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Migrants and educational achievement gaps
Avoiding segregation and compensating for parental disadvantage
can reduce migrants’ educational achievement gaps
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ELEVATOR PITCH
As global migration flows increase, so do the number of
migrant students in host country schools. Yet migrants’
achievement scores lag well behind those of their nativeborn schoolmates. Performance gaps are explained
largely by differences in migrant parents’ socio-economic
background, cultural capital, and language skills.
Education policy needs to focus on language teaching,
parental involvement, diversity training, and beneficial
social interaction between immigrant and native-born
populations. With the wealth of many industrialized
countries threatened by a lack of qualified labor, education
of immigrants should be an important priority.

Migrant children make up a large share of students
in many countries, 2009
Italy
Spain
UK
Sweden
France
Austria
Germany
US
Australia
Canada
0

5

10
15
20
Percentage of total enrollment

25

Source: [1].

KEY FINDINGS
Pros
The academic performance of migrant children is
higher in skill-based immigration systems.
The performance of migrant children benefits from
preserving their cultural capital.
Improving language acquisition boosts migrant
children’s educational achievement.
Having high-ability peers improves the educational
performance of migrants.
Increasing the number of teachers with an immigrant
background and helping immigrant parents engage
with their children’s schools can narrow the
educational achievement gap.

Cons
The higher performance of migrant students in
countries with point-based systems comes at the
expense of admitting fewer disadvantaged children
of less skilled migrants.
The performance of migrants is impeded by the
lower socio-economic status of their parents.
The achievement gap of migrant children widens
when they immigrate at an older age.
Peer effects can widen the gap between migrant and
native students in school systems with complete and
early tracking based on performance.

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE
To meet the labor market challenges of aging populations and ensure enough skilled labor to maintain economic growth, host
countries need to fully integrate migrant students into schools. Yet in most countries, there is a performance gap between
migrant and native-born students. Policymakers should prioritize measures that avoid segregating migrants and that reduce
impediments arising from parental socio-economic disadvantage. Schooling systems that do not segregate young students
into ability-based learning tracks seem to meet this goal, but potential trade-offs between greater equality of opportunity
and social efficiency should be considered.
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