use of the host country language in schools. Similar conclusions are reached by a report recently produced by the European Commission (2015), investigating which policies
are beneficial to the educational outcomes of immigrant children who use a different language at home from the one used at school. This report refers both to the academic literature and to the experience and competencies of practitioners and recommends: a) the provision of extra-funds to schools in order to help children learning the language of instruction; b) train teachers to deal with children who lack competence in the language of instruction and to prepare them to work in a multilingual classroom environment; c) support outof-school activities and the engagement of parents. It also reviews policies adopted in EU
Member States to support learning both of the host country language and of the mother
tongue and discusses evidence on the impact of these policies. While evaluation studies are
rare, there is suggestive evidence showing that the inclusion of immigrant children who
lack competencies in the language of instruction in mainstream classrooms (with support
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of properly trained teachers and specialists) gives better results than preparatory teaching in
separate classes (Nusche, 2009). In addition, Clair et al. (2012) show that training programs
involving parents have positive effects on student performance. Their evidence originates
from an experimental setting that addresses the self-selection of parents in the program but
is based on a very small sample (50 children). Clearly, additional work is needed to better
understand the costs and benefits of different policies.
4. Educational achievement of immigrant children and school organization
A well-established literature in labour economics has examined how the effect produced
by socio-economic status on educational achievement is mediated by institutional features
of the educational system. In a similar vein, a number of recent papers have investigated
whether the educational outcomes of immigrant children are affected by the institutional
design of national educational systems, including pre-school attendance, school tracking
and the combination of students and teacher characteristics.
Entry in the pre-school system is a crucial moment for children in general since they
start to spend time outside the family and become exposed to new stimuli. For immigrant
children, this moment is even more important, because for some of them it might represent the first opportunity of systematic interactions with native children and supervision by
teachers in the host country. These interactions are key for the acquisition of the cultural
habits of the host country and are also important for language development. Therefore,
providing children with an immigrant background with adequate access to pre-school services might be a sensible policy to improve their long-term educational outcomes.
Again, the identification of the causal effect of pre-school attendance on school outcomes is not straightforward, because the decision to send children to pre-school is typically associated to unobserved factors that also affect the educational outcomes of children.
Some papers have tried to deal with this issue by relying on natural experiments, such as
the introduction either of universal pre-school systems or of free pre-school for some population groups. This literature finds beneficial effects of attendance for girls and children
from disadvantaged families (Cascio 2009, Havnes and Mogstad, 2009, Berlinski et al. 2009,
Melhuish et al. 2004, Cambellet al. 2002, Anderson 2008).
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Few studies have investigated the impact of pre-school attendance on children with an
immigrant background or belonging to minority groups. In the US context, Gormley et al. (
2005) and Gormley and Gayer (2008) have investigated the impact of the Oklahoma universal pre-kindergarten program, showing that participation in this program is associated
with larger gains for children of immigrant families with low education. In the European
context, Drange and Telle (2015) have analysed the introduction of a free pre-school program targeting five-years-olds in two districts of Oslo. They use a difference-in-differences
approach, taking advantage of the fact that the intervention has been implemented only in
two districts, leaving other similar districts unaffected. They focus on the school performance of children with an immigrant background ten years after the program and find
beneficial effects on girls, but not on boys.
Dustmann, Raute, and Schoenberg (2013) analyse the impact of a staggered expansion
in child care facilities in German municipalities and find that longer public child care attendance alleviates language and motor skill problems and improves school readiness for
children with an immigrant background. Finally, Felfe and Huber (2015) exploit individual
distance to the nearest facility as an instrument for pre-school attendance (controlling for
household and neighbourhood characteristics and for regional fixed effects) to study its
effects on the educational outcomes of Roma children. They find positive returns in terms
of both verbal and analytical skills.
A discussion of the benefits deriving from participation in early childhood education for
immigrant children is also provided in a European Commission report (2015). This document relies both on studies from different fields (economics, education and psychology)
and on practitioners’ views and recommends policies facilitating access to early education
and policies that foster child care for children with an immigrant background. These policies have been experimented with in the Netherlands via the Opstapje project, targeted at 24 year old children with the aim of strengthening their cognitive, social and physical competences and their learning of the language of instruction (European Commission, 2015).
Another school feature that might influence the educational attainment of second generation immigrants is school tracking, or the differentiation of school curricula into vocational and academic tracks. Education systems in Europe differ in the age at which students
are tracked into different types of education. While in Scandinavia and the UK secondary
schools are broadly comprehensive, in Austria, Germany, The Netherlands and the Czech

28

Republic pupils need to choose the relevant track quite early in their education career. The
age at which students are tracked into different types (or levels) of education has been
found to affect equality of opportunities in education, by reinforcing the effects of socioeconomic family background on educational outcomes (Hanushek and Wößmann, 2005;
Brunello and Checchi, 2007; Schütz et al., 2008, Pekkarinen et al., 2009).
Early selection into tracks might also affect the educational attainment of children with
an immigrant background, because these students in Europe not only are typically from a
disadvantaged background but also face difficulties due to poor control of the host country
language, that is likely to be particularly relevant at younger ages. In the countries where
selection by ability prevails, the failure to discriminate between language difficulties and
learning abilities may increase the enrolment of immigrants in the more vocationally oriented tracks that often do not lead to higher education (see European Commission 2015).
These aspects might suggest that early tracking has detrimental effects on the immigrantnative educational gaps and that the adoption of comprehensive educational systems may
improve the educational opportunities of immigrants.
In spite of the importance of the issue, the effect of early selection on immigrant students has been investigated only rarely and with mixed results. Lüdemann and Schwerdt
(2013) argue that early tracking of youths in the school system can represent a barrier for
immigrants since tracking takes place before the acquisition of good language skills. Yet,
they find that inequalities among children of native parents and children with an immigrant
background at the transition to secondary school are due to socio-economic background
rather to a negative penalty associated with migratory status.
Evidence on the relationship between educational tracking and immigrants' relative
achievement that uses cross-sectional data is provided by Cobb-Clark et al. (2012). However, cross-sectional estimates are plagued with endogeneity problems, mainly because of
selective migration into countries with different school systems. For instance, late tracking
countries such as United States, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and United Kingdom are
characterized by a relatively well-educated population of immigrants (also because of their
highly selective migration policies), whereas early tracking countries such as Germany, Austria, the Netherlands and Belgium attract less educated immigrants (their immigration policies typically favour refugees or family reunification), suggesting that the uncovered correla-
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tion between tracking and the education of immigrants may be driven by differences in
country-specific immigration policies.
An interesting study trying to overcome this problem is Ruhose and Schwerdt (2013).
They pool data from PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS (providing internationally comparable information on students’ proficiency in reading, math, and science)19 and analyse the impact
of tracking on “migrant-native” test score gaps using both a standard multivariate regression model and a difference-in-differences approach. Their OLS estimates show that early
educational tracking produces negative effects on the test scores of children with an immigrant background (in all subjects). After controlling for individual and country specific
characteristics, however, the estimated effects shrink in absolute terms to 13% of a standard deviation in reading, 11% of a standard deviation in math, and 10% of a standard deviation (not statistically significant) in science.
As discussed above, these results do not provide evidence that the tracking system has a
causal effect on the relative performance of second generation immigrants, because early
and late tracking countries might be characterized by unobserved features that systematically affect the relative performance of immigrant students with respect to their native peers.
To overcome this problem, Ruhose and Schwerdt use a difference-in-differences estimation strategy that uses information on students’ performance during primary school, when
no country tracks students. The effects of early tracking are identified by using both the
variation in “immigrant-native” test score gaps between primary and secondary school and
the variation in the age of tracking among countries.
Their estimates show that a negative “immigrant-native” achievement gap already exists
in the primary schools of early tracking countries, which points to an upward bias in the
effects estimated using ordinary least squares (OLS). Not surprisingly, their difference-indifferences estimation shows no significant effects of early tracking. Yet they also find that
results vary according to whether immigrant students speak the language of the test at
home. For immigrant students who almost never speak the test language at home, their
evidence indicates the presence of a large and significant negative effect of early school
tracking on reading test scores (but not on math and science scores). An important policy
implication of these findings is that, while in general late tracking does not help to reduce
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Their dataset covers one million students from 45 countries.
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the immigrant-native gap, it might be useful for children from less integrated families, who
lack proficiency in the national language. However, it is important to emphasize that language proficiency is likely to be affected by unobservable socio-economic variables and
individual characteristics. These unobservable features might then represent the effective
reason why school tracking has the observed differential effect.
An additional factor that might affect the school performance of students with an immigration background is the combination of teacher and student demographic characteristics. Teachers could change their behaviour in class in reaction to students’ migratory status
with consequences on performance. For instance, teachers might have stereotyped expectations on students’ skills, which might result in a self-fulfilling prophecy:20 Teachers might
demand less effort of minority students or give them less feedback, praise them less often
for success and criticize them more frequently for failure, and these students might lose
motivation and self-confidence as a consequence. On the other hand, students might
change their behaviour in relation to their teacher’s demographic characteristics, in spite of
the fact that the teacher’s behaviour is unchanged by their immigrant status. As discussed
by Dee (2005), same-ethnicity teachers, for example, might improve performance by serving as a role model for minority students, while having a teacher of a different ethnicity
might lead students to misbehave.
Some evidence on this issue comes also from two studies focusing on tertiary education.
Fairlie et al. (2011) use administrative data from a large community college in the United
States to study the extent to which academic performance depends on students having the
same ethnicity as their instructors. Using an estimation strategy that controls for student
and classroom characteristics (fixed effect method) to deal with endogenous sorting, they
find that the minority achievement gap is smaller when minority students are taught by a
“minority instructor”. Minority students improve their performance in terms of better
grades, dropping out behaviour, probability of taking subsequent courses in the same subject, major choice, retention and overall attainment. More mixed results are found by Lusher et al. (2015), who use data from a university in California and analyse whether the academic outcomes of undergraduates are affected by the ethnicity of their graduate student
teaching assistants (TAs). As TAs are assigned to courses after students’ enrolment, selec20

This is nicely documented in the well-known psychological study conducted by Rosenthal and Jacobson,
(1968), where they show that the randomly allocated students’ IQ, communicated to teachers at the beginning of the year, affected student performance at the end of the year.
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tion is not a matter of concern in this setup. Results show a positive and significant increase in course grades when students are assigned TAs of a similar ethnicity. Some of the
improved academic performance seems to be related to student behaviour, since assignment to TAs of the same ethnic group positively affect attendance to both discussion sections and office hours.
Changes in teacher behaviour and expectations are found also in other related research.
Dee (2005), for instance, shows that teachers tend to rate substantially worse the behaviour
in class of students belonging to different ethnicity than that of students belonging to their
own ethnic group, which might reflect either teachers’ perceptions or students’ behaviour.
Using data on a representative sample of students from public Swedish high schools
who were tested on a core subject (Swedish), Hinnerich et al. (2014) find evidence of a
sizeable and robust discrimination by teachers against students with a foreign background.
In a similar fashion, Kiss (2013) finds evidence that second-generation immigrants in Germany are affected by grade discrimination in primary education because, conditional on
skills, their grades are substantially lower than average. No such evidence exists, however,
for secondary and upper-secondary education. Evidence of bias in grading practices is
found also by Lindahl (2007) and Burgess and Greaves (2009), for Sweden and England
respectively. They show that teachers give ethnic minority students assessments that deviate from what would be expected based on national standardized tests.21
In an attempt to disentangle more clearly between grading biases and differences in
skills acquisition (induced by teacher-students interaction) Van Ewijk (2011) runs a field
experiment in which any effect that might derive from changes in students behaviour is
removed. By manipulating the names of students, who had the task of writing essays,
teachers working in the Netherlands were induced to believe that some essays were written
by Dutch students while others were written by Turkish or Moroccan students. Results
show that - on average - teachers do not exhibit a grading bias. On the other hand, there is
evidence that ethnic majority teachers have lower expectations on children belonging to
ethnic minorities. For instance, they expect minority students to be more likely to end up in
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These papers rely on the implicit assumption that the “majority” group’s outcome is the norm while the
“minority” group is discriminated against. However, it could also be that the majority group is favoured
while the minority group’s outcome is the norm. Feld, Salamanca, and Hamermesh (2013) distinguish between favouritism and discrimination. Using a randomized field experiment, they find evidence of favouritism but not of discrimination in grading.
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vocational tracks than similar students belonging to the ethnic majority. In addition, teachers report relatively unfavourable attitudes toward minority students.
In contrast, using a similar experiment in which German and Turkish names are randomly assigned to sets of essays written by fourth-graders, Sprietsma (2009) provides evidence supporting the presence of grade discrimination in primary education in Germany.
She finds that essays with Turkish names obtain significantly lower grades. The size of the
effect is relatively small (about 10% of a standard deviation). In addition, teachers recommend enrolment in the academic track of secondary school with a 10% lower probability
when an essay bears a Turkish name.
Overall, these results suggest that it might be beneficial to change stereotyped attitudes
held by teachers, for instance using targeted training programs, and increase awareness that
these attitudes might negatively affect students' performance.22 A number of programs implemented in some EU Member States involve the provision of training for teachers in
order to enable them to incorporate cultural diversity within their teaching (European
Commission 2015). The recruitment of teachers with an immigration background or belonging to ethnic minorities might also be useful. As shown by the literature reviewed
above, the lack of immigrant teachers might impose severe restrictions on the availability of
role models and increase the possibility of “stereotyped threats” and discrimination against
students with an immigrant background. The “stereotyped” perceptions of teachers might
also play a role in explaining why immigrant children are over-represented in special education and lower ability tracks.
The results found by the literature reviewed in this section can be summarized by pointing out that, while pre-school attendance and positive role models of teachers are beneficial
for immigrant children, late tracking seems to produce positive effects only for children
who lack proficiency in the national language. Another factor that might affect the performance of both children with immigrant background and children of native parents is the
share of non-native peers in the class or school. We consider this issue in the next section.

22

The evaluation of the magnitude of the "discrimination" effects found in the literature in comparison to
other factors such as socio-economic background and language proficiency is not straightforward. Some
studies find large effects in comparison to those deriving from socio-economic status (for instance Kiss,
2013, and Dee, 2005) while others find much smaller effects (Sprietsma, 2009).
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5. Migrants and the educational outcomes of children with native parents
The segregation of students with an immigrant background into different schools is an
important issue in the debate focusing on educational integration. Class composition can
affect both natives and immigrants' educational outcomes. In many countries schools and
classes are characterized by a high proportion of pupils who do not speak the language of
assessment at home (OECD, 2013). In principle, there are advantages and disadvantages
from segregation. On the one hand, grouping together students from an immigrant background might allow teachers to adopt a teaching style that fits well with the specific needs
of these students and produce positive effects on their educational outcome as a consequence. In addition, since it is plausible to think that these students need special attention
from teachers, teaching could be organized in smaller classes. On the other hand, segregation is likely to hamper social interaction with children of native parents, with negative effects on language skill acquisition and social integration. This is because pupils receive important inputs from their schoolmates for the development of their skills. The effects, originating from interactions that are taking place among schoolmates, are commonly referred
to as ‘peer effects’. Education economists have highlighted, both in theoretical and empirical studies, the relevance of peer effects for student performance. A peer group affects
student achievement in several ways. For instance, members of a group interact in learning,
help each other in their studies, share important information, impose externalities on others by behaving well or badly (for example, a noisy student disrupts the study environment)
or by allowing teachers to go more deeply into subjects, contribute to the formation of
values and aspirations, and so on.
Starting from the classical study by Coleman et al. (1966), a host of papers have analysed
the effects of the peer group on children’s achievement and educational outcomes. Nevertheless, the specific question of whether class composition, in terms of ethnic characteristics, affects the educational outcomes of children with either a native or an immigrant
background has received relatively little attention. So far, the evidence on this issue is rather
mixed.
Understanding the nature and the magnitude of peer group effects in education is crucial for school design. Systems in which classes are totally segregated according to ethnicity
might be efficient when there are strong negative spill-over effects from children with an
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immigrant background to children of native parents and no positive effects in the opposite
direction. On the other hand, having mixed classes might be optimal if spill-overs are positive or null. The optimal class composition depends also on whether peer effects are linear
or not. In fact, spill-overs associated to the share of children with an immigrant background in the class might not be constant, and their effects might increase (or decrease) as
the proportion of immigrants becomes larger. If for sufficiently low values of the immigrant share there are no sizeable negative impacts on children of native parents, it can be
optimal to avoid concentration of immigrant students in the same class.
Earlier analyses of peer effects were based on simple econometric models regressing
students outcomes on their own individual characteristics (measures of ability, family background and so on) and on their peers’ outcomes or characteristics. However, these regressions are plagued by serious selection bias, due to the fact that peers are chosen, not assigned randomly. The characteristics of each student are correlated with those of his/her
peers, implying that student characteristics are relevant both for their educational outcomes
and for the definition of their peer group. Since some of these characteristics are unobservable, they cannot be controlled for in standard multivariate regression analysis, leading to
an endogeneity problem.
In the case of immigrants, the selection problem derives from the fact that they typically locate in poorer areas and, as a consequence, their children typically attend schools that
are attended by lower-achieving native students. In addition, given the residential decision,
families might have some degree of freedom in school choice and select a school on the
basis of expected peer characteristics and perceived quality. For instance, Betts and Fairlie
(2003) show that when additional immigrants arrive in public high schools, children of native parents tend to switch to a private school (“native flight phenomenon”). Finally, the
allocation of immigrant students among classes is typically not random, but decided by the
school administration.
These sorting processes may generate either a downward or an upward bias in peer effects estimates. On the one hand, the sorting of immigrant students in schools attended by
students of native background who have low unobserved ability leads to an overestimation
of the potential negative effect of immigrant students on their native peers, because of the
negative spurious correlation between the attainment level of native students and the share
of immigrant students in the school. On the other hand, we are likely to observe a down-
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ward bias in these estimates if school administrators tend to assign immigrant pupils to
better teachers or to smaller classes.
The recent economic literature investigating peer effects has adopted four main different identification strategies. The first approach relies on events or experiments that generate random assignment of peers to a class or school. The second approach uses instrumental variables23 to remove the correlation between individual unobserved characteristics and
peer characteristics. The third approach relies on aggregation procedures (to city, metropolitan area and school level) to circumvent the bias generated by selection issues, and the
fourth approach uses fixed effects models. The literature investigating how peer effects
influence the relationship between native and immigrant students has relied mainly on the
last three approaches. Depending on the different socio-economic context, studies have
focused on the achievement gaps either between minority and majority students (mainly in
the US) or between children with an immigrant background and children of native parents
(mainly in Europe).
While our focus is mainly on Europe, we also consider some evidence from the US:
students from minority ethnic groups might share some significant features with immigrant
students, for instance in terms for cultural diversity.
The most significant recent contributions for the US are Hoxby (2000), Hanushek and
Rivkin (2009), Hanushek et al. (2009), Friesen and Krauth (2011) and Cooley (2013). Hoxby (2000) uses the variation in the ethnic composition among cohorts within schools and
finds that the share of black students in a class has weak effects on the performance of
white students, but a negative impact on the test scores of black students. The estimated
negative effect is about four times larger for black students than for white students.
Hanushek and Rivkin (2009), Hanushek et al. (2009) and Cooley (2013) also find that peer
effects within the immigrant group are stronger than the effects on children of native parents. Conversely, Friesen and Krauth (2011) study the effects of the language spoken by
students at home on their attainment and find that the ‘within-group’ effects24 are weaker
when compared to ‘across-groups’ effects25. We conclude that findings based on the US are

23

By instrumental variables (or instruments) we mean variables that affect class composition but are not
correlated with the outcome of interest.
24
The effects produced by minority students on students from minority ethnic groups.
25

The effects produced by minority students on majority students.
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ambiguous as regards the importance of the linguistic and ethno-cultural similarity to peers
for individual educational outcomes.
The impact of immigrant concentration on the academic achievement of European students has been analysed in few studies. Some papers (Brunello and Rocco, 2011, Ballatore
et al., 2013, Tonello, 2015) focus exclusively on the effects of the share of pupils with an
immigrant background on native students, while other papers (Jensen and Rasmussen,
2011; Ohinata and VanOurs, 2013; Contini, 2013; Schneeweis, 2015) investigate also the
impact of this share on students with immigrant background.
Results are mixed. As summarized in Table 4, the estimated negative effects of the share
of immigrants on children of native parents range from significant in Gould et al. (2009)
and Ballatore et al. (2013) to small in Brunello and Rocco (2013) and Tonello (2015) and to
virtually zero in Geay et al. (2013), Ohinata and Van Ours (2013), Contini (2013) and
Schneeweis (2015). While Jensen and Rasmussen (2011) find negative effects of ethnic
concentration on both native and immigrant students, Ohinata and Van Ours (2013), Contini (2013) and Schneeweis (2015) find no sizeable effect on native students and negative
effects on immigrant students.
Quasi experimental evidence is provided by Gould et al. (2009) and Geay et al. (2013).
Gould et al. (2009) analyse the impact of immigrant concentration during elementary
school on the long-term academic outcomes of students with a native background following the mass migration wave from the former Soviet Union to Israel in the early 1990s.
Their identification strategy is based on the assumption that, conditional on the total number of immigrant students admitted to a given school, the variation in the proportion of
“immigrants” across grades of the same school can be considered as solely due to exogenous demographic factors. They find large negative effects of the share of “immigrants” on
native students.
Contini (2013) and Ohinata and Van Ours (2013) address the problem of the endogenous sorting of children with an immigrant background between schools by exploiting the
variability in the share of immigrant students within schools between classes of a given
grade. This approach is based on the assumption that, once school fixed effects are controlled for, the allocation of children with an immigrant background between classes is as
good as random. Using Italian data, Contini (2013) reports that the share of children with
an immigrant background in the class has weak negative effects on the test scores of chil-
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dren of native parents but larger negative effects on the children of immigrants. No adverse
effects of the share of children with an immigrant background on children of native parents are found also by Ohinata and Van Ours (2013), who look at Dutch data using repeated waves from PIRLS and TIMSS. They find evidence that the share of children with an
immigrant background has negative effects on the reading scores of immigrant students.
Ballatore et al. (2014) argue that identification strategies based on within-school variation in the share of students with an immigrant background might lead to biased results
because of the class size adjustments implemented by school administrators who fear disruption effects from immigrant children. Once this source of bias is taken into account,
they find adverse consequences of immigrant concentration for children of native parents.
An alternative approach that uses the variability in ethnic composition between adjacent
cohorts within the same school is used by Tonello (2015) and Schneeweis (2015). This approach is based on the assumption that the variability between subsequent cohorts is random when the data are aggregated at the school-cohort level. Tonello (2015), who uses
administrative data covering the census of Italian junior high schools, finds a weak negative
impact of the share of students with an immigrant background on the test scores of native
peers. Interestingly, the effects are nonlinear and increasing with the share of students with
an immigrant background in the school, suggesting that a problem may arise only for relatively high shares. These results are supportive of policies that introduce caps in the share
of immigrant children in a class and of other policies that may reduce segregation. Policies
of this type have been introduced in Denmark and Belgium with the objective of alleviating
the pressure faced by some schools and/or increasing social and cultural integration.
Schneeweis (2015) does not focus on test scores but considers as outcome variables
grade repetition in primary and secondary Austrian schools and track attendance after primary education. She finds that while students from a native background are not affected by
the share of students with an immigrant background, students with an immigrant background are negatively affected by immigrant concentration. The negative spill-over effects
are particularly strong for students of the same ethnic group.
Jensen and Rasmussen (2011) rely on school fixed effects and instrument immigrant
concentration in class using the ethnic concentration in the geographical area where each
school is located. Using this identification strategy, they investigate the effect of immigrant
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concentration on the PISA test scores of 9th grade students in Denmark. Results show that
there is a negative effect of ethnic concentration on both native and immigrant students.
Geay et al. (2013) also implement a 2SLS estimation strategy, by exploiting the exogenous variation generated by the influx of white immigrant speakers following the E.U. enlargement to Eastern European countries in 2005. In their study, they analyse the effect of
the share of non-native English speakers on the educational attainment of native English
speakers in England. Their results show no sizable negative effects.
Finally, Brunello and Rocco (2011) address the sorting of immigrants within countries
by aggregating the test scores of children with an immigrant and a native background at the
country level. By virtue of aggregation, they remove the sorting of individuals across
schools. However, immigrants can also be sorted between different countries. Using data
that vary by country and time, they control for between-country migration flows by conditioning on country fixed effects, country specific trends, per capita GDP, education expenditure and the stock of immigrants in a given country at a given time. Conditional on
these covariates, changes in the share of immigrant pupils in each country depend mainly
on demographic factors and are as good as random, as pointed out by Gould et al. (2009).
Using PISA test scores and data from 19 OECD countries, they find that a higher share of
pupils with an immigrant background has small negative effects on the test scores of children of native parents.
Table 5. The Effects of the Share of Immigrants in Class or School on the Performance of
Natives and Immigrants. European Studies
Authors
Gould et al.
(2009)

Jensen
and
Rasmussen
(2011)
Brunello and
Rocco (2013)

Estimated effect
Immigrant concentration
on
natives’
chances of passing the
high school matriculation exam (necessary
to attend college).
Immigrant concentration on PISA test
scores.
Immigrant concentration on natives’ PISA
test scores.

Data
Administrative panel
data on school enrolment and test scores
from 1993 to 2001.

Estimation Method
2SLS

Estimated Effects
Natives: substantial adverse effects.

PISA test scores of
9th grade students in
Denmark
PISA panel data for
2000–2009.

2SLS

Natives: negative effects

Aggregation at country
level.

Natives: small negative
effects.
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Geay et
(2013)

al.

Immigrant concentration on the test scores
of native English
speakers in England.
Immigrant concentration on PIRLS and
TIMSS test scores

National Pupil Database between 2003
and 2009.

2SLS

Natives: no sizable negative effects.

PIRLS and
test scores

School fixed effects

Contini (2013)

Immigrant concentration on INVALSI test
scores

INVALSI test scores

Ballatore et al.
(2014)

Immigrant concentration on INVALSI test
scores
Immigrant concentration in Austrian primary schools on
repetition in primary
and secondary schools
and track attendance
after primary education.
INVALSI test scores

INVALSI test scores

Natives: no sizable negative effects.
Non-natives:
negative
effects
Natives: no sizable negative effects.
Non-natives:
negative
effects
Natives: substantial adverse effects.

Ohinata and
Van
Ours
(2013)

Schneeweis
(2015)

Tonello (2015)

TIMSS

School fixed effects

Register data covering
22 school cohorts of
compulsory school
students in Linz.

Variation in the fraction
of migrant students
among cohorts within
schools.

Natives: no sizable negative effects
Non-natives:
negative
effects.

Administrative
data
covering the census of
Italian junior high
schools

Variation in the fraction
of migrant students
among cohorts within
schools

Natives: weak negative
impact

Note: 2SLS: two stages least squares.

Overall, the available evidence suggests that students with an immigrant background are
negatively affected by other immigrant students in the class or school. Students with a native background are also negatively affected, but the size of the estimated effect is controversial, ranging from very small to considerable. From a policy perspective, it is clear that
the minuses from school or class segregation by ethnic group prevail over the pluses only for
children with an immigrant background.
6. Attitudes toward immigration and education
The integration process of immigrants is affected not only by their behaviour and by
their decisions in terms of human capital investments but also by the attitudes of citizens in
the hosting country. The opposition to immigration is typically related both to economic
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and non-economic concerns. On the one hand, native individuals might feel threatened by
the competition in the labour market that arises from immigration (Scheve and Slaughter,
2001; Mayda, 2006). On the other hand, independent of economic considerations, antiimmigration sentiments might derive from racial intolerance and cultural and ethnic tensions between native individuals and immigrant populations (Dustmann and Preston, 2007;
Citrin et. Al, 1997; O'Rourke and Sinnott, 2006; Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2010).
In this section, we briefly discuss whether higher education of the native population
mitigates anti-immigration sentiments. This could happen for different reasons. First, education may reduce the economic concerns that might lie at the heart of negative attitudes
toward immigrants. Since these concerns originate in the presumed degree of substitutability of immigrants and natives, education can protect natives from the competition of immigrants by increasing the labour market complementarity between these two groups. Secondly, education, by increasing knowledge and the ability to interpret information, allows
individuals to better balance the pros and the cons of immigration. Finally, since education
transmits norms of tolerance and equality, it might foster humanitarian and egalitarian sentiments among the native population, combating cultural and racial prejudices.
Empirical evidence shows that education is the most relevant predictor of attitudes towards immigrants in the host country. Better educated individuals are more open, have
stronger preferences for cultural diversity and a more favourable attitude toward foreign
immigrants (Card et al., 2009; Boeri, 2010 Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2007). This evidence
suggests that more educated individuals are less likely to have prejudices against immigrants.
Nevertheless, the positive correlation between education and immigration attitudes,
found by most of the empirical research in the area, cannot be interpreted as a causal effect. In fact, there are many individual unobserved characteristics that might affect both
investments in education and immigration attitudes. As far as we know, only few papers
have tried to overcome these problems using either longitudinal data or instrumental variable strategies. While most of the existing literature uses cross-sectional data, Hooghe et al.
(2013) and Lancee and Sarrasin (2015) rely on longitudinal data. Hooghe et al. (2013) investigate changes in the attitudes towards immigrants during late adolescence and early adulthood in Belgium (at 16, 18, and 21 years old). Estimating a random fixed effects model,
they show that 16-year old adolescents with higher education have more positive initial
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attitudes towards immigrants, and that the gap with lower educated individuals widens as
they grow older.
Unfortunately, their contribution does not adequately address the bias induced by selection into education. Lancee and Sarrasin (2015), address this problem by estimating an individual fixed effects model using data from the Swiss Household Panel, which contains
information on attitudes towards immigrants at two points in time, when individuals are
adolescents (at age 13) and when they are young adults (at 30). Controlling for individual
fixed effects eliminates any bias due to unobserved time invariant individual characteristics
which might affect both education and attitudes toward immigrants. For instance, attitudes
toward immigrants might be affected by some psychological traits, such as openness or
self-confidence, which also affect investments in human capital. Omitting these variables
(typically not observable to the researcher in the analysis) would produce a downward or an
upward bias, depending on the effect that these traits have on the variable of interest.
However, if these traits are constant over time, individual fixed effects eliminate this source
of bias since they rely exclusively on the variation within each individual over time. Lancee
and Sarrasin (2015) show that the differences in attitudes toward immigrants tend to disappear when changes within individuals are examined. Although individual fixed effects estimates take into account confounding time invariant individual unobserved characteristics,
one cannot exclude that their findings are still biased by the presence of time variant unobserved features. Over time, a number of unobservable factors might have changed affecting
both individual investments in education and attitudes toward immigrants.
A different estimation strategy is used by D’Hombres and Nunziata (2015), who use the
reforms in compulsory education that took place in Europe in the period 1960- 1990 as a
source of exogenous variation in education. Their analysis is based on the European Social
Survey data from 2002 to 2010 and Eurostat Labour Force Survey data from the same period and exploit the fact that different birth cohorts have been exposed to the reforms to a
different extent. They show that education leads to a more positive attitude toward immigrants, irrespective of their ethnicity and their continent of origin. As far as the mechanism
behind this effect is concerned, their findings suggest that both economic and noneconomic factors might play a role. On the one hand, they show that individuals with higher education select into occupations that are less exposed to the negative externalities of
migration. On the other hand, they show that the positive effect of education on attitudes
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toward immigrants remains also when considering only individuals who are insulated from
economic competition, suggesting that non-economic channels may also be at work.
Overall, the evidence that uses robust estimation strategies to identify the effects that
education has on the immigration attitudes of citizens is still very scant. Because of this, it
is not possible to derive general conclusions. Additional research is necessary in order to
understand whether education can represent a crucial tool in integration and assimilation of
immigrants.
7. Conclusions
In this paper, we have reviewed the issues surrounding the role of education for the
economic integration of immigrants. Our assessment of the empirical literature points at
the following main facts:
-

in general, immigrants in Europe are less educated than native individuals, but there
is large heterogeneity among countries. While some countries, including the UK and
Ireland, are characterised by a high-skilled foreign-born population, others, such as
France, Germany and the Netherlands, have mainly a low-skilled foreign-born
population;

-

children with an immigrant background generally have higher education than their
parents, but in many countries they still fall behind natives. Heterogeneity across
countries is relevant. While no significant differences are detected for the AngloSaxon European countries, there are in Central and Northern European countries
significant achievement gaps;

-

while in some countries the causes of educational gaps can be imputed to differences in socio-economic background and to deficiencies in the host language proficiency, in other countries the sources of these gaps are not easy to identify as they
persist even after controlling for a vast array of individual characteristics.

These facts and the heterogeneity across countries point out that policies required to foster
the integration of immigrants are likely to vary across countries.
In the second part of our report we have analysed the recent economic literature looking at the importance of institutional features for the educational outcomes of immigrant
children. We have focused our attention on pre-school attainment, the combination of
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teacher and student demographic characteristics and school tracking. Our key results can
be summarized as follows:
-

programs providing immigrant children with adequate access to pre-school services
might be a sensible policy to improve their short and long-term educational outcomes;

-

training programs aimed at changing stereotyped teacher attitudes toward immigrants might also be useful to bust immigrant children educational performance;

-

recruiting teachers with an immigrant background can help immigrant children by
establishing positive role models;

-

while in general late tracking does not help to reduce immigrant-native education
gaps, it might be useful for children from less integrated families, who lack proficiency in the national language.

We have also examined how peer effects impact the school performance of native and
immigrant students. Here, the available evidence suggests that students with an immigrant
background are negatively affected by other immigrant students in the class or school. For
native children, results are controversial, with some studies showing negligible negative
effects, and other studies showing substantial negative spill-overs. Designing adequate policies in this context is difficult, because measures that discourage segregation may help one
group but hurt another group, and therefore induce native parents to move their children
out of mixed schools. A solution might be to avoid the concentration of immigrant students in the same class. However, evidence in support of such policy is still scant.
A number of European countries have implemented a host of different policies aimed at
closing the "native-immigrant" educational gap. Some of these policies are targeted at very
young children and at their parents to enhance children's readiness for schooling (Austria,
The Netherlands), others involve students attending primary and secondary school and are
aimed at improving their learning of the host country's language (Bulgaria, Denmark,
France, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, UK). Some countries have also experimented with:
programs offering out-of-school activities (Denmark, Germany); programs promoting multilingualism in the classroom (Belgium, France, Greece, Ireland, UK) and mother tongue
learning (Austria, Belgium, Germany, UK, Sweden). Policies aiming at adapting teaching
approaches to the needs of immigrants have also been pursued (in France, Germany, Ireland Switzerland, the Netherlands, UK). These policies seem to go in the right direction.
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Some studies trying to evaluate their effects find positive results. For instance, Berton and
White (2007) look at a project implemented in the UK (Raising the Achievement of Bilingual
Learners in Primary Schools), that provides training to teachers in order to enable them to
meet the needs of children who do not speak the language of instruction, and find that it
has positive effects on language skills but no effects on math and science competencies.
Unfortunately, rigorous evaluation studies that try to quantify the costs and benefits of
each policy are missing. This can be due to the fact that in many cases policies are not designed to include sources of exogenous variation in the treatment. As discussed in Brunello
and De Paola (2013), policy design plays a crucial role in allowing researchers to identify
causal effects and quantify the impact of policies on outcome variables.
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