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Difficult to draw conclusions
from immigrants’ social patterns

Put three questions to a Danish schoolboy,
and from his answers you will be able to
make an educated guess as to whether he is
doing well at school.

If he can answer “yes” when asked whether
he often eats meals together with his parents,
whether he often talks with his parents, and
whether there are books of poetry in his home,
then he will probably be doing better than his
classmates from the same social background
who answer “no” to these three questions.

However, if you ask the same questions
to an immigrant school pupil, then irrespec-
tive of what he or she answers - yes, there
are books of poetry at home, no, there are no
collections of poetry at home - you will be
none the wiser. The answers will give you
almost no indication of scholastic ability.

This is one of the findings from a new
study based on data from the 2005 “PISA
Ethnic” survey, in which ninth-grade school
pupils were asked a large number of ques-
tions and were also tested on their reading
skills. The conclusion is that many of the
correlations that we regularly find for Dan-
ish school pupils simply do not exist for pu-
pils from non-Western backgrounds.

There is one key area where the two
groups of pupils are similar, namely in the
fundamental social factors related to the
family in terms of education and employ-
ment. The relationships between these fac-
tors and scholastic achievement are the
same for both groups.

If the mother or the father, or both, have
a reasonable level of education, the children

TABLE 5

Correlations between family characteristics and school performance.

Facts about the family

How the children perform at school

Danish Children from other
children ethnic groups

The two groups of children are similar in these areas:

There are many books and works of art at home @ @
There is an Internet connection at home © ©
The children participate often in religious activities ® ®

The two groups of children are dissimilar in these areas:

There are books of poetry in the home

The family often discusses religious subjects

The family often discusses politics, social topics, books, films
and TV programmes

The family eat meals together often and often talk together

The children spend a lot of time on Danish homework

The children have their own rooms

0006 6 00
©)

The father and mother attach importance to their children
getting a good education

The father and mother attach importance to their children
finding well-paid jobs

@ —

@ Better @ Somewhat better (@) Possibly slightly bette @ Worse — No relationship to school performance

Source: Indvandrerne og det danske uddannelsessystem (Immigrants and the Danish education system) (Gyldendal 2008).

The table shows the links between family characteristics and school performance, after correction for parental

resources. The table does not indicate causality, only covariance. That is to say, that it is possible to conclude

that a child from a home with many books does better at school than other children from the same social back-

ground who do not have many books in their homes. It is not possible to conclude that certain children do bet-

ter at school because there are many books in their homes.
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do better at school relative to others. This
applies irrespective of whether the chil-
dren’s parents are Danes or immigrants.
The same is true with regard to the rela-
tionship to the labour market. If children’s
parents have jobs, this has a clear positive
significance for their scholastic skills. This
is an important factor for both Danish chil-
dren and children of non-Western origins.

Different patterns

If on the other hand one turns to the more
subtle descriptions of what goes on in fami-
lies — what they talk about, what they own,
what children do together with their parents
- it becomes apparent that different types of
link exist between school progress and fam-
ily habits, depending on whether the family
is a Danish or non-Western.

For Danish families, certain links have
long been familiar.

Most Danes will be well aware that there
is a positive correlation between scholastic
abilities and the amount that parents talk
with their children - about politics and so-
ciety, about books and films and TV pro-
grammes.

The survey does indeed bear this out —
for Danish children. Those who often dis-
cuss topics of these kinds with their parents
are likely to do better at school than their
peers from the same social backgrounds
who do not talk as often with their parents.

However, the clear relationship between
talking with parents and school achieve-
ment is not found for children in immigrant
families. It is true that there is a weak ten-
dency towards a correlation of this kind, but
the relationship is much less clear than it is
for Danish children.

Table 5 shows that the two groups of chil-
dren diverge with respect to the importance
of many factors relating to their home lives.

For example, in the case of immigrant
families, the question of whether or not the
parents set store by their children getting a
good education has strong predictive power
for the children’s reading skills. This is not
the case for Danish children.

Differences relating to religion

The two groups of young people also di-
verge in relation to the question asked on
how often religion is discussed at home.
The PISA survey is designed so that an
average school pupil will score 500 points
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. FIGURE 9

Reading skills scores for pupils from Danish and non-Western back-
grounds who discuss religious topics at home with different degrees of
frequency.

550 Reading score

B Danish pupils # Non-Western pupils

530
510
490
470
450
430
410
390
Never A few times About once Several times Several times
a year a month a month a week

Source: Indvandrerne og det danske uddannelsessystem (Immigrants and the Danish education system) (Gyldendal 2008).

on the academic tests. A pupil who scores
600 points or more is among the strongest
one-sixth of all pupils, while a score of 400
or less places a pupil among the lowest one-
sixth of all pupils.

As Figure 9 shows, there is a clear posi-
tive correlation for Danish children between
reading skill scores and the frequency of
discussions about religion in the home.
Those Danish children who never discuss
religion with their parents have an average
reading score of 469, which is below the av-
erage for all pupils. Those who discuss reli-
gion only a few times per year have an aver-
age score of 504; and those Danish children
who discuss religion with their parents sev-
eral times a week have an average reading
skills score of 538.

Thus, for Danish children there is a clear
positive correlation between reading skills
and the frequency with which they discuss
religion with their parents. One cannot con-
clude from this that religious discussion is
good for promoting reading skills; however,
it is possible to conclude that those pupils
who read best also discuss religious sub-
jects with their parents.

The same relationship is not found in
the case of pupils from non-Western back-
grounds. Religious discussions — or the lack
of religious discussions - have no relation-
ship to school performance.
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e FIGURE 10

Reading skills scores for pupils from Danish and non-Western back-

grounds who participate in religious activities with varying degrees of

frequency.

520 Reading score

B Danish pupils m Non-Western pupils

|1

500
480
460
440
420
400
380
360

Never or
almost never

Source: Indvandrerne og det danske uddannelsessystem (Immigrants and the Danish education system) (Gyldendal 2008).
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1-3 times 1-5 times Daily
per month per week

The weakest readers participate in
religious activities most often

In relation to the questions on religion,
however, the two groups of pupils do resem-

ble one another in one area. Regardless of
whether a pupil is of Danish or non-West-
ern origin, there is a negative correlation
between frequency of participation in reli-
gious activities and school performance.

Those who participate regularly in re-
ligious activities are also those who read
poorly. Danish children who never or al-
most never participate in religious activities
score an average of 510 on the reading skills
test. This is in sharp contrast to those who
participate in religious activities every day,
who have an average reading skills score of
437.

The same picture, though with scores at
a lower level, is found for children from non-
Western backgrounds. The average score
for immigrant children who never, or al-
most never, participate in religious activi-
ties is 427, while those who do participate
frequently in religious activities have an av-
erage score of 373.

As before, this does not mean that reli-
gious activities are bad for reading skills.
On the other hand, it is possible to conclude
that pupils who read badly also participate
most often in religious activities.

Immigrant boys and girls in Denmark have
differing opinions on children and work

There are considerable differences in the
expectations of immigrant boys and immi-
grant girls in Denmark with regard to their
future family and working lives. While im-
migrant girls in Denmark hold opinions
that are fairly similar to those of their Dan-
ish classmates, the boys have views that are
more rooted in the traditions of their na-
tional origins. The differences between the
sexes are much greater than they are in the
case of young Danes.

This information is revealed by an analy-
sis conducted by the Rockwool Foundation
Research Unit based on data from the “PISA
Ethnic” survey carried out in Denmark in
2005. In the survey, 3,974 ninth-grade chil-
dren were asked a large number of ques-
tions, including questions on their opinions
and expectations with regard to their future
family and working lives.

It is, naturally, a matter of some concern
that the large difference between the opin-

ions of boys and girls from immigrant back-
grounds might in itself constitute a deter-
rent to immigrant girls completing a course
of education and then using it to obtain em-
ployment on the Danish labour market.

The survey results show that girls are
very much aware that it is a good idea to get
an education before having children. How-
ever, if their future husbands turn out to be
from the same ethnic background as them-
selves, it is far from certain that the men
will support them in their idea of working
after the first baby has arrived.

Many young immigrant men hold the
traditional view that a woman’s place is in
the home.

Figure 11 shows that 39% of Lebanese
boys and 43% of Turkish boys expect that
their wives will remain at home while their
children are growing up. This expectation
is shared by only 6% of Lebanese girls and
17% of girls of Turkish origins.
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There are also large differences accord-
ing to gender among young people from
the former Yugoslavia. 28% of the boys,
and only 6% of the girls, think that a moth-
er should stay at home. Pakistani boys, on
the other hand, resemble their Danish peers
more closely - 19% of them think that a
woman should remain at home, compared
with 14% of Danish boys.

Work in or outside the home

There is also a large difference between the
sexes among young immigrants in their re-
sponses when asked whether they expect
that their future spouses will work mainly
at home rather than outside the home. Every
second Turkish and Lebanese boy expects
that his spouse will work mainly at home.
In contrast, only 36% of Turkish girls and
15% of Lebanese girls expect that their hus-
bands will work at home (data not shown in
the figures).

Young people of different genders from
the former Yugoslavia and Pakistan also
disagree. Nearly 40% of the boys from the
former Yugoslavia and Pakistan think that
their spouse’s role will be mainly to work
in the home, while only around 15% of the
girls have the same expectations of their fu-
ture spouses.

In comparison, there is much greater
agreement among young Danes. 20% of
Danish boys and 16% of Danish girls expect
that their spouses will work mostly at home.

Education before children

The disagreement about the mother’s role
in the home is especially important when
we consider the strong desire of young im-
migrant women to get an education before
they have children.

All the Pakistani girls in the survey -
without exception — were of the opinion that
education should come before having chil-
dren. The same opinion was expressed by
95% of girls from Lebanese backgrounds,
84% of those from the former Yugoslavia
and 83% of those from Turkey. 87% of Dan-
ish girls also hold this view.

The general picture for the girls, then, is
that immigrant girls prioritise getting their
educational qualifications before they have
children to at least the same extent as Dan-
ish girls.

The same expectation is also shared by
most of the boys, if to a slightly lesser extent

S FIGURE

To what extent do you agree that, if you have children, the mother
should stay at home, both when the children are small and later? (Pro-
portion in agreement).
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Source: Indvandrerne og det danske uddannelsessystem (Immigrants and the Danish education system) (Gyldendal 2008).

Lebanon

Significantly more boys than girls expect that the mother will remain at home
while the children are growing up.

s FIGURE 12

To what extent do you agree that it is important for you to get an edu-
cation before you have children? (Proportion in agreement).
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Source: Indvandrerne og det danske uddannelsessystem (Immigrants and the Danish education system) (Gyldendal 2008).

Young people from immigrant backgrounds — and girls in particular — are very
certain that they want to get an education before they have children.

than among the girls. Lebanese boys in par-
ticular thought that education should come
first; 73% of them held that opinion.
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