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Abstract: This study analyzes the PISA 2003 data to describe the family demographic and educational process character-

istics of immigrant adolescents in Canada, France, Germany and the United States of America (USA) and investigates the 

relationship between family circumstances and the adolescents’ educational success. The four countries are among those 

that receive the most immigrants, have the highest percentage of foreign born among the total population, and where the 

discrepancy between the immigrant and native students varies dramatically between countries. Adolescent immigrant stu-

dents within each country were diverse but different patterns were seen in the family characteristics between Canada, the 

USA and the European countries. Family demographic and educational process characteristics were related to educational 

achievement of adolescent immigrant students but the associations varied somewhat between countries. Results are dis-

cussed in terms of relevance for educational policy, practice, and future research. 

INTRODUCTION 

 Immigration is a significant contemporary global issue. In 
2002 the United Nations estimated that there were 175 million 
persons living outside the country of their birth [1]. Many 
people immigrate to developed countries to improve the eco-
nomic circumstances of the family and to provide a better fu-
ture for their children. Education is a central aspect of chil-
dren’s lives and is crucial to the future economic success of 
these children and societies [2] yet it is only recently that re-
searchers have focused on the educational success of immi-
grant children. Families and schools are arguably the major 
social institutions that shape children’s life course trajectories. 
The current study describes the family characteristics and edu-
cational processes of immigrant adolescents in Canada, 
France, Germany and the USA, countries among those that 
both receive the most immigrants and have the highest per-
centage of foreign born among the total population [3], and 
investigates the relationship between family circumstances 
and the immigrant adolescents’ educational success. 

 Several international educational studies have included 
data on the immigration status of study participants. The 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
2003 data collected by the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) is one of those interna-
tional studies. The PISA data has been gathered from 15-
year-olds attending an educational institution in several cy-
cles over the past 7 years. Recent work based on the PISA 
2003 data took particular note of the educational success of 
adolescents who reported either being foreign-born or chil-
dren of at least one foreign-born parent (immigrant). One 
such OECD analysis of educational outcomes of the PISA 
2003 data concluded that, overall, native students in developed 
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countries manifest higher academic achievement than immi-
grant students [4]. Within countries, Stanat and Christensen 
[4] showed that children of immigrants tended to do equally 
well on achievement tests when compared to native students 
in Canada and that the discrepancy between native and immi-
grant students was largest in several European countries in-
cluding France and Germany with the USA in between. The 
authors of the OECD report argue that approaches used to 
educate immigrant students in Canada may be more effective 
than in the other countries. 

 Although educational strategies are important in under-
standing student achievement, a host of studies have demon-
strated that the family is a major contributor to students’ edu-
cational success [2, 5-9]. However, several studies have re-
ported inconsistent results on whether family characteristics 
predict achievement among immigrant students [10-12]. 
Those inconsistencies may be due to the fact that the samples 
were drawn from different countries, students in each study 
were of different ages, and achievement was measured differ-
ently across studies. For this study we utilize PISA 2003 data 
to examine family characteristics of immigrant adolescent 
students in countries that receive a high number of immigrants 
and investigate how those characteristics are associated with 
educational outcomes. It is our contention that focusing on just 
the immigrant adolescents, in contrast to seeking a comparison 
with the native-born students, will reveal the complexities of 
profiling educational success within the adolescent immigrant 
students and in so doing will enrich the present policy dis-
course as schools seek to facilitate the academic success of 
this growing population of students within their classrooms. 

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF IMMI-
GRANT FAMILIES 

 Policy makers, scholars and journalists often appear to 
assume that “immigrants” are a homogenous group in dis-
cussions of important educational issues [4, 13, 14]. Bron-
fenbrenner [15] has discussed this as the “social address” 
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approach wherein members of a particular segment of a 
population are shown to perform better or worse than other 
segments of a population. One problem with that approach is 
that, as in any study of groups of people, it is important to 
understand that there is typically substantial variation within 
groups. The socioeconomic status (SES) of immigrants in 
Western developed countries, for example, might vary con-
siderably within countries. Since 1990, there have been his-
torically unparalleled waves of immigrants to developed 
countries which included adult heads of households with 
little education and limited workforce skills. At the same 
time, however, in these same countries, the need for highly 
educated and skilled scientists, mathematicians, engineers 
and medical workers has provoked the intentional recruit-
ment of highly educated skilled workers and foreign students 
pursuing advanced degrees were recruited to enhance their 
national workforces [16]. This has been particularly notable 
in Canada’s recent immigration trends [17]. In addition, re-
searchers of immigration trends have historically noted the 
variation of occupational and educational status of immi-
grants arriving in receiving countries such as the USA [18]. 
It seems unlikely, then, that immigrants within a country and 
also across countries, although sharing a common immigra-
tion status would also share similar demographic characteris-
tics, especially those that have been associated with educa-
tional success such as educational attainment, occupational 
level, family structure, and bilingualism. 

 The distributions of immigrants’ occupational status and 
educational level vary between developed countries. Although 
recent studies note “chronic low-income” among Canadian 
immigrants, policy changes in the 1990s encouraged highly 
educated immigrants resulting in an increase in skill and edu-
cational level among arriving immigrants  [17]. On the other 
hand, the French adult immigrant population has been re-
ported as predominantly “unskilled” earning low wages [16]. 
Germany reported that children of recent immigrants had a 
poverty rate of over 20% [19]. France has noted an increase in 
asylum-seekers with low education levels within the past dec-
ade. The USA has one of the highest rates of child poverty in 
the world [20] with more foreign-born than native born living 
in poverty [21]. These statistics about immigration in the de-
veloped countries point to the importance of examining and 
describing the range and characteristics of immigrant families 
with school-age children. 

 Family structure is another important characteristic related 
to achievement [20]. Children living in single parent homes 
typically have access to less financial and social capital than 
children living in households with multiple adults. Single par-
ents are shouldering the burden of family responsibilities 
alone and might not have as much time to devote to fostering 
their children’s education. Therefore, family structure is con-
sidered as potentially relevant to adolescent education in this 
study. 

 Linguistic acuity also has been identified as a key con-
tributor to school success and academic achievement. Some 
scholars argue that discontinuities between conversation pat-
terns at home and school have a negative impact on academic 
achievement [22, 23]. Others focus on the effect that speaking 
a different language at home may have on school achievement 
because students with limited practice speaking the school 
language have restricted abilities to understand or express 

themselves in school. Current research, however, raises ques-
tions about that argument. Some researchers have discovered 
that speaking a different home language than what is spoken 
in school does not have a negative impact on academic 
achievement [24]. Bilingualism may offer cognitive advan-
tages. Thus, this study will examine how home language af-
fects academic achievement using the PISA 2003 data on the 
four identified resettlement countries. 

Educational Process Characteristics within Families 

 One significant drawback of the social address approach is 
that members of groups are assumed to share similar psycho-
logical and social characteristics yet the proximal processes 
that promote development are not actually examined and rela-
tionships between demographic and educational process char-
acteristics may differ between groups [15]. Few researchers 
have investigated parenting processes that foster achievement 
among immigrant parents in representative samples or cross 
national studies. Several studies have found that immigrant 
parents have high expectations for their children’s educational 
success [10]. In this study, we were interested in examining 
indicators of how immigrant families stimulate educational 
success. Accordingly, we examined the educational resources 
(e.g. books, computer, and desk) in the home as well as the 
number of hours students spent out of school on homework 
and on educationally enriching activities with the understand-
ing that parents are instrumental in organizing and encourag-
ing their children’s out of school activities. Fulgini’s [25] 
study of immigrant adolescents in several California (USA) 
schools found that the immigrant students spent more time on 
homework compared to native peers. We examine time spent 
on activities that facilitate educational achievement among a 
larger cross national immigrant sample. 

Relationship Between Family Characteristics and Educa-
tional Outcomes 

 Finally, we examine associations between measures of 
educational success and family characteristics within each of 
the countries. Although we chose variables that have been 
associated with academic success in the general population or 
that have been posited as explanations for educational strug-
gles of immigrant children, it is not clear that those variables 
are associated with educational success among immigrant 
students. Bronfenbrenner [15] has argued that developmental 
processes do not necessarily operate similarly across contexts 
(within population subgroups). Support for that view comes 
from the well documented connection between socio-
economic status and academic achievement within developed 
Western countries [11, 12], but it is not clear that SES and 
achievement are as highly correlated among immigrants as 
among the general population. For example, a study of young 
(< 11 years old) immigrant children in Canada, found that, 
immigrant students were more resilient to the impact of pov-
erty on academic success than were native children [10]. An-
other study conducted in several schools in California found 
small associations between grades of immigrant adolescents 
and their family social class, generational immigrant status, 
and predominate home language [25]. Thus, investigating 
family characteristics and resources outside of SES within 
adolescent immigrant student populations within these coun-
tries is a key focus of this study. 
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 We found no studies about the relationship between family 
structure and educational achievement within immigrant fami-
lies. Since living in a single parent family has been shown to 
compromise educational success in the general population 
[26] and since recent research has noted the complex family 
and care giving constellations of immigrant children [27, 28] 
the characteristics of the family structure were explored in 
relation to educational success for this study. 

 We are cautious about drawing direct comparisons be-
tween the countries because each country has different poli-
cies for including immigrant populations in their national 
schooling process. Whereas Canada and the USA provide for 
all immigrants within their schooling, France and Germany 
limit the attendance depending upon age of entrance, citizen-
ship of the parents, and language acuity [29]. It is within this 
complex immigrant landscape that this study attempts to illu-
minate differences in the population of immigrant adolescent 
students in developed Western countries and pursues clarity of 
the impact of immigrant family demographics and educational 
processes on achievement. 

 In summary, this study examines three dimensions of fam-
ily influence on educational success among immigrant stu-
dents in Canada, France, Germany and the USA, which differ 
on how well immigrant students perform on educational as-
sessments compared to native students. First we describe fam-
ily characteristics of adolescent immigrant students within 
each country. Second we investigate indicators of educational 
processes within immigrant families in each country and how 
they are related to demographics. Finally, we examine associa-
tions between these family variables and educational achieve-
ment of these immigrant students. It is important to consider 
family factors in studies of children’s educational success be-
cause families are essential socializing agents within all cul-
tures and should be considered important allies in any pro-
grams designed to facilitate the educational success of their 
children. 

METHOD 

Participants 

 PISA 2003 provides data from over one-quarter million 
15-year-old students living in one of 30 OECD countries. The 
desired target population was 15-year-olds attending an educa-
tional institution in one of the OECD countries. This included 
public, private, and vocational training facilities, to name a 
few, but it eliminated any workplace or home education facil-
ity. In order to obtain as much coverage as possible, the sam-
pling design was a two-stage stratified sample [30]. The first 
stage involved locating the schools for the sample. This was 
done using a comprehensive listing of all education institu-
tions in the country which fit the parameters of this study. The 
second stage involved sampling units within each chosen 
school. Exclusions were defined as geographically or politi-
cally inaccessible schools and students without the language 
or intellectual skills necessary to successful complete the sur-
vey. A school response rate was set at 85% and a student re-
sponse rate within each school was set at 80%. The data were 
weighted to provide for the over-representation of the popula-
tion using the stratified cluster sampling approach and to pro-
vide for the variations of data due to national and local survey-
ing. A final student weight was calculated and utilized in all 
analyses reported here. 

 For this study the cases collected from the resettlement 
countries of the USA, Germany, France, and Canada were 
selected. These countries were specifically selected because 
they were: (a) among the countries ranked by OECD as re-
ceiving a high numbers of immigrants [3] (b) differed consid-
erably in how immigrant students achieve academically, and 
(c) collected data on first generation and second generation 
students. When considering the immigrant adolescent’s family 
structure it is important to note the definition of immigrant 
being used in this study. In the PISA 2003 database, those 
adolescents who reported that they were born outside the test 
country are considered “non-native” and those adolescents 
who were born inside the test country but had at least one for-
eign-born parent are considered “first generation.” For the 
purpose of coherence with the literature on immigrant adoles-
cents, the non-native adolescents are identified in this study as 
“first generation” immigrants and those born in the test coun-
try but with at least one foreign-born parent are identified as 
“second-generation” immigrants. In this study we include both 
first-generation and second-generation adolescents and ex-
clude all adolescents who reported being born in the test coun-
try with parents also from the test country. The resulting sam-
ple (weighted N) included 58,885 Canadian immigrant stu-
dents, 102,578 French immigrant students, 124,617 German 
immigrant students, and 439,534 USA immigrant students. 

Procedure 

 This present study is a secondary data analysis of the 
OECD PISA data from the PISA 2003 student self report 
questionnaire and cognitive skill assessment. The PISA 2003 
survey was given to each participant as a 2-hour paper-and-
pencil testing process. The validity and reliability tests and 
detailed procedure can be further examined in the PISA 2003 
Technical Report [30]. The PISA 2003 student questionnaire 
collected information pertaining to student characteristics 
(grade, age, gender); family background (family structure, 
employment status of parents, occupation of parents, educa-
tion of parents, home possessions, number of books at home, 
country of birth for student and parents, and language spoken 
at home); educational background of student; student reports 
related to school; student’s learning of mathematics; and stu-
dent’s lessons in mathematics. 

 A cognitive skill assessment was also given to each par-
ticipant as a paper-and-pencil test. In PISA 2003, mathemat-
ics, science, reading, and problem-solving were tested with 85 
items taking approximately 210 minutes. Each item was inten-
tionally crafted by national and international researchers to be 
culturally appropriate utilizing an extensive pilot and testing 
plan. 

Measures 

Family Demographics 

 Variables from the PISA 2003 Student Questionnaire file 
were selected. Parent education (Pared) was solicited in the 
questionnaire asking the students about the highest educa-
tional level attained by each parent. This was then aggre-
gated by the researchers to provide one variable indicating 
the highest level of education of both parents. Occupational 
status (Occst) of the father and mother was aggregated to 
provide a variable describing the highest occupational status 
in the family. Students reported their mother and father’s 
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occupation. These were coded as highly skilled white collar, 
lower skilled white collar, highly skilled blue collar, less 
skilled blue collar. The family structure variable asked stu-
dents to describe who usually lived at home with them. Their 
responses were coded in the data as follows: 1) single-parent 
family, 2) nuclear family, 3) mixed family, and 4) other 
combinations not previous mentioned. For the regression 
analyses this was further recoded into a single parent = 1 and 
other = 0 dummy variable (Singlep). Students’ immigrant 
status (2cndgen) was recoded for this study. Only those who 
reported being born outside the test country or having par-
ents born outside the test country were considered for this 
study. Those students who had been born somewhere other 
than the test country, were considered “first generation” stu-
dents and those with at least one parent born elsewhere were 
considered “second generation” students. The foreign lan-
guage variable, Forlang, (0 = assessment language and 1 = 
foreign language) also was used. 

Family Educational Process 

 In the PISA 2003 student questionnaire, students were 
asked whether their families owned each of eleven different 
educational resources considered beneficial for fostering 
academic success. These were: a desk, a place to study, a 
calculator, a dictionary, a computer, educational software, 
internet access, literature, poetry, art, and textbooks. A 
summary variable (Homedres) was created by summing 
these resources to use in the regression equations. Cron-
bach’s alpha for the scale was .77. Students were also asked 
about their activities. They were asked how many hours they 
spent doing homework (Hrshw) and how many hours they 
spent in out of school lessons each week. The missing data 
was minimal and eliminated as recommended by the PISA 
Technical Report [30]. 

Educational Outcomes 

 The achievement scores were merged with the student 
background data of each individual student for this study. 
Achievement tests continue to be indicators of academic 
success and ultimately economic earnings in later years. The 
achievement data measuring mathematics, reading, and sci-
ence were utilized for this study. 

 In light of the complexities associated with such a large 
educational survey representing a disparate set of countries, 
school types, and student populations, and translation of 
items into nationally appropriate forms, the individual stu-
dent performance raw scores would not be able to be ana-
lyzed without accounting for the variances introduced by 
these differences. Therefore, PISA 2003 data report all 
achievement data as plausible values as developed by Mis-
levy and Sheehan based on the imputation theory of Rubin to 
account for this inevitable variance [30]. Thus five plausible 
values are included in the PISA 2003 data set for each of the 
following: reading, mathematics, and science. These inter-
mediate values are best analyzed with the specially designed 
statistical package, AM Software (air.org). Since students 
were sampled in entire classrooms, the assumption of inde-
pendence of observations to maintain unbiased estimators 
could not be obtained. For the regression procedures a robust 
variance estimator known as a weighted first-order Taylor-
series linearization method is used to correct for any hetero-
scedasticity of this stratified cluster sampling. The estab-

lished plausible values multiple regression analyses using the 
AM Software statistical package report results in z scores 
and R

2
.
 
The software was used to estimate regression equa-

tions in this study using the demographic and family process 
variables to predict educational performance. The PISA data 
report contains no missing data of the plausible values re-
ported. 

RESULTS 

Demographic Characteristics of Immigrant Families 

 The first issue examined in this study pertained to de-
scribing the family demographic characteristics of immigrant 
adolescents attending school. As can be seen in Table 1, the 
parents of Canadian adolescents have an average educational 
level of some college and the majority has a parent who is a 
highly skilled white collar worker. Only twenty percent of 
Canadian immigrant adolescents reported having a parent 
who works in a blue collar job. Slightly more than half of 
Canadian adolescent immigrants spoke a national language 
in their homes. More (54%) of the adolescent students were 
first generation than second. 

Table 1. Distribution of Immigrant Adolescents’ Family 

Demographic Characteristics 

 

 Canada France Germany USA 

Immigrant Type 

   First Generation 54% 24.4% 55.1% 42.3% 

   Second Generation 46% 75.6% 44.9% 57.7% 

Parent Occupational Status 

   White Collar Highly Skilled 59.6% 30.7% 28.7% 58.4% 

   White Collar Less Skilled 20.4% 20.5% 26.5% 21.4% 

   Blue Collar Highly Skilled 8.7% 25.6% 24.3% 10.7% 

    Blue Collar Less Skilled 11.3% 23.2% 20.5% 9.5% 

Parent Education 

   Years of Education 14.8 (2.8) 9.4 (4.9) 8.8 (6.6) 12.0 (4.9) 

Home Language 

   Test/National Language 50.2% 60.4% 52.8 42.8% 

   Foreign Language 49.8% 39.6% 47.2 57.2% 

Family Structure 

  Single-parent 16.8% 20.8% 12.3% 28.6% 

  Nuclear family 75.8% 73.0% 84.0% 61.6% 

  Other  7.4%  6.2%   3.7%   9.9% 

 

 Turning to France, we see that the average level of edu-
cation for the French adolescent students’ parents is 9.4 
years and that nearly half are blue collar workers. Approxi-
mately 3/4s of the French students live in nuclear families. 
French immigrant adolescent students are far more likely to 
be second generation and most (62.4%) speak French at 
home. 

 In Germany, the average parent of the immigrant adoles-
cents had only 8.8 years of schooling, yet the variance as 
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indicated by the standard deviation is considerable. Parents’ 
occupational status is distributed quite evenly across eco-
nomic groups and the vast majority of students live in nu-
clear families. Slightly more than half of these students live 
in families that speak German. Less than half are second 
generation. Parents of the adolescent immigrant students in 
the USA have an average of 12 years of education and the 
vast majority work in white collar jobs. Most (57.3%) speak 
a foreign language at home and are second generation 
(57.7%). More than a quarter live in single parent families. 

 The demographic characteristics of first and second gen-
eration immigrant students also were calculated. The pattern 
is similar between first and generation students within each 
country so we do not present family characteristics by gen-
erational status here. 

Educational Processes 

 Table 2 displays the percentage of 15-year-old students 
in each country who have particular educational resources 
available to them. As can be seen in the table, an overwhelm-
ing majority of Canadian adolescent immigrant students 
have basic educational resources (e.g. desk, place to study, 
calculator, and dictionary) available to them in their homes. 
Almost all of them also have a computer with internet ac-
cess, but fewer (approximately two-thirds) of them have 
educational software. Nearly two-thirds have art and more 
than three quarters of them have textbooks, but less than half 
have literature and poetry. The Canadian immigrant students 
do more than one hour of homework per day and participate 
in lessons outside of school less than an hour per week. 
 Almost all French adolescent immigrant students also 
have basic educational resources but only about two thirds 
have computers, less than half have internet access, and 

slightly more than one-third have educational software. In-
terestingly, textbooks are available in more of their homes 
than in the homes of any other country. Art is atypical yet 
more than half have literature and some (more than one-
third) have poetry. Adolescent immigrant students in France 
do homework about one hour per day and spend an average 
of twenty minutes per week in out of school lessons. 

 Like their peers, the vast majority of German adolescent 
immigrant students have access to basic educational re-
sources. Many (85%) also have a computer at home; nearly 
half have educational software and a bit more than half have 
home internet access. In terms of reading material less than a 
quarter have literature but half have poetry and approxi-
mately three quarters have textbooks. German adolescents 
spend a little less than an hour doing homework and very 
little time in out of school lessons. 

 USA students tend to have calculators and a dictionary at 
home but nearly one-fifth do not have a desk and one-quarter 
report not having a place to study. As many have a computer 
as have a desk. Nearly three quarters have home internet 
access and more than half have educational software. Only 
about one-third have literature and poetry but nearly three 
quarters have textbooks at home. Almost half have art in 
their homes. They spend a little less than an hour per day 
doing homework and average 40 minutes weekly in out of 
school lessons. 

 Correlations between the family demographic and educa-
tional processes variables within each country are displayed 
in Tables 3 and 4. Not surprisingly, examination of these 
associations reveals that the parents’ educational level is 
associated positively with occupational level and with how 
many hours adolescents spend doing homework, as well as 

Table 2. Educational Process Characteristics in Immigrant Families Across Countries 

 

 Canada France Germany USA Significance Test 

Home Educ Resources Chi Square 

     Desk 93% 96.1% 94.2% 80.9% 28,025*** 

     Place Study 89.2% 85.5% 88.7% 77.7% 11,941*** 

     Calculator 98.5% 96.1% 97.4% 90.6% 12,055*** 

     Dictionary 97.5% 97.5% 93.5% 92.0%  5,983*** 

     Computer 96.0% 68.3% 84.7% 81.5% 20,836*** 

     Educational Software 68.3% 36.4% 47.0% 53.2% 17,475*** 

     Internet 93.4% 45.4% 56.0% 72.9% 54,562*** 

     Literature 45.3% 58.4% 22.0% 35.9% 33,890*** 

     Poetry 45.0% 36.2% 50.1% 39.5%  6,002*** 

     Art 64.5% 23.1% 52.3% 46.7% 31,867*** 

    Textbooks 78.9% 82.0% 76.0% 71.7%  5,699*** 

 ANOVA F 

     Summary Variable Mean N 8.7 (1.9) 7.3  ( 2.2 ) 7.6  (2.2) 7.4  (2.7) 5,042*** 

Hours of Homework 8.4 (6.6) 7.2 (5.8) 6.4 (4.9) 6.5 (6.1) 1,769*** 

Hours Out of school lessons .88  (2.0) 0.35  (1.1) 0.20 (1.2) .61 (1.6 ) 2,817*** 

***p<.001 
Note: The out of school lessons variable has very high variance within each country indicating that the variable is skewed.  
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with home educational resources in each of the countries 
even though the magnitudes of the associations differ be-
tween countries. Parents’ educational level is associated 
positively with speaking a foreign language at home in Can-
ada but negatively in the other three countries. In every 
country, except Canada, speaking a foreign language at 
home was associated negatively with hours spent doing 
homework. The pattern of associations between generational 
status and other variables differed within each country. 

Relationship Between Family Characteristics and Educa-

tional Achievement 

 AM statistical software [31] was used to estimate multi-
ple regression equations. AM provides R squares which de-
scribe the proportion of the variance explained by the vari-
ables in the equation and also tests the significance of the 
contribution of each variable by using z scores. AM uses 
Wald statistics to test significance which together with stu-
dent weight adjust for over-representations of groups within 
the stratified cluster sampling. Two sets of regression equa-
tions were estimated for each outcome in each country. The 
first equation uses the family demographic variables to pre-
dict plausible values and the second adds the family educa-
tional process variables to the equation. 

 Table 5 displays the results of the equations predicting 
reading. Each equation explains a significant amount of the 
variance and there is a substantial increase in the variance 
explained after adding the educational process variables. 

Looking at similar equations, the percent of variance ex-
plained differs by as much as 15% across countries. Turning 
to examination of the specific variables, each demographic 
characteristic predicts reading in both Canada and the USA 
such that parent education and occupational status are asso-
ciated positively whereas single parent family structure, 
speaking a foreign language at home, and second generation 
status are associated negatively with reading achievement. In 
France and Germany, however, living in a single parent fam-
ily and being second generation are not related to reading nor 
is speaking a foreign language at home in France. The educa-
tional process variables are related to reading in each country 
and appear to mediate the relationship between parent educa-
tion and reading as indicated by the decrease and insignifi-
cance of the parent education z scores after adding the proc-
ess variables [32]. 

 The associations between family characteristics and 
mathematics performance are displayed in Table 6. As with 
reading, each equation explains a significant amount of vari-
ance yet the percent of variance explained by the variables 
within each country differs by as much as 18%. In Canada, 
although parent education, occupational status, being second 
generation, having resources and doing more homework are  
each associated with mathematics performance, the family 
characteristics explain a relatively small amount of the vari-
ance for the Canadian sample for whom speaking a foreign 
language does not appear to be a detriment for learning 
mathematics. The mathematics performance of students in 
the French sample is associated with parent educational 

Table 3. Correlations Between Family Demographic and Educational Process Variables in Canada and the USA 

 

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Pared ---  .38***       -.05***  .04***        .14***        .10***  .25*** 

2. Occst  .41*** ---  .03***  .10*** -.08***  .07***.  .23*** 

3. Singlep  .01***  .06*** --- -.05*** .00 -.26*** -.10*** 

4. Forlang -.23*** -.26*** -.06*** --- -.36***  .07*** -.01** 

5. 2cndgen -.02***  .03*** -.11*** -.24*** --- -.08*** -.06*** 

6. Hrshw  .21***  .15*** -.01*** -.07*** -.01*** ---  .16*** 

7. Homeedres  .40*** . 32*** -.15*** -.20***  .05***  .32*** --- 

Note. Canada above diagonal and USA below. 1. Pared = parent education; 2. Occst = parent occupational status; 3. Singlep = single parent family; 4. Forlang = foreign language 
spoken at home: 5. 2cndgen = Second generation immigration status; 6. Hrshw = hours of homework; 7. Homedres = home educational resources. 

 
Table 4. Correlations Between Family Demographic and Educational Process Variables in Canada and the USA 

 

   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Pared  --- .47***  .01*** -.24** -.04** .13*** .33*** 

2. Occst .27*** --- -.05*** -.22*** -.06*** .03*** .35*** 

3. Singlep .08*** -.07*** --- -.08*** -.01*** .00 -.08*** 

4. Forlang -.12*** -.05***  .02*** --- .15*** -.11*** -.19*** 

5. 2cndgen .03*** -.04*** -.01*** -.04*** --- .10*** .10*** 

6. Hrhw .08*** .09***  .00 -.10*** .05*** --- .24** 

7. Homedres .20*** .21*** -.04*** -.13*** .02*** .14*** --- 

Note: France above the diagonal and Germany below. 1. Pared = parent education; 2. Occst = parent occupational status; 3. Singlep = single parent family; 4. Forlang = foreign 
language spoken at home: 5. 2cndgen = Second generation immigration status; 6. Hrshw = hours of homework; 7. Homedres = home educational resources. 
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level, occupational status, and home educational resources 
but not with homework, generational status or living in a 
single parent family. Similarly, homework is not associated 
with mathematics for German students. In the German sam-
ple, parent education also is not associated with mathematics 
performance although occupational status, speaking German 
at home, being first generation, and having educational re-
sources are. Among immigrant students in the USA doing 
more homework is strongly associated with mathematics 
performance. Furthermore, the educational process variables 
appear to mediate the association between parent education 
and occupational status in the USA sample. Living in a sin-
gle parent family and speaking a foreign language at home is 
associated negatively and generational status is not associ-
ated with mathematics performance. Thus, very different 
patterns of family influence are seen across countries. 

 The associations between family characteristics and sci-
ence performance are displayed in Table 7. As was noted with 
reading and math, most of the equations explain a significant 
amount of variance, yet it is important to note two important 
variations; one within each country and one across countries. 
Within countries, Canada stands out as 6% of the variance is 
explained by the demographic factors but when family educa-
tional processes are added to the equation 23% of the variance 

in science performance is explained. The family educational 
resources and the hours of homework mediate the single par-
ent and to some extent the parent education and immigrant 
status predictors. In France, although family educational proc-
esses add to the variance, neither single parent, immigrant 
status and foreign language in the home significantly predicts 
science performance. On the other hand, speaking a foreign 
language at home predicts science achievement negatively in 
the other countries. In the USA, the relationship between pa-
rental occupational status and achievement is mediated by 
educational processes. Generational status is related to science 
performance only in Germany. In addition, it must be noted 
that the single parent home only significantly predicts science 
performance in the USA. 

DISCUSSION 

 We began this study with the goal of examining the fam-
ily characteristics of adolescent immigrant students in four 
highly developed countries that have very different profiles 
of educational success among adolescent immigrant students 
compared to native populations. Some scholars have argued 
that those differences are attributable to school factors in 
those countries. We agree that school factors contribute to 
educational attainment, but families are also important to 

Table 5. Family Characteristics Predicting Reading Performance 

 

 Canada France Germany USA 

Pared  2.30*  0.65  4.29***  1.88    .89*** .853 2.68*** 0.625 

Occst  3.27***  2.16*  2.43*  2.05*  4.72*** 4.20*** 2.54*** 1.331 

Singlep -2.86** -1.87 -1.68 -0.98 -1.19 -0.56 -4.14*** -3.70*** 

Forlang -3.38*** -3.68*** -1.43 -0.81 -4.44*** -4.05*** -3.21*** -2.48* 

2cndgen -5.14*** -4.52*** - 1.60 - 0.87  1.01  1.65 -2.33** -2.04* 

Homedres   6.86***   6.98***  3.19***  4.10*** 

Hrshw   5.87***   3.92***  2.32*  6.03*** 

         

R Squared .072 .154 .163 .300 .161 .221 .141 .289 

Note. 1. Pared = parent education; 2. Occst = parent occupational status; 3. Singlep = single parent family; 4. Forlang = foreign language spoken at home: 5. 2cndgen = Second 
generation immigration status; 6. Hrshw = hours of homework; 7. Homedres = home educational resources. 

* p <.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001. 

Table 6. Family Characteristics Predicting Mathematics Performance 

 

 Canada France Germany USA 

Pared 3.37*** 2.21* 4.35*** 2.01* .86 .81 3.00** 1.89 

Occst 4.51*** 3.80*** 3.15** 2.56** 5.36*** 4.92*** 2.71** 1.47 

Singlep -2.03* -1.15 -1.33 -0.75 -1.26 -0.82 -3.95*** -3.38*** 

Forlang -.55 -0.54 -.77* -0.07 -4.00*** -3.50*** -2.92** -2.64** 

2cndgen -2.31*** -2.44* -1.40 -1.18  1.96*  2.46* -.67 -0.53 

Homedres  4.68***  5.95***  2.90**  2.66** 

Hrshw  3.87***  1.70  1.02  5.14*** 

R Squared .053 .088 .143 .227 .145 .187 .134 .217 

Note. 1. Pared = parent education; 2. Occst = parent occupational status; 3. Singlep = single parent family; 4. Forlang = foreign language spoken at home: 5. 2cndgen = Second 

generation immigration status; 6. Hrshw = hours of homework; 7. Homedres = home educational resources. 
* p <.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001. 
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facilitating school success and we set out to investigate fam-
ily characteristics that have been shown to contribute to edu-
cational achievement in general population studies. 

 Immigrants are sometimes referred to as though they 
form a monolithic group. We suspected that adolescent im-
migrant students within highly developed countries live 
within a complex landscape rather than at similar social ad-
dresses. Consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s ideas, our find-
ings clearly illustrate that adolescent immigrant students 
constitute a heterogeneous group within each country. There 
is a range of parental education and occupational status 
within the students’ families. Some speak the national lan-
guage and others speak a foreign language at home. Most 
live in traditional nuclear families but a minority lives in 
single parent or extended families. It is important for educa-
tors, policy makers and the public to recognize the diversity 
within the population of immigrant students. 

 It must, however, be noted that the demographic pattern 
of adolescent immigrants families differs between four de-
veloped countries with large immigrant population. Canada, 
the country cited as having no differences between the 
achievement of immigrant and native adolescents, has ado-
lescent immigrant students living with highly educated par-
ents with relatively high occupational status. On the other 
hand, in France and Germany, where there is a huge dispar-
ity between immigrant and native students, few immigrant 
students came from families with substantial educational 
resources. It is important to point out that the French and 
German data underestimate the situation of adolescents who 
are immigrants in those countries because only students were 
sampled by the PISA 2003 data collection. It was only in 
recent years that foreign-born adolescents were given the 
same rights to education as the citizens of France. In addi-
tion, immigration flows into France have been small com-
pared to Germany as their immigration policies in the past 
decade have shifted providing for only asylum seekers [33]. 
In Germany, as in many European countries, although the 
educational system is considered open for all, the language 
acuity requirement for the secondary students keeps out 
many immigrants [33]. 

 It must be noted that this study did not include ethnicity, 
which is an important aspect of the immigrant experience 
[34], because data collection on this variable was inconsis-

tent across countries. Future studies will need to examine the 
patterns and associations of immigrant students’ ethnic 
backgrounds with their educational trajectories. 

 Our findings show some clear associations between fam-
ily characteristics and educational success among immigrant 
populations. Judging from the variance accounted for and 
comparing them to the pattern of findings in numerous other 
general population studies, although significant, those asso-
ciations and effect sizes are not as strong for demographic 
characteristics as they are in the general population. Given 
studies that show that immigrants with low socioeconomic 
status hold high aspirations for their children’s educational 
success [10], immigrants with less education and occupa-
tional status might value education and consequently social-
ize their children to work hard and succeed in school more 
than do native parents of similar socioeconomic level. The 
educational process characteristics were strong contributors 
to achievement in most cases. This is good news because 
those characteristics are more amenable to intervention than 
demographic characteristics. 

 Different patterns of association between family charac-
teristics and achievement were evident between countries. A 
recently released report concerning immigrant students’ suc-
cess as revealed in the PISA 2003 data grounded their dis-
cussion of variance between countries in the variation of 
institutional policies and services offered to the foreign-born 
students and the different approaches to language learning in 
the school settings [30]. Our study, however, exposed an-
other issue which calls for attention. This issue is that first 
and second generational status was not significant when pre-
dicting immigrant students’ educational success. This sug-
gests that schools should not overlook the native-born stu-
dents of immigrant parents in their efforts to facilitate in-
creased achievement among immigrant students. 

 We believe that the large sample size, attention to 
weighting, and number of countries in the PISA study pro-
vide unique opportunities to advance knowledge but remind 
the readers of several limitations related to the nature of the 
data. First, as in all correlational studies, it is important to 
remember that correlation does not imply causation and we 
have taken care not to claim causation in our description of 
the findings. Second, the data is cross sectional. Future stud-
ies that follow the educational trajectories of immigrant stu-

Table 7. Family Characteristics Predicting Science Performance 

 

 Canada France Germany USA 

Pared 3.07** 2.45* 3.17** 1.10 0.98 1.10 2.29** 0.78 

Occst 3.53*** 3.89*** 3.21*** 2.36* 6.10*** 5.67*** 2.46* 1.59 

Singlep -2.80** -2.87** -1.67 -1.35 -0.67 0.03 -4.01*** -3.03** 

Forlang -3.24*** -3.27*** -.89 -0.15 -3.94*** -3.46*** -3.09** -2.12* 

2cndgen -1.94  0.89 -1.51 -1.10  2.20**  3.31***  0.53  0.41 

Homedres x 6.09*** x 5.76*** x 2.81** x 4.11*** 

Hrshw x 5.14*** x 2.33* x 1.78 x 3.97*** 

R Squared .065 .227 .123 .253 .179 .225 .124 .249 

Note. 1. Pared = parent education; 2. Occst = parent occupational status; 3. Singlep = single parent family; 4. Forlang = foreign language spoken at home: 5. 2cndgen = Second 

generation immigration status; 6. Hrshw = hours of homework; 7. Homedres = home educational resources. 
* p <.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001. 
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dents longitudinally would greatly enhance our knowledge 
about how these students and their families adapt to schools 
in their receiving countries. Third, several of our measures 
were restricted by the fact that there were a limited number 
of items in the data set. This is often a problem with secon-
dary analysis of a large data set. Fourth, the demographic 
and educational process measures are further limited by the 
well known restrictions of self report data. Finally, we con-
ducted a substantial number of statistical tests which in-
creases the danger of making Type One errors. Readers 
should be especially careful, then, about over interpreting 
those few significant findings at the .05 level. The chance of 
making Type One errors are substantially reduced among 
those associations with higher p values. 

 Despite the limitations, these findings suggest several 
implications for policy. For one, receiving countries should 
be careful not to make one size fits all policy for educational 
programs serving immigrant students. Educational policies 
and services instituted on a national or local level to address 
the needs of immigrant students often focus on instructional 
strategies and language learning. Families are rarely men-
tioned as partners. What we have found here is that when 
considering the academic performance of immigrant stu-
dents, family matters. The family’s investment in supplying 
educational resources for their children and establishing a 
climate where homework is expected significantly predicts 
the students’ academic achievement. These results suggest 
that it is wise for the school to include venues for communi-
cating with parents about homework and information for 
these foreign-born parents about the value of home educa-
tional resources to academic achievement. Schools can en-
courage families to use computers at and borrow books and 
other educational resources from public libraries. 

 Secondly, although schools tend to provide focus on lan-
guage learning as the key service to these students, the stu-
dent’s home language was not the most powerful contributor 
to the students’ academic achievement. Speaking a foreign 
language at home tended to be more strongly associated with 
achievement in the USA than the other countries. This might 
be because numerous immigrant students in the USA are 
estimated not to have an English speaker in their home [35], 
which hinders communication between home and school. 
Nevertheless, there are many additional potentially produc-
tive approaches schools could use to assist immigrant stu-
dents. The present issue of which languages are utilized by 
schools is very much foregrounded within the contemporary 
global education discourse [33]. The place of language as a 
symbol of national identity and the school’s role in fostering 
this needs to be examined. The reliance on teaching the na-
tive language to the exclusion of focusing on resourcing the 
families with educational tools such as books and computers 
needs to be evaluated carefully in future studies. 

 Third, educational policy within nations should be based 
on empirical findings about the diversity of the immigrant 
population and the value of family involvement within im-
migrant populations. A report about the No Child Left Be-
hind (NCLB) act, a central educational policy document in 
the USA, identified increased parental involvement as a pri-
ority to increase the academic success of immigrant students 
[36]. Nationally representative studies need to examine asso-
ciations between parent involvement and educational success 

taking into account the diversity of the immigrant student 
population. It is likely that the success of parent involvement 
strategies will depend on how aligned they are with cultural 
practices and beliefs. Unfortunately, we could not examine 
more about parent involvement. The PISA 2003 data did not 
collect information on some potentially important family 
processes such as parental monitoring of the adolescent, par-
ent school communication, or parent attendance at school 
events or conferences. 

 Some programs that address educational needs of immi-
grants have focused on first generation, especially new-
comer, students. This study reveals small associations of 
generational status on demographic or educational process 
variables and few associations between generational status 
and educational achievement. These findings support the 
inclusion of second generation students in the definition of 
“immigrant” and suggest that children should be chosen for 
programs based on their needs rather than on where they 
were born. 

 An advantage of this study is the use of a large cross in-
ternational data set weighted to provide national representa-
tion. Most previous studies of family influence on immigrant 
students has come from local samples within one country 
[28]. In addition, the majority of the studies center on com-
paring achievement between countries. This study seeks to 
point out the importance of considering each country’s 
unique characteristics within their immigrant families with 
adolescent students in school. 

 As in all secondary analyses of large data sets, however, 
there were several limitations. Several of those have been 
aforementioned. Another limitation is that the measure of 
educational success did not include grades or school orienta-
tion (behavior/work habits) variables. Grades are a strong 
predictor of how much education a student will eventually 
attain [34] and work habits also are important contributors to 
success. 

CONCLUSION 

 As ethnographic researchers have studied immigrants 
around the world, they have elegantly described the com-
plexities of immigrants’ lives and highlighted variation be-
tween families as they navigate school and work spaces but 
unfortunately few of those studies are included in the con-
versation regarding educational success or school achieve-
ment. This study provides empirical evidence of the varia-
tions among immigrant families and suggests that more at-
tention should be focused on that variation in discussions 
about the education of immigrant students. Our study sug-
gests that providing educational resources to families can 
enhance their opportunity for educational success. It is our 
contention that a reframing of how schools and educational 
policy makers look at immigrants, particularly recognizing 
the “family matters,” is the first step to facilitating educa-
tional success within our growing immigrant populations 
worldwide. As the global flow of immigration continues to 
challenge schools around the world we propose that we turn 
our attention away from the “lamentable choir” that prob-
lematizes the immigrant population as a whole and begin to 
address issues, such as family educational resources, with the 
goal to “maximize its [immigration] contribution to the 
country and communities that it creates” [60]. 
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