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OECD Misinterpretation of OECD Data (2006 -2018) 

 
What explanations have been proposed by PISA 

researchers and others regarding immigrant-
background students’ low achievement?  

 



 Interpretation of Negative Relationship between Home Use of 
L1 and School Achievement 

 
n  PISA (Stanat & Christensen, 2006): In both mathematics and reading, 

first and second generation immigrant students who spoke their L1 at home 
were significantly behind their peers who spoke the school language at 
home.  

 
n  This suggested to the authors that insufficient opportunities to learn the 

school language may be a causal factor in students’ underachievement. 

n   “These large differences in performance suggest that students have 
insufficient opportunities to learn the language of instruction” (Christensen 
& Stanat, 2007, p. 3).  

 



From Research to Problematic Interpretation 
 

n  OECD PISA researchers interpret the negative correlation between L1 use 
at home and L2 achievement at school among immigrant-background students 
in terms of the contamination of L2 by L1 and the need to maximize 
exposure to L2: 

 
 “Policy obviously cannot impose the use of the host-country language in the 
 home environment, but it needs to ensure that the host-country language 
 can better compete for the attention and interest of immigrant children. 
 Parents clearly have a role to play in this and should be encouraged to 
 expose their children to national-language publications and media at home” 
 (OECD, 2012, Untapped skills: Realising the potential of immigrant 
 students. p. 12). 

 
 “The objective needs to be more exposure to the host-country language, 
 both in and out of school. This is especially the case in the Internet age 
 when media in the language of the country of origin are more present in 
 immigrant households than they ever used to be. Parents need to be 
 sensitised to this so that the home environment contributes to improving 
 outcomes” (OECD, 2012, p. 14). 

 
 

 



Pathologizing immigrant students’ L1 as a result of inaccurate 
interpretations of research findings 

 
From 
Inaccurate research interpretation 

n  German sociologist Hartmut 
Esser (2006) argued on the 
basis of PISA data that “the 
use of the native language in 
the family context has a 
(clearly) negative effect” (p. 
64).  

n  He also argued that 
retention of the home 
language by immigrant 
children will reduce both 
motivation and success in 
learning the host country 
language (2006, p. 34). 

 

To 
Punitive school policies 

Turkish L1 students in Flemish high 
schools 
 
“Our data show that Dutch 
monolingualism is strongly imposed in 
three different ways: teachers and 
school staff strongly encourage the 
exclusive use of Dutch, bilingual 
students are formally punished for 
speaking their mother tongue, and their 
home languages are excluded from the 
cultural repertoire of the school. At the 
same time, prestigious languages such as 
English and French are highly 
valued” (Agirdag, 2010, p. 317). 
 



OECD (2018), The resilience of students with an immigrant 
background: Factors that shape well-being, 
OECD Publishing, Paris. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264292093-en 





  
 

 
Does research support the claim that L1 maintenance 
exerts a negative effect on students’ achievement? 

 



Critique:  
Home Use of a Language Other than the School Language is Not a Cause of 

Underachievement 

There are some obvious problems with these interpretations including:  
(a)  the crudeness of the home language index;  

(b)  the claim that home use of L1 automatically translates into ‘insufficient exposure’ 
to the school language;  

(c)  the attribution of a causal role to insufficient L2 exposure;  

(d)  failure to consider alternative directions of possible causal relations;  

(e)  failure to account for findings that contradict the proposition that L1 use at home 
causes underachievement;  

(f)  failure to acknowledge PISA findings that show no relationship between home L1 
use and achievement in a majority of OECD countries when SES and other 
background variables were controlled;  

(g)  the outcomes of bilingual education programs, which refute the  ‘time-on-task’ or 
‘maximum exposure’ hypothesis underlying the ‘insufficient exposure’ claim.  

 



Critique:  
Home Use of a Language Other than the School Language is 

Not a Cause of Underachievement (2) 

 No relationship was found between home language use and 
achievement in the two countries where immigrant students 
were most successful (Australia and Canada); 

 
  Furthermore, the relationship disappeared for a large majority 

(10 out of 14) of OECD-member countries when socioeconomic 
status and other background variables were controlled (Stanat & 
Christensen, 2006, Table 3.5, pp. 200-202).  

 
 The disappearance of the relationship in a large majority of 
countries suggests that language spoken at home does not exert 
any independent effect on achievement but is rather a proxy for 
variables such as socioeconomic status, length of residence in 
the host country, and parental push for educational success.  



Agirdag & Vanleer (2016). Does more exposure to the language of instruction 
lead to higher academic achievement? A cross-national examination. 
International Journal of Bilingualism, 1-15. 
DOI: 10.1177/1367006916658711 



  OECD (2015) Recommendations 
 

Useful but incomplete 

n  No explicit mention of the 
role of students’ L1; 

n  No explicit mention of the 
role of literacy engagement; 

n  No explicit mention of the 
role of identity affirmation. 

************ 
The OECD recommendations focus more 
on system-wide interventions rather 
than instructional interventions but 
schools have much more control over 
instructional interventions. 



The concentration of disadvantage in schools hosting immigrant 
students 

 
Concentration of SES is more significant than immigrant student 

concentration 

No suggestions here about what schools themselves can actually do to 
reverse some of the negative effects of low-SES 



Language Barriers 

Useful suggestions that imply large-scale transformation of teacher 
education courses, school principals’ knowledge base, and in-school PD 



The advantages of early learning programmes 
 n  15-year-old immigrant students who reported that they had attended 

pre-primary education programmes score 49 points higher in the PISA reading 
assessment, on average, than immigrant students who reported that they had 
not participated in such programmes. 

n  On average, immigrant students are 21% less likely than students with no 
immigrant background to have attended preprimary education.  
 

 



Sub-Text Underlying Push for Preschool Programs? 

n  OECD researchers’ promotion of immersion in the language of the host country 
as the most appropriate policy option derives from the following interpretation 
of the PISA data: Inadequate proficiency in the school language and academic 
underachievement are partially caused by insufficient opportunity to learn the 
school language as a result of speaking a minority language at home.  

n  “Policy obviously cannot impose the use of the host-country language in the home 
environment, but it needs to ensure that the host-country language can better 
compete for the attention and interest of immigrant children. Parents clearly 
have a role to play in this and should be encouraged to expose their children to 
national-language publications and media at home”. (OECD, 2012, p. 12) 

 
n  “The language skills of parents, particularly of mothers, may not be sufficient to 

allow them to assist their children in their schoolwork. The objective needs to 
be more exposure to the host-country language, both in and out of school. This is 
especially the case in the Internet age when media in the language of the 
country of origin are more present in immigrant households than they ever used 
to be. Parents need to be sensitised to this so that the home environment 
contributes to improving outcomes”. (OECD, 2012, p. 14) 



Teaching multicultural classes 

n  But results from PISA also reveal that, within countries, there are 
large differences in schools’ preparedness to handle multicultural 
student populations – and, consequently, in their perception of diversity 
as a hindrance to, rather than a resource for, learning. 

 
 

Excellent suggestions! But there are also no-cost simpler initiatives 
that could be taken. 


