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JULIO CARABAÑA 

WHY DO THE RESULTS OF IMMIGRANT STUDENTS 
DEPEND SO MUCH ON THEIR COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 

AND SO LITTLE ON THEIR COUNTRY OF 
DESTINATION? 

INTRODUCTION 

In spite of the many criticisms to which PISA can and should be legitimately 
subjected, it is difficult to deny that this large and highly successful OECD project 
is a blessing for research in Comparative Education, as it provides strictly 
comparable data on inputs, processes and results for most educational systems in 
the world. The outcomes of analyzing these enormous data sets are rather 
disappointing for those who had expected from it quick and solid adjudications 
among rival theories. First the PISA reports, and then the many reanalyses carried 
out on the PISA data, have found only very weak relations between students’ 
outcomes and characteristics of educational systems which are usually thought of 
paramount importance (Carabaña, 2008). It is from these tenuous links that 
multilevel regressions extract cross-country coefficients that, when statistically 
significant, are quite hard to interpret even by the best willed officials and scholars.  

I will here address the question of the effects that schools in the destination 
countries have on the academic results of immigrant’s children. Immigration 
countries have generally better schools and better results than countries of 
emigration. It is therefore easy to imagine how the desire to improve the schooling 
conditions of their children might be one important pulling factor for emigrants. 
However, against all expectations of subjects and observers, immigrant students 
score in the PISA tests rather like students in their countries of origin than like 
native students in the countries of destination. In spite of the allegedly better schools 
of the host countries, the learning of the newcomers remains at the level of their 
origin countries not only in the first generation, but also in the second and even 
later on. The question I will discuss here is: why do the results of immigrant students 
depend so much on their country of origin and so little on their country of destination?  

Since the best theorists of scientific research insist upon the importance of 
firmly establishing the facts, this introduction will be followed by three parts. The 
first one consists of some considerations about research designs, the second deals 
with the fact that the learning outcomes of immigrant students are very similar to 
the learning outcomes of their con-nationals in their countries of origin, and the 
third part will try to explain this fact, or rather, will be an attempt to look for 
hypotheses not obviously at odds with the fact in question.  
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A PLEA FOR DETAILED, COMPARATIVE RESEARCH DESIGNS 

By producing and giving easy access to an unprecedented amount of strictly 
comparable data on the most important world educational systems, PISA has 
opened the (almost entirely new) possibility of carrying out research about 
immigrant students using a design of the type ‘one origin-various destinations’.  

It must be said that this type of research depends on the singular coding of  
the countries immigrant students and their parents come from, and that this 
information seems to have been of rather marginal interest for PISA managers. 
Participant countries were only obliged to collect the information needed to 
construct the category ‘immigrant’, and many of them (like Spain, France, Canada 
and the USA) disregarded country names, just noting ‘foreign country’. It is, thus, 
not thanks to the central PISA project, but to PISA country teams, that information 
about countries of origin has been collected and preserved.  

Differences in academic achievement and attainment between groups defined by 
their national origins (sometimes called ‘ethnic groups’) have been a subject of 
scientific inquiry for years, first in the United States and later in Europe. To 
mention just a few, there are European studies on the difference between South 
Asians and Mahgrebis in France (Costa-Lascoux, 1996), on the difference between 
Asians and Latinos in Sweden (Jonsson, 2002), on the difference between South 
Europeans and Mahgrebis in The Netherlands (Lindo, 2000), on the difference 
between Jews and other groups in Hungary (Karady, 1987), on the difference 
between Askhenazis, Arabs and Sefardis in Israel (Shavit, 1990), etc. Even in 
Spain, where immigration is rather recent, albeit intense, such studies have been 
produced (Siguán, 1998; Siguán, 2003). Most of these studies assume that natives 
and immigrants should show equal academic achievement; upon finding that 
immigrants learn less than natives, they try to explain this difference first through 
socioeconomic factors and then relating the residual, if any, to attitudes, mores, 
folkways and other cultural characteristics. For instance, Lindo relates the low 
achievement of Moroccan children in the Netherlands to the fact that ethnic 
traditions press their mothers to stay at home, and so they develop weak social 
relations (Lindo, 2000:16).  
All these studies share per force one and the same comparative design of the type 
´various origins-one destination’, for which Table 1 could be an example. PISA 
opens unique opportunities for extending this type of design to several countries, 
taking advantage of common methods and measures, instead of, as before, having 
to pick up one study after another. This way of extending a research design is in the 
spirit of comparative research that takes units of analysis case by case, looks for 
similarities and differences among them and finally groups them into types.  
There is, however, another way of making use of large data sets, that is to 
aggregate them and to estimate synthetic parameters (means, regression coefficients) 
by way of statistical methods (of data synthesis, rather than of data analysis), thus 
considering countries as a sample. This has been the way PISA official reports (of 
the highest quality in this genre, it must be said) have been composed, in line with 
hegemonic trends in educational research that also prevail in most academic 
reanalyses of the PISA data.  
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This dominance of the statistical methodology helps to explain the disdain for 
registering the names of singular countries in favour of directly coding them into 
more general and abstract categories. It also helps to explain why part of the 
potential of PISA data for comparative research still remains unexplored.  

Table 1. A ‘various origins-one destination design’. Regression of Pisa math scores  
on zones of origin and sociodemographic variables. Belgium, Pisa 2003 

                                    MODEL 1  MODEL 2  
 B SE B SE 
FRENCH SB -42,94 2,21 -42,95 2,05
GERMAN SB      -31,59 13,97 -31,15 12,96
POBELGME     -24,27 4,69 -23,07 4,36
POHOLAND     -27,22 17,85ns -5,86 16,93ns

POFRANCI     -40,20 12,06 -18,36 11,56ns

POEUROOR     7,82 21,06ns 30,72 19,81ns

POTURQUI     -111,05 9,49 -60,60 9,36
POMAGR       -85,00 9,00 -36,09 8,68
POAFRI       -68,95 12,62 -53,61 11,76
POOTR1       -39,75 8,38 -10,55 7,99 ns

POOTR2       -64,19 9,74 -40,29 9,26
GEN1         -21,16 8,28 29,66 12,33
FISCED         3,73 0,73
HISEI          1,84 0,07
LEX            -26,23 6,18
EDADINM        -5,89 1,17
(Constant)   574,13 1,38 449,77 4,43
Rsquared 0,11  0,24  

SOURCE: PISA 2003 DATA SET. ns=<.05 
Variable labels: French SB: ‘French –speaking Belgium; German SB: German speaking Belgium; 
Pobelgme: Country of Origin Belgium, foreign mother; Poholand: Country of Origin Netherlands; 
Pofrance: idem France; Poeuroor: idem East Europe; Poturkey: idem Turkey; Pomagr: idem Maghreb; 
Poafri: idem Africa; Pootr1: idem other Europe; Pootr2: idem other; Gen1: first generation; Fisced: 
Father’s Educational Level; Hisei: highest socioeconomic index (father or mother); Lex: foreign 
language spoken at home; Edadinm: age at immigration. 

Certainly, PISA reports the differences between natives and immigrants in 
several countries, making clear how much they vary from one country to another, 
from null in Australia to more than one standard deviation in Central Europe. 
Moreover, PISA also reports that, within each country, the results for different 
immigrant groups vary considerably. “For example, in New Zealand, immigrant 
students from Samoa demonstrate significantly lower scores than their native peers 
(by 81 score points), while there are no significant performance disadvantages for 
immigrant students from the United Kingdom or China” (OECD, 2006, p. 53).  
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But instead of further investigating the causes of these differences between 
countries, PISA leaves aside this diversity of particulars in favour of a global 
statistical approach where students from all countries are ruthlessly amassed into 
only two categories of ‘immigrants’: first and second generation. So, in the Report 
just mentioned above (a monograph called Where immigrant students succeed), the 
central question is the difference in the mean score of immigrant and native 
students, ignoring the difference in differences finding, i.e., the fact of inter-
immigrant differences according to their origins. Its explanation is offered through 
a set of variables (first and second generation, parental education in years of 
schooling, father’s occupational status, foreign language spoken at home and age at 
immigration) which completely ignore the fact of inter-immigrant differences, thus 
reducing singularities to abstract variables for the sake of statistical generalization. 
The results (OECD 2006, Table 3.5) are that, indeed, such variables do reduce the 
gap between natives and immigrants of first and second generation, but in 
proportions depending on the country of destination. (Table 2 offers an illustration, 
to be compared with Table 1).  

Table 2. A design conflating countries of origin into two immigrant categories. Belgium, 
Pisa math scores, 2003 

 MODEL 1  MODEL 2  
 B SE B SE 
GEN1        -82,36 6,04 -6,92 12,9ns

GEN2        -80,45 4,90 -45,03 5,03
FISCED        3,18 0,75
HISEI         1,84 0,07
LEX           -28,90 6,09
EDADINM       -5,7 1,18
(Constant)  557,00 1,12 434,42 4,5
R squared 0,06  0,18  

Source: PISA 2003 DATA SET. 
Variable labels: Gen1: first generation; Gen2: second generation; Fisced: Father’s Educational 
Level; Hisei: highest socioeconomic index (father or mother).Lex: Foreign language spoken 
at home. Edadinm: age at immigration.

Academic papers analyzing PISA data share this tendency towards what Wright 
Mills called ‘abstract empiricism’, driven by econometric modelling and statistical 
packages. So, one that comes under the title ‘Accounting for immigrant non-
immigrant differences in reading and mathematics in twenty countries” (Marks, 
2005) does in fact calculate the mean coefficients of socioeconomic factors, 
sociocultural factors and school variables across all the twenty countries. But 
perhaps the best available example of this ‘path-dependent blindness’ is a series of 
papers by Dronkers and others. All of them address the question from the point of 
view of the countries of origin (Levels & Dronkers (2008); Dronkers & Levels  
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(2007); Levels, Dronkers & Kraaykamp (2008); Heus, Dronkers & Levels (2009); 
Heus & Dronkers (2008), Heus & Dronkers (2009), but only the very last one 
(Dronkers & de Heus, 2008) looks at it from the point of view of each singular 
country of origin.  

Table 3. Showing how Close PISA Has Come to an ‘One Origin-Several Destinations’ 
Design Comparison of Performance Levels for Immigrant Students whose Families Came 

from Turkey and the Former Yugoslavia 

 Turkey  Former Yugoslavia Native Students
 N Mean Score N Mean Score Mean Score 
Austria 141 423 276 456 515 
Belgium 140 421   546 
Denmark 53 424   520 
Germany 197 405 45 448 525 
Luxembourg   92 421 507 
Switzerland  142 436 408 460 543 

Note: All differences between native and immigrant students are statistically significant. Source. OECD 
2006, Table 2.9. 

Table 2.9 (OECD, 2006). Comparison of Performance Levels for Immigrants Students 
Families Came from Turkey and the former Yugoslavia
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As a result of this ‘econometric’ bias, PISA reports leave aside designs of the 
type ‘one origin, various destinations’ even if they have come very close to them. 
That is what happened in Where immigrant students succeed (OECD, 2006), which 
presents evidence on the similarity of results of Turkish and Yugoslavia emigrants 
to different countries of Central Europe (Table 3), but stops short of comparing 
their scores with those of their non-emigrant conationals. 

Perhaps symptomatic of some confusion is that the report on immigrants reads 
these data in quite a different way than the report on the 2006 science study 

According to the first, both groups, Turks and Yugoslavians, have significantly 
lower scores than natives in the host countries and their mean scores are fairly 
similar across countries (OECD. 2006, p. 53). Whereas according to the second 
report:  

“Nor can they [the relative performance levels of students with an immigrant 
background, J. C] be attributed solely to the country of origin [My italics,  
J. C.]: for example, a more detailed analysis of the PISA survey shows that 
immigrant students from Turkey performed 31 points better in mathematics 
in Switzerland than they did in the neighbouring country Germany “. (OECD, 
2008, p. 179). 

Let us, therefore, follow this path of inquiry leading to origin countries that has 
been abandoned, in my view rather precipitously, in PISA reports.  

THE FACTS, OR EXPLANANDA

When the country of emigration has participated in PISA, a comparison of 
emigrants with non-emigrants becomes feasible for several countries. With some 
exceptions, emigrants reproduce the PISA scores of their aboriginal counterparts 
wherever they go. Table 4 presents scores extracted from PISA 2003, and Table 5 
from PISA 2006. Considered are only countries of origin participating in PISA 
whose names have been coded in the countries of destination.  

Similarities in scores by country of origin are striking by simple observation. No 
less stunning is to observe the distances between natives and immigrants in 
destination countries. Let us briefly examine how statistical analyses confirm the 
similarities by country of origin. Assuming simple random sampling (rule of 
thumb: 95% confidence interval is at 40 points for n=25, 30 points n=45, 20 points 
for n=100, 14 points for n=200, 10 points for n=400, etc) just 20 of the 44 emigrant 
students’ means are statistically different from those of their original populations 
(in bold in Table 5). 

To evaluate these dissimilarities, it should be taken into account that immigrants 
are not a direct target in PISA sampling, but a collateral product of general 
sampling, what widens sampling errors. To remember how casual immigrants’ 
sampling might be, Table 5 maintains void cells for Greek and Dutch emigrants to 
Australia. A look at both Tables 4 and 5 shows that several groups appear in or 
disappear from the samples between 2003 and 2006.  
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Moreover, PISA samples of students are drawn from clusters (schools), a fact 
that enlarges the sampling errors. Differences in PISA 2003 (Table 4) can be taken 
to confirm that differences observed in 2006 (Table 5) are not statistical artefacts. 
At least 8 of the emigrant students’ mean scores – among the 22 marked in bold – 
do not pass the test.  

Suppose, now, that we still have fourteen differences not produced by sampling 
designs, but by real differences in really different populations. These fourteen 
differences might only mean that immigrants differ from their countries, not from 
their particular regions of origin. For instance, Serbians in Austria and Switzerland 
mirror better the scores of Serbia than those of the former Yugoslavia (note that 
Croatia’s scores are far above Serbia’s). French emigrants in Belgium are strikingly 
below the general French mean, but the reason could be that most of them come 
from a rural region close to the border (Hirtt, 2006). Something like this could also 
happen to Russians in Finland and Greece, to Germans in Switzerland or to Swedes 
in Norway. But this is just a conjecture that would need to be documented.  

It is well known that emigrants never constitute a random sample from their 
country populations. Certain regions, social classes, ethnic groups and even 
personality traits often are over- or under-represented among them. Part of the 
deviations from the country of origin means observed in Tables 4 and 5 might 
simply derive from homologous deviations in immigrants’ social background. 
Economic emigrants from developed countries tend to be of higher socioeconomic 
background than their counterparts from developing countries. The children of 
those workers and peasants that emigrated from Italy, Portugal, Serbia and Spain 
into Central-Europe score below their origin countries’ means, but perhaps at one 
level with the children of the same social classes who have not moved abroad. We 
could then expect that controlling for socioeconomic and cultural characteristics of 
the parents would reduce still further the differences observed in Tables 4 and 5. 
Dronkers & Heus (2008) have actually calculated that controlling for cultural 
possessions at home, home educational resources, parental education and parental 
occupation, somewhat reduces the gap in question. On the other side, selective 
immigration policies could explain that emigrants to Australia outscore sometimes 
their native co-nationals, even if they remained in China (Table 6). 

To resume, if similarities between youngsters’ scores from the same country are 
at the first glance strong, they become still stronger as comparisons gain in 
accuracy. For our purposes, it is enough to make clear that scores of pupils from 
the same country living at home and abroad in different countries are very similar, 
when not fully equal. In other words, emigration hardly affects students’ PISA 
scores, which remain at the level of the country of origin and do not come closer to 
the level of the destination country.  
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Table 6. Average scientific performance and n of Chinese children per zone of destination 
and zone of origin. Pisa 2006 

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION AND ITS MEAN  
PISA SCORE 

ZONE OF ORIGIN  AU NZ MACAO HONGKONG

NAME 
PISA  
SCORE 527 530 

CHINA 530 562 252 547 117 
MAINLAND  
CHINA 530 513 3218 542 1854 
HONG-KONG 542 572 77 530 31 
MACAO 511 537 30 
TAIPEI 532 

 Source: PISA 2006 DATA SET. Keys: AU: Australia; NZ: New Zealand 

THE HYPOTHESES, OR EXPLANANTES

1. Countries of destination can be excluded as an explanans. The fact that 
immigrants score more like the children in their countries of origin than like the 
children in their countries of destiny may be surprising for conventional 
wisdom, that expects schools to make a difference, but it is in line with most of 
the literature, including the PISA reports (Carabaña, 2008). It is, however, 
possible to consider the question in other way. Most countries of immigration 
in Tables 4 and 5 clearly belong to one of two groups, Australia and New 
Zealand on the one side and Central-Europe on the other side, all with high 
PISA scores. There is no surprise in the fact that migrating among these 
countries leaves PISA scores unaffected. What asks for explanation is the 
unchanged performance of immigrants from countries with lower scores. No 
such countries send emigrants to Australia and New Zealand, except Greece in 
Table 4, whose emigrants’ score rises in Australia. Therefore, in Tables 4 and 5 
the case of immigrants in Central-Europe coming from South Europe seems the 
only one needing explanation.  
It would be unwarranted, however, to reduce the question to Europe, focusing 
the research on traits common to Central European countries (like differentiated 
educational systems, Germanic languages or a penchant for discrimination), on 
traits common to the guest-worker countries (being Mediterranean, perhaps?) 
or on the interaction between both. Against this approach speak, first, the cases 
of pupils from Poland and Russia abroad in Europe as well as the isolated but 
significant cases of pupils from Jordan in Qatar and from the several Chinas 
everywhere (Table 6); and, second, the fact that South European emigrants to 
Central Europe do not homogenize their scores, but maintain the differences 
between their origin countries.  



WHY DO RESULTS OF IMMIGRANT STUDENTS  

215 

Although the evidence may not be fully compelling, the most straightforward 
and likely hypothesis backed up by figures in Tables 4 and 5 (see the end of 
this chapter) is the absence of any systematic effect of host countries on the 
academic results of immigrant students. 

2. We must, therefore, turn our attention to the origin countries in search for 
something that makes immigrant children from low-score countries resilient 
to the benefits of the better schools, the wealthier economies and the richer 
social environments in the countries of destination, at least in Central Europe. 
It has to be something that immigrants carry from their origin to their 
destination countries, and that they preserve in such a way that it continues to 
determine the scholastic achievement of their children, even of those born, 
grown up and educated in the host countries. What can it be?  

a. Nothing material is so lasting and influential. Wealth, income or living 
conditions are exactly what emigrants leave behind when they arrive to new 
countries. In any event, it would be strange if these factors were as efficient, 
or even more, in the destination as in the origin country.  

b. The same holds for social, political or economic institutions of the country of 
origin. The corresponding variables in the host countries, to which students are 
daily exposed, have no effect on scholastic achievement. It would be really 
strange if they had any effect acting from the past and without direct contact to 
the students. And, in fact, statistical analyses have confirmed this obvious 
conjecture. “At the origin level, political and economic features were shown 
not to influence the educational performance of immigrant children originating 
from these countries. That is to say, no support was found for the idea that 
immigrant children from politically unstable countries perform less in science 
than their counterparts from politically stable countries” (Heus & Dronkers, 
2009, p. 15). 

c. It would sound rather contradictory to argue otherwise for schools, claiming 
that the influences of schools that students never or hardly attended fully 
eclipse the effects of the schools which students have actually attended.  

d. At first glance, personal characteristics are better explanantes than macro 
level traits. Again, wealth and income are known to count little, and in any 
event, material possessions are usually higher in the host country. But 
parental education, occupation and the so-called ‘cultural capital’ are known 
to be of paramount importance for academic achievement and are for the 
most part carried from the aboriginal country.  
However, although in the ‘various origins- one destination’ design, and in the 
simpler ‘immigrant and non-immigrant’ approach, differences in the social, 
economic and cultural status of the families account for differences in PISA 
scores between natives and immigrants, when we shift to ‘one origin, various 
destinations’ designs, controlling for these variables either brings mean 
scores of emigrants closer to the mean of the origin country (Dronkers & de 
Heus, 2008) or has no systematic effect on them.  

e. Cultural factors are by far the preferred explanations for anthropologists, 
sociologists and even economists lacking better ideas. Moral traditions, like 
Confucian ethics, fatalism or protestant ethos, are collegially favoured by 
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sociologists, be it in Durkheim’s tradition of ‘explaining the social by the 
social’ or in the track of Max Weber’s famous explanation of the rise of 
capitalism. 

Table 7 Illustrates this point for Turks in Central Europe 

 MODEL 1  MODEL 2  
 B SE B SE 
AUSTRIA     -41,54 6,50 -40,05 6,10
BELGIUM  -8,54 6,82 -12,87 6,39
SWITZERLAND 1,07 5,15ns 0,20 4,81
GERMANY    -1,93 6,14ns -6,25 5,74
DENMARK    -48,99 9,84 -46,51 9,19
LIECHTENSTEIN -31,56 28,50ns -20,90 26,62
HISCED       11,34 0,66
HISEI         0,82 0,08
(Constant)    429,34 1,20 365,35 2,93
R square 0,01  0,14

Source: PISA data, 2006. Hisced, Hisei: see Table 1. 

Many theorists believe that values and attitudes, deeply rooted in traditions, 
folkways and mores, cultivated in newly formed communities, explain the 
differential success of ethnic groups (Terrén, 2004). Prominent among them 
is Portes, who relates the success of immigrants in the USA to the 
maintenance of languages and cultural traditions inside enclave communities, 
like Cubans in Miami (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Portes & Hao, 2005).  

No social scientist, however, has to my knowledge gone so far as to maintain, or 
yet imagine, that these values are so lasting, pervasive and influential that 
American Greeks, Africans, Southern-Italians, Portuguese or Hispanics at 
American Schools learn no more or even less than they would have learned at the 
schools in their home countries, in spite of the huge differences in all kind of 
resources between them. No social scientist has ever claimed that moral traditions 
are so lasting, pervasive and powerful that completely neutralize the influence of 
the new mores to which most immigrants are eager to adapt. (Remember that 
according to PISA immigrants want to succeed at school more than natives.) Not to 
mention the fact that national moral traditions, or cultural factors, are too diverse to 
all of them to act in the same perfect way as wards of aboriginal scholastic 
limitations.  

The cognitive ability hypothesis.  

One thing that fulfils the conditions of coming from the home countries, changing 
slowly and being a strong determinant of scholastic achievement is cognitive 
ability.  
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Attempts to explain group differences in academic results by social scientists 
rarely question the assumption of equal cognitive abilities. One recent exception is 
Dronkers & de Heus (2008), although they do it rather implicitly. Their hypothesis 
is that guest-workers children score low in PISA tests because their fathers were 
negatively selected for emigration. But they do not make explicit particular traits 
subjected to this process of selection.  

It is nevertheless a well established fact, so well known indeed that there is a 
tendency to forget about it, that cognitive abilities are the main factor explaining 
individual differences in academic results or, for that matter, in PISA tests. It 
should also be so for group differences, unless groups happened to contain 
individuals of equal cognitive ability. But, why should they? Or, more precisely, 
why should members of each national, ethnic or just local group have one and the 
same distribution of cognitive abilities? 

Psychologists who have specialized in the study of group differences in mental 
abilities (Lynn & Vanhanen, 2002; Flynn, 1987; Colom & Andrés, 1999) have 
calculated mean cognitive abilities for people in most countries by laboriously 
collecting results from isolated studies, often quite small ones. Their findings have 
been harshly criticized on these grounds. However, the CI scores obtained in this 
way from studies carried out years ago almost perfectly match the scores of recent 
international systematic studies like TIMMS, PIRLS and, of course, PISA.  

To such a good match contributes the fact that PISA tests measure learning 
ability rather than actual knowledge. Paradoxically in trying to construct ‘content 
free tests’ (about which Professor Lundgren told us in the symposium), PISA teams 
of experts have produced the perverse effect of measuring something close to 
general cognitive ability. This interpretation of PISA tests as ability tests is 
strongly backed up by the huge, indeed astonishing, correlation (above .80) among 
scores in reading, mathematics and science across individuals. And even if PISA 
reports never mention it, the fact has captured the attention of some authors (Weiss, 
2009).  

If it is admitted that PISA actually measures cognitive abilities that differ 
between national groups, the question still remains how resilient they are to the 
environmental changes brought about by emigration. Cognitive abilities depend on 
genes and environment in ways that are not well established. The big IQ gains in 
recent generations detected by Flynn and others (the so- called Flynn effect) are 
commonly attributed to improvements in living conditions. The fact that 
emigration does not improve mental abilities would mean that it does not improve 
living conditions to the degree, or in the way, that would produce somewhat of a 
Flynn effect.  

SOME CONCLUDING REMAKS 

Let me conclude with a couple of notes about implications of the above for 
research and policies.  

As far as research is concerned, the fact that immigrant students maintain at 
least until the second generation, and even more, the PISA scores of the countries 
they or their parents come from, reduces the question of their distances in 
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achievement to native pupils to the general problem of differences in PISA scores 
between countries and regions. Therefore, whatever the cause of the one type of 
differences, it should also be taken as the cause of the other type. The reduction of 
both questions to only one, greatly simplifies the quest for explanations, excluding 
the many that could be adequate for one of the two facts, but not for the other.  

The hypothesis of national differences in cognitive or learning ability (the CA 
hypothesis) greatly alleviates the burden that the assumption of equality in group 
cognitive abilities puts on the schools of both home and host countries. Schools at 
the home countries are no longer supposed to be so bad as their outcomes. Schools 
in the host countries are no longer supposed to be as good as the results of their 
native students. Therefore, they are free of the suspicion of depressing the results 
of immigrant students, or of being unable to help them to develop their full 
potential. According to the CA hypothesis, schools effectiveness cannot be gauged 
without taking into account the ability of their intakes.  

One last, this time political, remark. The CA hypothesis is not a way of 
‘blaming the victim’. First, there are no victims. Whatever the forces, genetic or 
environmental, natural or social, that shape human diversity in all kinds of abilities, 
they are mostly unconscious and uncontrollable, and efforts to reverse them are in 
general strenuous and of little effect. Second, there is no blame. Humans can not be 
blamed for traits outside the reach of their will and effort. Immigrant students, as 
anybody else, should not be treated as categories whose mean achievements must 
be either raised or lowered, but as individuals with the duty of doing as well as they 
can and with the right of not doing more than they can.  
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Table 4. Average Mathematical Performance and n of Immigrant Children per Country of Destination and Country of Origin. PISA 2003

Source: Table A1 (number) and Table 2 (scores) from Levels, Dronkers and Kraaykamp, 2008. The authors do not detail decisions made regarding missing values and priorities of possible 
countries of birth (841,n4). They label all European in Netherlands as Germans and all non-european as Turks(*) ** Taken from PISA 2006, table 2.8. *** Taken from PISA 2000. Country of 
origin scores from OECD, 2004:90.Keys: AU=Australia; AT=Austria; BE=Belgium; CH=Switzerland; DE=Germany; DK=Denmark; EL=Greece; LU=Luxembourg; LV=Latvia; NL=the 
Netherlands; NZ=New Zealand; IR=Ireland 

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION AND ITS MEAN PISA SCORE 

AU AT   BE   CH   DE   DK    EL LV LU NL NZ IR 

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 524 506 529 527 503 514 445 483 493 538 523 503 

NAME PISA SCORE 

ALBANIA 381***   412 255 403 195 

CHINA 550 (HK) 570 129 541 73 

FRANCE 511 460 236 520 96 

GERMANY 508 529 45   528 94 507 65* 

GREECE 445 470 45 

ITALY 466 503 73 472 283 420 33 473 120 

NETHERLANDS 538 502 27 530 65 

POLAND 490 493 36 495 99 

PORTUGAL 466 473 206 444 603 

RUSSIA 468 466 180** 400 99 495 238 

SERBIA 437 459 272 456 403 

SPAIN 485 477 80 

TURKEY 423 433 137 429 137 437 146 413 188 424 49 484 372* 

UNITED KINGDOM 532*** 539 457 551 125 502 136 
YOUGOSLAVIA(FORMER) 421 92* 
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Table 5. Average Scientific Performance and n of Immigrant Children per Country of Destination and Country of Origin. Pisa 2006 

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION AND ITS MEAN PISA SCORE 

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN AU AT BE CH DE DK EL LV LU   NL NZ FI IS PT QA NOR 

NAME 
PISA 
 SCORE 527 511 510 512 516 496 473 490 486 525 530 563 454 474 349 487

ALBANIA 376*** 359 125 434 187
BRAZIL 390 464 45
CHINA 530**** 562 252 547 117
CROATIA 493     458 36
FRANCE 495 448 125 507 119 505 184
GERMANY 516 521 44 508 47 549 173 537 199 504 90* 
GREECE 473   0 419 13
ITALY 475 443 300 415 30 430 98
JORDAN* 422 401 133
KOREA 522 514 69 528 76
NETHERLANDS 525   0 522 95
POLAND 498 523 25 439 94 497 77
PORTUGAL 474 454 241 420 799
RUMANIA** 419 437 27
RUSSIA 479 466 79 496 186 550 25 483 400** 
SERBIA 436 426 78 427 952
SPAIN 488 466 119
SWEDEN 503 465 39
TURKEY 424 380 161 414 156 425 244 411 198 374 89 466 505* 
UNITED KINGDOM 515 542 490 569 200
Source: Table A1 (number) and table 2 (scores) from Heus and Dronkers, 2009.The authors do not detail decisions made garding missing values and priorities of possible countries of birth. They label all European 
in Netherlands as Germans and all non-european as Turks(*). ** Added from PISA 2006 set of data. *** Taken from PISA 2000. ****Imputed from Hong Kong, Taipei and Macao. Country of origin scores from 
OECD, 2007. Keys: AU=Australia; AT=Austria; BE=Belgium; CH=Switzerland; DE=Germany; DK=Denmark; EL=Greece; FI=Finland; U=Luxembourg; LV=Latvia; NL=the Netherlands; NZ=New Zealand; 
IS=Israel; PT=Portugal; QA:Qatar. NOR=Norway 
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