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Abstract 
Why is it that children of immigrants often outdo their ethnic majority peers in educational 
aspirations yet struggle to keep pace with their achievements? This article advances the 
explanation that many immigrant communities, while positively selected on education, still 
have moderate absolute levels of schooling. Therefore, parents' education may imbue children 
with high expectations but not always the means to fulfill them. Swedish data on children of 
immigrants from over 100 countries of origin support this view: net of parents' absolute years 
of schooling, a high rank in the sending country benefits children's aspirations, attitudes, and 
educational choices, but not their test scores or school grades. The upshot is an "aspiration 
squeeze" where, to emulate their parents' relative place in the education distribution, children 
are left struggling against the momentous tide of educational expansion. 
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Introduction 

The successful integration of foreign-background children presents one of the foremost 
challenges to schooling systems today (Heath, Rothon and Kilpi 2008; Alba, Sloan, and 
Sperling 2011). In the contemporary United States, over a fifth of children have at least one 
foreign-born parent, a proportion that is similar in Sweden and many other wealthy countries 
(Lessard-Phillips, Fleischmann, and van Elsas 2014). Often these families occupy precarious 
positions at the lower rungs of the status ladder. Meanwhile, a steadily aging population 
makes host countries reliant on immigration for their social and economic viability (Alba et 
al. 2011). It is therefore no surprise that integration generates considerable interest in 
sociology and beyond (Alba and Nee 2003; Heath and Cheung 2007). 

Partly due to their families' economic disadvantage, but also difficulties unique to the 
immigrant experience – language deficits, acculturation, or discrimination – children of 
immigrants may struggle in school (Kao and Thompson 2003; Heath et al. 2008). Despite 
this, the most pessimistic scenarios appear unfounded. On the one hand, these children often 
earn lower test scores and grades, and are at greater risk of dropout (Heath and Brinbaum 
2014). At the same time, they usually show higher aspirations than ethnic majority peers. 
This, in turn, leads to high rates of succession to academic and tertiary tracks, especially when 
prior achievement is taken into account (Heath and Brinbaum 2014).  

Previous studies refer to this finding as "immigrant optimism" (Kao and Tienda 1995), "bold 
choices" (Jackson 2012), or "weak performance [but] strong determination" (Jonsson and 
Rudolphi 2011). The contrast is especially striking with social class differences within the 
majority population, where working class children are disadvantaged in both performance and 
choice (Jackson 2013). Some even proclaim the high minority aspirations a "paradox" (Kao 
and Tienda 1998; Salikutluk 2016; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017). While these accounts vary in 
which side of the asymmetry they view as in need of an explanation – aspirations or 
achievement – they converge on seeing it as an enduring sociological puzzle. 

A promising recent line of research examines educational selectivity: where migrants ranked 
in the education distribution at origin (Feliciano 2005a; Ichou 2014; van de Werfhorst and 
Heath 2018). This research finds that many are positively selected, possibly explaining these 
families' resilience (Feliciano and Lanuza 2017). Yet, the precise nature of their advantage 
remains unknown. In particular, it is unclear why educational selectivity would benefit some 
aspects of children's education but not others. Most postulated transmission channels, 
including cognitive and non-cognitive skills, motivation, or academic habitus (Ichou 2014; 
Feliciano and Lanuza 2017), should arguably help achievement and attainment alike. 

This study addresses these questions by taking an institutionally informed view on 
educational stratification. By treating a relative position in the sending and receiving country 
as comparable, previous work implicitly assumed that education systems differ only in the 
proportion who attain a given level and little else. But educational expansion is attended by 
profound social changes, including a turn toward increased selection on individual merit and 
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away from inherited privilege (Breen and Jonsson 2007; Breen et al. 2009). Immigrants with 
high educational selectivity tend to come from countries at the beginning of this transition. 
Therefore a high relative education may imply strong parental expectations but only limited 
means to fulfill them outside the context where that education was attained. 

To test this hypothesis I draw on data from Sweden, one of Europe's premier migration 
destinations. Three main considerations make this a particularly fertile testing ground for the 
theories proposed here. First, Swedish immigration is not only extensive but also exceedingly 
diverse, with more than 100 national origins represented in the data. Secondly, an egalitarian 
system with comprehensive and fully publicly funded schooling makes Sweden a limiting 
case, opportunities being more equal than almost anywhere. A third reason is data availability: 
high quality population registers linked to a recent survey – the Children of Immigrants 
Longitudinal Study in Four European Countries (CILS4EU) – offer a window on transmission 
mechanisms at a rare level of detail.  

The results support the hypothesis: parents' educational rank at origin outdoes years of 
schooling as a predictor of adolescents' attitudes to education, occupational status aspirations, 
and transition to academic secondary tracks. In contrast, it appears to have limited relevance 
for test scores and school grades, where ethnic differences are largely accounted for by 
parents' years of schooling. As immigrants are often positively selected yet low educated in 
absolute terms, these findings are consistent with the pattern of low performance but high 
aspirations seen for many immigrant minorities.  

Going further, I analyze just how estimates of second generation (dis)advantage change once 
this dual nature of parental education is taken into account. A detailed and reliable measure of 
parents' years of schooling all but eliminates the performance disadvantage of minority 
children. In contrast, the minority advantage in aspirations is only partly reduced with 
controls for parents' educational selectivity, leaving room for a complex understanding of 
"immigrant optimism". Future research should consider the conditional nature of the benefits 
that accrue to educational selectivity, and incorporate sending countries' stratification regimes 
into theory and analytical designs.  

Background and previous literature 

During the past half century, Western countries have seen dramatic changes in the scope and 
composition of immigration. Accompanying this is a heightened concern with the integration 
of migrants and their children. Successful integration would benefit not only migrants by 
reducing their marginalization, but also the economy at large, and is a key political objective 
(Alba et al. 2011). On the flip side, there is worry that a failure to integrate newly arrived 
minorities might create lasting discord or, at worst, entrenched conflict (Heath and Demireva 
2014). 

Following these developments, issues of migration and integration have moved to a center 
stage not just of policy and public debate, but also of social science. The last decade has seen 
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considerable advances in efforts to compare the adaptation of migrants and their children in 
education systems and labor markets across countries of destination (Heath and Cheung 2007; 
Alba and Waters 2011; Alba and Holdaway 2013; Heath and Brinbaum 2014). These efforts 
have yielded important insights and recently sparked a first generation of dedicated projects 
aimed at collecting fully harmonized cross-country data (Crul, Schneider, and Lelie 2012; 
Kalter et al. 2013; Diehl et al. 2016). 

For many, the decisive test of integration is how children of immigrants, not their parents, fare 
in the receiving country (Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou 1997). Whereas several factors may 
hold back adult immigrants – such as limited knowledge of language and institutions, poor 
transferability of skills, or lack of social networks – these should, it is hoped, apply with less 
force to their children who experienced (most of) their upbringing in the new country. Given 
the importance of educational success in life, early indicators thereof are a critical source of 
information about future ethnic stratification (Kao and Thompson 2003; Heath et al. 2008; 
Alba et al. 2011). 

The mixed successes of ethnic minority youth 

Research on the education of foreign-background youth paints a mixed picture, depending on 
whether one considers performance outcomes such as test scores or school grades, or 
attainment outcomes such as educational decisions or final level of education. Separating 
these two dimensions has a long tradition in sociology and is illuminating as partly different 
mechanisms are likely to underlie each (Boudon 1974; Jackson 2013). 

As for performance, some minority groups – often of Asian origin – rival or surpass majority 
children, and are sometimes held up as "model minorities" (Jackson, Jonsson, and Rudolphi 
2012; Lee and Zhou 2015). However, many others find themselves at a disadvantage. Like 
majority children from poor homes, they achieve lower test scores and school grades on 
average (Schnepf 2007; Jackson et al. 2012; Heath and Brinbaum 2014). In the U.S., groups 
of particular concern include Hispanic minorities of Mexican, Dominican, or Puerto Rican 
descent (Hirschman 2001). In Sweden, disadvantaged minorities hail predominantly from 
Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America (Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011; Jackson et al. 2012). 

That children of immigrant origin suffer a performance disadvantage is perhaps not 
unexpected, however objectionable. Even for children born and raised in the host country, 
parents continue to play a tremendous role and whatever impeded their integration may have 
a lingering influence (Heath and Cheung 2007). Limited language proficiency, lack of 
institutional knowledge, or lower socioeconomic resources curtail the support that immigrant 
parents can provide (Lutz 2007; Schnepf 2007; Casey and Dustmann 2008). Moreover, they 
may live in disadvantaged areas with access to poorer schools, facilities, and peer groups 
(Konczal and Haller 2008; Kroneberg 2008; Alba et al. 2011). 

This pattern is reversed once we turn to educational choices. In contrast to white working 
class children, aspirations in these groups are high (Kao and Tienda 1998; Feliciano and 
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Lanuza 2016). They are also more persistent and concrete than those of involuntary 
minorities, notably African Americans in the U.S. (Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998; 
Raleigh and Kao 2010). Hence, a high proportion go on to some form of tertiary education, 
especially given prior achievement (Glick and White 2004; Keller and Tillman 2008; Heath 
and Brinbaum 2014).  

In Sweden, Jackson et al. (2012) show that minority groups are overrepresented in academic 
secondary tracks despite some of them lagging in school grades with up to half a standard 
deviation (Jackson et al. 2012:166). A similar pattern reappears at entry to university, and is 
echoed by findings in, e.g., England, Germany, France, and the U.S. (Heath and Brinbaum 
2014). Thus, unlike economically marginalized children in the majority who are doubly 
disadvantaged, immigrant minorities use opportunities for choice to compensate for poor 
prior performance.  

A range of explanations have been proposed for these patterns (Sue and Okazaki 1990; Zhou 
and Bankston 1994; Kao and Tienda 1995, 1998; Zhou and Kim 2006). Among the most 
common is that immigrants are a select group (Lee 1966). Having chosen to migrate, they 
possess a "drive" or desire to integrate. But given costs of migration, they may also be 
selected on status or resources (Feliciano 2005b, 2006). We know that parents' socioeconomic 
standing is among the most important predictors of children's outcomes (Coleman et al. 
1966). Yet, survey research has been surprisingly oblivious to the resources that immigrant 
parents bring.  

Previous studies of immigrant educational selectivity 

In a series of seminal publications, Feliciano (2005b, 2006) has elaborated the view that 
understanding immigrants' status at origin is crucial in assessing their children's progress.  
Immigrants who hold low-qualified or low-income jobs in the destination may nevertheless 
have a culture or habitus associated with higher class origins, if they have been downwardly 
mobile (cf. Rooth and Ekberg 2006; Redstone Akresh 2008).  

Unlike occupation or income, educational attainment usually does not change as a 
consequence of migration, but its interpretation might (Feliciano 2005b; Ichou 2014). 
Countries differ in aggregate levels of education, so that a given level of education can signal 
a different standing in sending and receiving countries. This has motivated interest in 
educational selectivity – that is, immigrants' relative rank in the stratification system at origin 
– as an indirect measure of pre-migration social status. 

Previous research finds that most groups tend to be positively selected on education 
(Feliciano 2005a; Lessard-Phillips et al. 2014), and that this seems to promote their children's 
schooling (Feliciano 2005b; Ichou 2014; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017). Feliciano's initial study 
(2005a) used 32 source countries to calculate Lieberson's (1976) net difference index: the 
probability that a migrant from a given country is more educated than someone who stayed. 
Later studies found positive associations of this index with education in the second generation 
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(Feliciano 2005b, 2006). More recent work has turned to measures of individual rank in the 
source country's educational distribution, but with similar conclusions (Ichou 2014; Feliciano 
and Lanuza 2017). 

A limitation of existing studies is that, by focusing mostly on children's final educational 
attainment, they have only indirectly addressed mechanisms. Even so, theoretical proposals 
abound. Feliciano hypothesized that "immigrants who were of high status in the home country 
may facilitate the achievement of the next generation in order to attain a similar class 
position" (2005b:844) and that "identities of highly educationally select immigrant groups 
may be based on a sense that they are entitled to mainstream success" (2006:295-96). 
Similarly, Ichou (2014) mentions "subjective social status" as one transmission channel. 
Following the idea that migrants self-select on ambition (Jasso and Rosenzweig 2006; Portes 
and Rumbaut 2006), selectivity may also capture a personality that propelled parents to a 
given level of education.  

This suggests that aspirations would account for much of the association, which fits well with 
observed patterns of ethnic (dis)advantage. At the same time, the literature has also stressed 
performance-based mechanisms. For example, Ichou (2014:751) writes: 

Immigrants with high levels of relative education are likely to possess academically 
useful resources … comprising both cognitive skills (such as familiarity with written 
language and abstract reasoning) and non-cognitive skills (such as motivation and 
taste for academic studies). 

Similarly, Feliciano and Lanuza (2017:214) argue that attaining a given level "may … require 
more cognitive skills" in a context where that level is reserved for a select few, or where 
compulsory schooling prepares directly for the labor market. 

Incidentally, this notion fits well with economic narratives of immigrants' labor market 
assimilation where presumed self-selection on "ability" or "skill" is sometimes proxied for by 
relative education (e.g., Chiquiar and Hanson 2005). Indeed, economists Hanushek and Zhang 
(2009) motivate their use of a closely related measure in just this way. Arguing that "an 
individual of cohort c who completes school level s on average has higher ability than any 
individual of the same cohort who completes a school level less than s", they see educational 
rank as "effectively a broad index of ability" (p. 118).  

Previous work, then, suggests two main channels by which immigrants' educational rank at 
origin may influence their children's schooling: class-based aspirations expressed through 
choices at critical junctures in the education cycle, and transmission of academic skills 
promoting children's performance. As I shall argue next, evidence on international differences 
in schooling makes one of these explanations stand out as more plausible than the other. 
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Lifting the veil of institutional ignorance 

In any society, schooling performs two vital functions. On the one hand, schools are sorting 
machines, allocating individuals to positions (Hirsch 1976; Collins 1979). On the other, they 
instill knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed for productive social participation (Hout 
2012). The latter process is not zero-sum, and therefore should be closer reflected in absolute 
levels of education, not relative. To understand the advantages of a high relative education, 
we would therefore do well to examine the process of selection.  

A classical motif in historical macrosociology holds that when schooling expands, it selects 
increasingly on merit and less on inherited privilege (Blau and Duncan 1967; Treiman 1970). 
Although this narrative has been questioned (Bourdieu and Passeron [1977] 1990; Raftery 
and Hout 1993; Lucas 2001), there is by now little doubt that, in its broad outlines, it is 
supported (Breen et al. 2009). While recent immigrants come from a range of institutional 
contexts, these contexts mostly predate this educational democratization. Indeed, countries 
with a colonial past may even have inherited systems deliberately designed for local elites 
(Torche 2014). This suggests that in many countries of origin, education has an important role 
as a gatekeeper for the advantaged classes. 

Recent data confirm that Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East – some of the dominant 
regions of origin – fare poorly on intergenerational education mobility (Narayan et al. 2018). 
For many countries, mobility stalled in the 1960s at much lower rates than in the West where 
it has continued to rise (ibid.). Educational inheritance also tends to be strongly linked to 
income persistence (Narayan et al. 2018:144), a situation referred to by Torche (2014:636) as 
"inherited meritocracy". Even so, could it be as Feliciano and Lanuza (2017:214) claim, that 
pre-expansion systems offer more rigorous instruction? While possible in some cases, as a 
general explanation it appears less likely (Prokic-Breuer and McManus 2016; OECD 2017). 
In fact, learning in many poor countries has been found so wanting that there is recent 
concern about a "global learning crisis" (OECD 2017; World Bank 2018). 

This is important two reasons. First, strong intergenerational persistence is linked, 
conceptually and empirically, to low levels of merit selection. Consequently, a high relative 
education will be less indicative of the cognitive and non-cognitive skills that we usually 
think of as markers of educational success. Second, strong inheritance means that those with a 
high relative education will expect their children to reproduce their advantage. For these 
reasons, children of educationally select immigrants may carry high expectations of success, 
but find themselves poorly equipped to compete in a system of mass schooling where most 
peers are from homes with a higher absolute level of education. 

This study and its institutional context 

The empirical setting of this study is Sweden, a country where a relatively liberal immigration 
regime coexists with an open education system and generous welfare provision buffering 
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families from the most dire consequences of poverty (Erikson and Jonsson 1996; Hällsten 
2011; Jackson et al. 2012).  

Since the 1970s, Swedish immigration has consisted mainly of refugees and their kin. The 
country is among the top OECD receivers of asylum claims (UNHCR 2016). In younger 
cohorts, about 25 percent have either immigrated or have at least one parent who did. These 
figures are in the upper range of advanced economies (OECD 2016). Absence of specific 
institutional ties through, say, geographical affinity (as in the U.S.–Mexico case), a colonial 
past (France and West Africa), or systematic labor migration (Germany and Turkey) means 
that immigration to Sweden is also exceedingly diverse. In this sense, the country represents a 
microcosm of global migration with rich source country variation (OECD 2016; see online 
appendix Table 1). 

Like the U.S., Sweden has been a forerunner in educational expansion and both countries rank 
above the OECD average in tertiary attainment (OECD 2017:44). Another common feature is 
late tracking, which in Sweden occurs at age 15 with the end of compulsory schooling 
(Jackson et al. 2012). In contrast to the U.S., however, schooling at all levels is publicly 
funded and a universal system of student aid minimizes economic constraints on schooling 
continuation decisions (Hällsten 2011). Hence, educational choices are relatively unfettered 
both by social origin and prior achievement. This, together with a high degree of general 
welfare, makes Sweden one of the countries where educational inequalities are least 
pronounced (Erikson and Jonsson 1996; OECD 2017). 

Following previous work, I focus on outcomes around age 15 (Jackson et al. 2012; Heath and 
Brinbaum 2014). Feliciano and Lanuza (2016) suggest that outcomes at this age may better 
capture resources in the family of origin than later, when they often reflect the trajectory of 
study embarked upon (cf. Raleigh and Kao 2010). Over 90 percent of students make the 
transition to secondary education at this stage (Erikson and Rudolphi 2010; Jonsson and 
Rudolphi 2011), but a separation exists between vocational and academic tracks.  

Data, measures, and methods 

The main data source for this study is administrative registers used in previous research 
(Hällsten 2011; Jackson et al. 2012). Linkage across registers and identification of family ties 
are made possible by a unique identification number that each Swedish resident uses in 
dealings with public services. These data are complemented with the recent Children of 
Immigrants Longitudinal Study in Four European Countries (CILS4EU) – which, following 
ethical approval, was linked to anonymized administrative data by Statistics Sweden (Kalter 
et al 2013; Engzell and Jonsson 2015).  

In a first step, I compile administrative data on the universe of immigrant parents whose 
children finished compulsory school in 2008–2012. These cohorts range from N = 115,655 to 
N = 155,290, yielding a total sample of N = 686,621, of which N = 113,775 children of 
immigrants. Restricting analysis to parents who immigrated beyond age 25, to make it 
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plausible that the highest education was completed in the country of origin, yields an 
analytical sample of N = 77,767. I use these data to provide descriptives, and later when 
assessing selectivity's consequences for adjusted group comparisons. 
  
The Swedish CILS4EU consists of a stratified random sample of the most recent cohort in the 
register data. Schools were drawn with a probability proportional to size, downweighting 
those with less than 10 percent minority pupils. About two classes in each school were 
randomly selected and surveyed twice in the last years of compulsory school (in 2010–2011 
and 2011–2012). Restricted-use files contain administrative data allowing for the same 
analyses as for the full population. In addition, classroom interviews gathered data on 
cognitive skill, language proficiency, self-reported behavior, attitudes, and aspirations. 

The survey sample amounts to N = 5,025 children nested in 228 school classes (126 schools). 
Restricting analyses to children with two immigrant parents leads to an effective size of N = 
1,672. To avoid an excessive loss of cases I employ less restrictive selection criteria in the 
survey data, including childhood immigrants in both the parent and child generation (that is, I 
do not restrict by age at immigration but instead include it as a control variable). Results in an 
online appendix demonstrate that these cases represent a minority of the sample, and apart 
from increasing statistical power their inclusion does not greatly affect the results. 

In addition, to measure educational selectivity I use Barro and Lee's (2013) database on 
worldwide educational attainment. The Barro-Lee data report educational distributions by 
gender and cohort in 5-year intervals for populations in 146 countries. Information comes 
from UN Demographic Yearbooks, UNESCO Statistical Yearbooks, and national statistical 
publications with interpolation for missing years. It is arguably the most comprehensive 
source of such data available, and has been used in previous studies of educational selectivity 
(Ichou 2014; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017). 

Whereas missingness in the register data is virtually nonexistent, item nonresponse in the 
survey sample is a concern; see Table 1. To handle this, models are estimated using full 
information maximum likelihood (FIML). Like the more common method of multiple 
imputation (MI), FIML incorporates a model for the missing data, the main difference being 
that FIML embeds this model within the regression likelihood function and performs 
estimation in a single step. Both methods are consistent under the same assumptions, but 
FIML outdoes MI in terms of efficiency (Allison 2012). 

Parental education: absolute and relative 

The data on parental education stem from the Swedish Education Register (UREG). This 
population register draws on multiple sources, but for immigrants of adult age the most 
important ones are interviews from the last Census in 1990, and special immigrant surveys 
conducted by Statistics Sweden first in 1995 and then annually since 1999 (Statistics Sweden 
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2011).  Additional data are gathered from public services such as the Unemployment Agency 1

(Arbetsförmedlingen), Introductory Language Training (SFI), Municipal Adult Education 
(Komvux), or through validation of foreign credentials by the Higher Education Authority 
(HSV). The multiple sources entail that information is missing for less than 5 percent of the 
current sample – an important strength as survey response among immigrants is often low 
(Laganà et al. 2013; Engzell and Jonsson 2015).  

The register provides a detailed version of the international ISCED-97 classification 
consisting of 50 levels (SUN2000), from which I construct two separate measures. First, I 
assign an approximate years of schooling to each level, ranging from "Compulsory education 
shorter than 9 years" (here assigned 5 years) to "Doctoral degree" (20 years). To assess 
educational selectivity I collapse the original levels into 7, corresponding to the detail of 
Barro and Lee's (2013) data. I then calculate the average cumulative proportion or ridit (Bross 
1958; Agresti 2010) reflecting each parent's percentile in the source country's education 
distribution.  

For this measure, two components are needed: a person's educational category j ∈ 1, 2, …, J, 
and the proportion of individuals within a relevant reference group belonging to each of the J 
categories. The reference group is defined as persons of the same gender born within a five 
year window in the sending country, and a percentile assigned as: 

!  

where p_j indicates the proportion of the reference group with attainment level j. In other 
words, I take those who are lower educated plus half those with an equivalent education. The 
resulting measure ranges from 0 to 100 save for truncation due to the coarseness of observed 

 This survey, "Education in a country other than Sweden", is conducted by postal 1

questionnaire and accompanied by a translation in English as well as some of the 15 most 
important minority languages: Arabic; Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian; Chinese; Finnish; French; 
German; Persian; Polish; Romanian; Russian; Somali; Spanish; Thai; Tigrinya; Turkish (see 
http://www.scb.se/ual). Yearly response rates are typically in the range 50–60%, but lower in 
some years (Statistics Sweden 2011:24-28). Repeated surveying entails that the cumulative 
response is higher. An inquiry into the register sources suggests that this questionnaire 
accounts for slightly over a third of the total information on record for the population 
concerned. The next most important source is unemployment agency records, at about 15%, 
followed by the Census with a slightly lower proportion – the remainder being distributed 
across a large number of governmental bodies or continuing education institutions. I am 
indebted to Martin Hällsten for pointing me to these data.
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categories.  In later analyses, I construct corresponding variables for native-born parents and 2

here the same procedure is used, that is, relative education is based on the estimates reported 
by Barro and Lee (2013) for Sweden.  

For both years of schooling and educational selectivity, the variable used in analyses is an 
average of both parents' values (alternatively, the only non-missing). This approach has the 
virtue of minimizing multicollinearity and missing data, increasing statistical efficiency. A 
more conventional approach to aggregation is to use the parent with highest education 
(Erikson 1984; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017). There is good methodological reason to eschew 
this approach, as it risks assigning undue influence to fathers (Beller 2009; Hout 2018), and is 
prone to measurement error and ceiling effects (Thaning and Hällsten 2018); however, the 
results are similar with this coding, as analyses in an online appendix show.  

Ethnic origin and other covariates 

Information about parents' country of birth and year of immigration is from the Register of 
the Total Population (RTB). Some countries with small numbers have been collapsed to 
preserve anonymity, and in this case I use a population-weighted average to estimate the 
educational rank.  Analyses using the survey subsample rely on more detailed self-reports and 3

are not subject to this problem. I also define a grouped region-of-origin variable following the 
protocol of Jackson et al. (2012), used both as a control variable and to estimate ethnic 
disparities in subsequent analyses. The categories are shown in Table 1. 

Children of intermarriage (i.e., one parent Swedish-born) are excluded. Some children also 
have immigrant parents from different countries; these are dropped from the register-based 
analyses, but kept in the survey-based sample to avoid loss of cases. Here, region is assigned 
based on the country closest to Sweden if such a judgment is possible, else mother's country 
of birth (cf. Jackson et al. 2012). One rationale for assigning origin based on the closest parent 
is that forming a union outside the own group can itself be considered an indicator of 
integration into the new context; hence, the closer parent is expected to better reflect the 

 In countries with very low or high levels of schooling, the lower (upper) bound can in 2

practice be quite far from 0 (100), inducing a negative correlation between selectivity and 
aggregate educational development. It is possible to correct for this by a simple 
transformation \pi_{ij}^*=\frac{\pi_{ij}-\pi_1}{\pi_J-\pi_1}, where pi_1 and pi_J are the 
cumulative proportions in the bottom and top categories and pi_{ij}^* is the rescaled 
measure. For consistency with previous studies I have not applied this transformation, but 
results remain substantively similar with it. Another issue arises as to what data point to use 
for each given cohort since the Barro-Lee data are provided in time-series format. I have used 
the latest observation (2010) but alternative procedures such as selecting on the year the 
parent turned 25, or the year of parent's immigration, yields measures correlated at r > .95 and 
essentially identical results.

 A number of countries are also lacking from the Barro-Lee dataset (notably, Ethiopia, 3

Eritrea, Lebanon, Palestine, Somalia), in these cases a population-weighted average of the 
surrounding region is used. Excluding these countries does not alter the substantive 
conclusions.
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couple's attachment to, and resources within, the host society. However, the implications are 
minor: of N = 270 (16%) children with parents from different countries, only N = 123 (7%) 
hail from separate regions.  4

Because independent variation between the two education measures stems mainly from 
between-country differences in educational makeup, a worry is that they might pick up 
unobserved source country characteristics that are independently associated with children's 
outcomes. To alleviate this concern, three strategies are used. First, I enter the average years 
of schooling for the country and cohort as a control for macro-level development. Second, I 
enter the grouped origin variable as a set of fixed effects, eliminating the influence of any 
unobserved characteristics shared by these groups. Third, to examine whether any one country 
might be driving the estimates, I repeat the analyses excluding individual origin countries one 
at a time. 

All models control for student gender and immigrant generation, based on register 
information. Generation is a categorical variable, defined here as: migrated before age 10, 
after age 10, or born in the country (see Table 1). Using parents' years of time in Sweden as a 
continuous variable instead, with our without polynomials, or binning the variable into 10 
discrete groups did not alter the results. In addition, the online appendix presents analyses 
inter alia separated by gender; modelling mothers' and fathers' education separately; dropping 
children with non-coresident parents, dropping parents who migrated before age 25, and 
dropping first generation children. 

Second-generation outcomes 

Outcomes are collected from a combination of register and survey data. For register data I 
follow previous studies that have analyzed school grades and track choice (Jonsson and 
Rudolphi 2011; Jackson et al. 2012). The student's final grade sum is the total score among 
his or her sixteen best subjects of about twenty at the end of compulsory schooling (mean 
198.97, s.d. 65.47). These grades, which are teacher-assigned, are the main selection 
instrument in applying for post-compulsory schooling. As described above, the majority of 
students proceed to secondary education (gymnasium) and here a watershed exists between 
the two tracks that have traditionally provided general access to university, Natural Sciences 
(NA) and Social Sciences (SA), and those that offer narrower study options or prepare mainly 
for the labour market. I construct a binary indicator for application to an academic track 
(mean 0.42).  

 It was suggested in peer review that the models may be incomplete by failing to account for 4

race. In fact, a direct measure of "race" is not available in these data, and in Sweden as in 
many other non-U.S. countries there is no established practice of racial classification. 
Nevertheless, visible minority status is largely captured by the country-of-origin groups. In 
England, the CILS4EU survey included a question about ethnic self-identity, modeled on the 
England and Wales Census, that comes close to the American notion of "race". 
Parameshwaran and Engzell (2015) validate this measure against an origin-based 
classification and report substantial agreement.
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In addition, I cross-validate results against several performance and aspiration indicators 
available in the CILS4EU. In many ways, grades are the theoretically most appropriate 
measure of performance, as they are both the formal selection instrument for continued 
education, and the most salient signal about their own ability that students receive (Jackson et 
al. 2012:161). I complement this with test scores independent of the learned curriculum. As an 
ability measure, grades are both broader and narrower than cognitive tests. Broader because 
they reflect a wider palette of skills, including discipline and the exertion of sustained effort 
over time; narrower because they capture only a subset of students' potential that has been 
more or less consciously directed at school success. 

The CILS4EU test of cognitive skill is similar to Raven's Progressive Matrices. Focusing on 
visual puzzles, it has specifically been designed to avoid cultural and linguistic bias (Weiss 
2006). While this is a strength, even the purportedly most "culture-free" test is likely to 
contain a component of familiarity with context and cultural learning (cf. Resnick 1987, Saxe 
1988). The test comprised 27 items to be completed in 7 minutes and the final score equals 
the number of correct answers (mean 15.8, s.d. 5.25). A similar test of Swedish language 
proficiency was administered at the same occasion (mean 15.2, s.d. 4.95). I use the language 
score as an independent outcome, but also as a control variable in robustness analyses to 
further alleviate concerns about language bias.  

As an indicator of non-cognitive determinants of educational achievement, I measure school 
behavior based on the self-reported incidence of coming late to school, arguing with 
teacher(s), getting punished in school, and skipping lessons without permission (cf. 
Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998; Harris and Robinson 2007). Answers are on a 5-point 
scale and range from "every day" to "never". I extracted the first component from a principal 
components analysis accounting for the ordinal nature of the response scale (Kolenikov and 
Angeles 2009). Additionally, I experimented with other measures of non-cognitive skill 
including locus of control (Groves 2005) and time preference (Golsteyn, Grönqvist, and 
Lindahl 2014). All these measures showed weak associations with parental education, and 
only results for self-reported behavior are reported here in the interest of space. 

Educational decisions are subject to beliefs about own ability and the value of education 
(Holm and Breen 2016). A measure of students' self-assessment taps their confidence that they 
can "do well at school", "get good grades at school" (wave one and two), "succeed at upper 
secondary school, academic track", and "succeed at university" (wave two only), while the 
perceived value of education draws on the following items: "Education is very important for 
getting a good life later on", "It is very important for me to get good grades" (wave one), 
"University education is very important for getting a good job", "I would be willing to study 
at university even if it means that I have less money to live on for several years", and "To get 
the education I want, I would be willing to move" (wave two). For both sets of items, answers 
are on a 5-point scale and I retain the first polychoric principal component of each. 

As part of the wave two questionnaire, career aspirations were elicited with an open 
question: "What occupation would you like to have as an adult?". Students were asked for an 
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occupational title which was converted into International Socio-Economic Index of 
Occupational Status (ISEI-08) scores (Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996). Although nonresponse 
on this item was understandably higher than for closed-format items it is included to test the 
argument that educational selectivity may proxy for class origin – assuming that transmission 
of occupational preferences is an important conduit of class reproduction (Jonsson et al. 
2009). A related set of questions about educational aspirations was omitted from analysis 
because, the vast majority aspiring for university, distributions were too skewed to be 
informative. 

Results 

Figure 1 provides a first look at the distribution of years of schooling and educational rank 
between and within immigrant groups. The top panel plots individual values on the two 
measures against each other, within the population of immigrant parents. There is a strong 
correlation at the individual level (r = 0.76). The bottom panel displays the same information 
at the group average level, with circles reflecting group size. Some of the larger groups in 
Table 1 have been broken up to provide additional detail. While this figure is based on 
population data, the distributions are similar in the survey data, as is the bivariate correlation  
between the two measures (r = 0.74). 

The high individual-level correlation is contrasted by a relatively weak correspondence at the 
group level: the most positively selected groups are rarely the ones with highest absolute 
levels of schooling, and vice versa. Despite their internal differences, however, nearly all 
groups share two defining characteristics: they are on average more educated than the 
population at origin (they lie above the 50th percentile, horizontal line) but less educated than 
the corresponding group of native-born Swedish parents (average about 12 years, vertical 
line).  

A few groups appear "hyperselected" (Lee and Zhou 2015) in that they score above average 
irrespective of the axis of comparison. This holds for Eastern European origins, including 
Poland, and for the small group of West European and American origins. Other groups come 
close, including the Iranian, a minority that has been found to outperform majority children in 
Sweden (Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011). The same holds for the Latin American group, at least 
leaving aside a sizeable Chilean minority that is slightly less positively selected on average. 
Both the Chilean and other Hispanic minorities represent a mix of early labor migrants, 
political refugees, and later family migration. 

Interestingly, ethnic Asians, which tend to do well in Sweden as elsewhere, do not appear to 
be markedly more positively selected than other groups. In fact, they closely overlap with a 
large group of Iraqi origin (consisting mostly of refugees). Conversely, some of the most 
positively selected groups – African origins stand out at the top – are among those who tend 
to be disadvantaged in school grades. Several other groups fall under this description and they 
place themselves variously across the selectivity map: Latin America (including Chile), the 
Middle East (including Turkey and Iraq), former Yugoslavia (where many are refugees from 
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the Balkan wars), as well as the neighboring Nordic countries where Finns are the 
predominant group (Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011).  

I return to these group differences below, but first I leverage the considerable variation within 
and across groups to assess how children of immigrant origin may benefit from educational 
selectivity, over and above parents' absolute years of schooling. Following the studies of 
Feliciano (2005b, 2006) and Ichou (2014), this part of the analysis seeks to explain 
differences within the population children of immigrants, rather than vis-à-vis the majority 
(cf. Harris, Jamison, and Trujillo 2008; Levels, Dronkers, and Kraaykamp 2008). 

Selectivity and second-generation outcomes 

Methodological literature has failed to produce consensus on how to assess predictors' relative 
importance for a given outcome (Grömping 2015). In the absence of a natural metric, I 
display standardized beta-coefficients from multivariate regressions predicting each outcome, 
and calculate their associated p-values based on a z-test with standard errors clustered on 
school classes.  Standardized regression coefficients are common in the literature and, 5

arguably, intuitive to interpret but the results have also been tested robust to a number of 
approaches based on variance partitioning, including partial and semipartial correlations, or 
the ratio of explained variance in bivariate regression analyses where either of the two 
education measures is used. 

The results, shown in Table 2, are easily summarized and not appreciably altered by controls. 
Contrary to speculations that educational selectivity might proxy for cognitive skill, there is 
no positive association between parents' relative education and the child's cognitive test score. 
The same pattern holds for host country language proficiency. For school behavior there is no 
clear association with either education measure. This is in line with previous studies that 
report a weak correlation of non-cognitive skills with parental characteristics (Mood, Jonsson, 
and Bihagen 2012), but measurement error is also a likely explanation as the measure draws 
on few items with skewed distributions; indeed, the low R^2 coefficients seem to suggest as 
much. For grades, results are reminiscent of those for test scores, with the difference that the 
point estimate for educational selectivity is more positive, albeit statistically insignificant.  

 One reviewer suggested that it might additionally be relevant to identify siblings in the data. 5

As parental origin and education do not vary within sibling pairs, siblings contribute no 
independent variation in the explanatory variables but they do increase statistical power. 
While it is possible to cluster standard errors at the family level as well as that of the school 
class, methodological literature suggests that this is appropriate only when clustering is a 
feature of the sampling design (Abadie et al. 2017). This would apply if, for example, mothers 
were randomly sampled and all their children interviewed – but not here, where the sampling 
frame consists of children. In any case, such adjustment would be of little practical 
importance: in the survey data siblings comprise less than 3% of the sample (the children are 
all in the same school grade), while in the register data the number of observations is so large 
that clustering becomes inconsequential.
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Thus far then, educational selectivity seems to offer little explanatory power. This picture 
changes once we turn from achievement measures to examine outcomes more closely related 
to attitudes and educational decision-making. While the estimates for academic self-
assessment are inconclusive, those for perceived value of education are clearly in favour of 
selectivity. (However, the negative coefficient for years of schooling raises some concern 
about misspecification, and the low R^2 for both these outcomes suggests that measurement 
may be a concern.)  

The pattern becomes more evident for career aspirations and application to an academically 
oriented track. For both these outcomes, the marginal contribution of parental years of 
schooling is small and non-significant, while the contribution of educational selectivity 
dominates. The finding for occupational aspirations is notable as it fits well with the social 
reproduction hypothesis of Feliciano (2005b, 2006) and Ichou (2014). More direct evidence 
on parents' occupational status or income rank before migration would be useful to shed 
further light on this issue. 

While it is easy to suggest additional controls that may be relevant for these estimations, the 
basic point is that even with the relatively limited set of statistical controls already included, 
educational selectivity fails to provide explanatory power for children's performance over and 
above parental years of schooling, while for children's aspirations and choices it does an equal 
or greater amount of explanatory work. The conclusions appear robust across a series of 
related outcomes.  

Robustness analyses 

I also performed a number of alternative specifications and robustness checks. Because the 
discrepancies in absolute and relative education are largely driven by between-country 
differences, one concern is that individual countries may exert a leverage on the results. 
Therefore I successively dropped all observations from a given country, reestimating the 
regressions each time. Figure 2 plots the result for the baseline model predicting grades and 
transition probabilities, and confirms that results are robust. 

To further preclude the possibility of language bias in the cognitive test, I also estimated 
associations including language proficiency as a control, with no major changes. Moreover, I 
ran regressions for grades controlling for test scores (cognitive and language tests). The 
residualized grade might be seen as a catch-all measure of traits that are rewarded in school 
over cognitive skills, including study habits and traits such as diligence or perseverance (but if 
teacher discrimination occurs it would be reflected here as well). In this specification, relative 
education made more of a contribution, about equal to that of years of schooling. 

Another question is whether pathways of transmission are gender-specific. The online 
appendix reproduces Table 2, but separating boys and girls, and using education variables of 
the mother or father. Gender-separate results are broadly consistent with the pooled 
regressions. Separating mothers and fathers, the finding that selectivity lacks influence on 
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performance likewise remains robust. Its influence on aspirations is somewhat more varied, 
however, and years of schooling rivals selectivity as a predictor of track choice in some of the 
more extensively controlled models.  

Similar results occur for other subgroup analyses, including ones restricted to the 1.5 or 2nd 
generation, or children with non-separated parents. While these nuances do not change the 
overall conclusions, they suggest that the influence of selectivity on track choice may be more 
fragile as a result than its non-influence on performance in this population. Note however that 
these regressions do not account for prior performance; with grades in the same model, 
selectivity again gains in importance for track choice. 

Consequences for ethnic disparities 

Much recent interest in educational selectivity appears motivated by its implications for 
models that compare minority achievements and attainments with those of the ethnic majority 
(van de Werfhorst and Heath 2018). For example, Feliciano and Lanuza (2017:223) suggest 
that the appearance of immigrant optimism may result from failure "to contextualize the 
educational attainments of immigrant parents", a variable they suggest "captures hidden 
dimensions of class background" (p. 232). Similarly, Luthra and Soehl (2015:564) argue that 
educational selectivity may provide a "more universal control" for parental resources than 
years of schooling.  

Of course, the appropriate choice depends largely on what one wishes to control for. The 
above findings demonstrate that educational selectivity does not have a uniform association 
with children's outcomes: while it seems to matter for children's aspirations and choices, it is 
less consequential for their academic skills and achievement. If the choice of control is to be 
guided by which variable actually predicts a given outcome within the minority population, 
educational selectivity might be relevant to control for in analyses of students' aspirations, but 
less so for their cognitive achievement or grades. 

To assess the implications of choosing one control over the other, Figure 3 displays estimated 
differences in educational performance and academic track choice for the second generation 
compared to children of two native-born parents.  The left panel displays average grade sums 6

(z-standardized), and the right panel the probability of academic track choice. To allow 
comparison with previous studies, transition probabilites are estimated net of grades, and 
some of the immigrant groups in Figure 1 have been collapsed (Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011; 
Jackson et al. 2012). These analyses exclude parents who migrated before age 25, children 
who were themselves born abroad, and children of mixed parentage. The (unconditional) 
differences are broadly in line with previous results for Sweden and affirming the by now 
familiar asymmetry between performance and choice (Heath and Brinbaum 2014). 

 These estimates draw only on the two most recent cohorts to keep variable definitions 6

consistent with survey data; a reform that took place in 2011 reconfigured the system of 
academic tracks (Statskontoret 2012). The number of observations is larger than in Figure 1 
because native majority children are included as a reference group.
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Of main interest is how these estimates change when parental education is introduced, either 
as years of schooling or educational selectivity. As for performance (Figure 3, left panel), 
parental years of schooling turn out to account for about half of the achievement disadvantage 
among children of Nordic, African, and Latin American parentage. For groups originating in 
Southern Europe (including former Yugoslavia) and the Middle East (including Turkey and 
Iraq), their initial disadvantage is reversed to a slight advantage. Overall parental years of 
schooling appear to contribute greatly to explaining differences in children's achieved grades. 
The notable exception is the Asian group, whose advantage increases with years of schooling 
held constant, to about twice its size. 

In contrast, controlling for educational selectivity in grade achievement yields dramatically 
different results. Many of the groups disadvantaged in performance remain so (Nordic, 
Southern Europe, Middle East, Latin America). Here, the negative gap for the African origin 
group expands to twice its original size. The Iranian group goes from outperforming the 
majority to lagging behind. The group of East European origin (including Poland) likewise 
shows a net disadvantage, visible already with absolute education controls, but absent in the 
baseline model.  

Based on these results, we might think that the educational system is failing some of these 
groups badly. Yet, given knowledge that educational selectivity does not contribute to 
achievement differences within these minorities it is not clear what we learn by "controlling" 
for it in this way. In fact, the results from the previous section suggest that controlling for 
educational selectivity will mainly be relevant in understanding the dynamics behind 
aspirations and educational choice, which I turn to next. 

Figure 3, right panel, extends these analyses to track choice. Consistent with prior research, 
ethnic advantages are large; at given levels of performance, many groups are between 10 and 
25 percentage points more likely to opt for academic education than the majority. If 
controlling for years of schooling reduced achievement disparities, the reverse holds in this 
case: the advantages of South European, Middle Eastern, and Asian minorities show a 
significant increase from the first to the second model with years of schooling held constant. 
This finding is consistent with the well established result that minority advantage often 
appears first when conventional measures of social origin are controlled for (Heath and 
Brinbaum 2014; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017). 

Controlling for selectivity, the minority advantage in application behavior remains substantial 
for all non-European groups but the Latin American. However, it is approximately halved in 
size in some groups (West, Iran, Africa) and visibly reduced in others (Middle East, Asia). On 
balance, the findings suggest that educational selectivity, or whatever parental characteristics 
it proxies for, goes some way toward explaining the high aspirations of immigrant youth. Yet, 
most of the minority advantage in aspirations actually persists when taking educational 
selectivity into account.  
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It would be tempting to attribute this residual "immigrant optimism" to factors independent of 
social background, but it bears noting that the relative education rank is at best a weak proxy 
for concepts that are more sociologically meaningful. If taken to reflect the place in a 
continuous education distribution, for example, it is inevitably constrained by the number of 
measured categories. A similar argument applies if seen as a proxy for social class before 
migration, in which case, e.g., income and occupation remain unobserved. Further research – 
and above all, better measures of status at origin – are needed to shed light on the role of 
selective migration for immigrant optimism, but results here certainly suggest a nexus 
between the two. 

Conclusion 

This article has bridged two major topics in the study of the educational careers of children 
from immigrant families: the commonly observed (but not universal) asymmetry between low 
performance and high aspirations (Jackson et al. 2012), and immigrant selectivity and its 
consequences (Ichou 2014; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017). In particular, recent contributions 
highlight the context-dependence of what constitutes a "high" level of education and its 
attendant privileges – showing that relative rank at origin matters for children's schooling. 
Yet, these works only indirectly addressed mechanisms. 

Two views exist on how immigrants' educational rank at origin may affect children's 
schooling. On one view, a desire to make up for status that parents have lost in migration 
explains the association (Feliciano 2005b, 2006). Alternatively, unobserved cognitive and 
non-cognitive skills that led parents to attain a given level of education could be behind it. 
Comparative and historical evidence makes the former of these explanations seem more 
plausible. Schooling in countries with less expansive systems tends to be marked by 
precarious quality, uneven access, and strong inheritance (Torche 2014; Narayan et al. 2018; 
World Bank 2018), limiting the potential skill benefits of a high relative rank. 

Using data from Sweden, I tested the implication that parents' educational selectivity may 
confer high expectations but only limited means to attain it. This hypothesis found support 
across several outcomes: parents' educational selectivity outdoes parental years of schooling 
as a predictor of adolescents' attitudes, aspirations, and and choices, but is of limited 
relevance for their test scores and school grades when years of schooling are taken into 
account. In other words, skill transmission appears to play a minor role, if any, in these 
patterns and what stands out are instead aspirations and educational choices.  

These findings nuance those of Ichou (2014) and Feliciano and Lanuza (2017) who find that 
parents' absolute and relative education both matter for children's final educational attainment, 
which represents the combined influence of performance and choice. From a theoretical point 
of view, results are consistent with the notion that educational selectivity might be tapping a 
wider class construct, exerting its influence through perceptions, values, and expectations 
cultivated within the family (Feliciano 2005b; Ichou 2014). An important future task is to 
examine data on other aspects of parental status prior to migration. Transnational occupation 

!19



histories are now available in several surveys and should prove valuable for this purpose 
(Pong and Landale 2012; Fellini and Guetto 2018).  

Going further, this study also assessed educational selectivity as an overall explanation for the 
phenomenon of "immigrant optimism" in educational choices. Here it was found that an 
important part of the minority advantage persists with educational selectivity in the model. It 
is possible that this advantage would shrink further with more stringent controls for pre-
migration status, if observed. But other explanations may also exist. For one thing, selectivity 
is a complex construct that comprises not only education, or even status broadly conceived, 
but also unobserved personality traits such as ambition, that may or may not be correlated 
with observable measures. 

Additionally, the literature provides many other mechanisms, which should be seen as 
complementary. These include: sacrifices associated with migration (Suárez-Orozco and 
Suárez-Orozco 2001; Smith 2008); resources embedded in co-ethnic networks (Zhou and 
Bankston 1994; Zhou and Kim 2006); parental control and monitoring (Goyette and Xie 
1999; Glick and White 2004; Raleigh and Kao 2010); desire to avoid ethnic discrimination 
(Sue and Okazaki 1990); or underestimation of obstacles to academic success (Kao and 
Tienda 1998; Konczal and Haller 2008). Another important consideration is how individual-
level processes such as educational selection may create endogenous group-level dynamics or 
interact with the community or context of reception (Lee and Zhou 2015; van de Werfhorst 
and Heath 2018).  

A methodological conclusion is that adjusted comparisons of ethnic educational disparities are 
highly dependent on how parental education is conceptualized. Preferring a particular 
operationalization without a strong idea of what one intends to control for might therefore 
produce results that are misleading. It is notable that not only the size of estimates might 
differ, but also their sign – leading to divergent conclusions. This is broadly in line with 
Luthra and Soehl (2015:563) who note, for independent reasons, that adjusting for parental 
education in models of ethnic (dis)advantage "may be a statistical exercise of dubious value". 
Results in this study suggest that absolute educational controls may be more relevant in 
accounting for cognitive resources in the home and differences in children's performance, 
whereas educational selectivity may be a more meaningful control for aspiration levels. 

It remains to be seen how these results generalize beyond the context studied here. In one 
way, Sweden represents a best-case scenario of what can be achieved with generous public 
services, fully subsidized education, and a system with few academic dead ends. At the same 
time, this does not eradicate problems such as housing and school segregation which have 
risen in recent years (Böhlmark, Holmlund, and Lindahl 2016; Östh, Andersson, and 
Malmberg 2013). Immigrants to Sweden also face a particular challenge as few of them arrive 
with prior knowledge of the language. An important future task is to examine how far the 
conclusions reached here carry over to other countries of destination, including the U.S. and 
France that previous studies have focused on. 
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At a theoretical level, this study highlights the need to understand the stratification regimes 
that immigrants have left behind in their countries of origin in the study of immigrant 
incorporation. Indeed, the national differences outlined here – with more restricted access and 
high educational returns in many countries of origin – might explain why immigrant parents 
would want their children to reap the benefits of a more open system, quite regardless of their 
own social origin. An interesting avenue for future research would be to bring more 
systematic data on sending countries' stratification regimes into the picture in attempting to 
explain their children's trajectories in the new country. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics for variables in the CILS4EU sample.

Obs Mean Std Dev Min Max Wave
Cognitive test 1592 15.78 5.25 0 27 1
Language test 1600 15.23 4.95 0 30 1
School behavior*

Come late to school 1655 3.75 1.14 1 5 1
Argue with teacher 1655 4.45 0.88 1 5 1
Get a punishment in school 1649 4.63 0.71 1 5 1
Skip lesson without permission 1646 4.54 0.85 1 5 1

Self-assessment†
Sure I can do well at school 1650 1.50 0.69 1 5 1
Sure I can get good grades 1650 1.60 0.73 1 5 1
Sure I can do well at school 1311 1.42 0.65 1 5 2
Sure I can get good grades 1302 1.64 0.76 1 5 2
Would succeed at academic track‡ 1295 1.70 0.93 1 5 2
Would succeed at university‡ 1286 1.83 0.97 1 5 2

Perceived value
Education important for good life 1646 1.23 0.53 1 5 1
Important for me to get good grades 1654 1.31 0.59 1 5 1
University important to get good job 1303 1.54 0.86 1 5 2
Willing to live on less to study 1295 2.22 1.16 1 5 2
Willing move to get right education 1296 2.24 1.19 1 5 2

Career aspiration (ISEI) 957 68.87 18.99 14.21 88.96 2
Grade sum 1646 198.97 65.47 0 320 –
Academic track 1646 0.42 0.49 0 1 –

Parental education
Educational selectivity 1564 53.65 27.65 0.04 99.25 –
Years of schooling 1618 10.66 2.91 5 20 –
National average years of sch. 1619 8.24 2.23 3.35 13.18 –

Obs Freq Percent Wave
Ethnic origin

Nordic 1672 54 3.23 1
Western (incl U.S.) 1672 42 2.51 1
South Europe 1672 315 18.84 1
East Europe 1672 127 7.60 1
Middle East 1672 594 35.53 1
Iran 1672 67 4.01 1
Africa 1672 223 13.34 1
Asia 1672 140 8.37 1
Latin America 1672 58 3.47 1
Missing/other 1672 52 3.11 1

Immigrant generation
1st generation 1672 293 17.56 1
1.5 gen (arrived before age 10) 1672 366 21.93 1
2nd generation 1672 1010 60.52 1

Gender
1 = female 1672 850 50.84 1

*1=every day, 2=once or several times a week, 3=once or several times a month, 4=less often, 5 never
†1=strongly agree, 2=agree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=disagree, 5=strongly disagree
‡1=yes definitely, 2=yes probably, 3=possibly, 4=no probably not, 5=no definitely not



Table 2: Standardized �-coe�cients for immigrant parents’ education (Years of schooling, Ed-
ucational selectivity) and control variables from regressions of various child outcomes reported
in the Swedish CILS4EU. Standard errors clustered on school classes in parentheses.

Cognitive test Language test School behavior Grade sum
Model 1
Years of schooling 0.302 (0.040) *** 0.258 (0.032) *** 0.040 (0.044) 0.241 (0.041) ***
Educational selectivity –0.146 (0.041) *** –0.099 (0.035) ** –0.015 (0.045) –0.003 (0.040)
R2 0.07 0.13 0.01 0.12
Model 2
Years of schooling 0.185 (0.048) *** 0.194 (0.047) *** 0.070 (0.057) 0.237 (0.058) ***
Educational selectivity –0.017 (0.051) –0.028 (0.049) –0.048 (0.061) 0.002 (0.057)
National average schooling 0.140 (0.034) *** 0.069 (0.037) –0.037 (0.039) 0.009 (0.038)
R2 0.08 0.13 0.01 0.12
Model 3
Years of schooling 0.135 (0.046) ** 0.158 (0.047) *** 0.060 (0.052) 0.189 (0.054) ***
Educational selectivity 0.031 (0.048) 0.011 (0.048) –0.030 (0.054) 0.046 (0.052)
National average schooling 0.077 (0.067) 0.030 (0.067) –0.083 (0.063) –0.018 (0.058)
Region of origin Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.13 0.15 0.04 0.17
N 1672 1672 1672 1672

Self-assessment Perceived value Career aspiration Academic track
Model 1
Years of schooling 0.054 (0.041) –0.205 (0.042) *** –0.076 (0.049) –0.006 (0.021)
Educational selectivity 0.060 (0.041) 0.210 (0.044) *** 0.229 (0.046) *** 0.108 (0.019) ***
R2 0.03 0.03 0.07 0.08
Model 2
Years of schooling 0.096 (0.060) –0.125 (0.055) * –0.017 (0.066) 0.039 (0.026)
Educational selectivity 0.014 (0.063) 0.124 (0.058) * 0.162 (0.068) * 0.058 (0.025) *
National average schooling –0.045 (0.046) –0.080 (0.041) * –0.068 (0.046) –0.048 (0.017) **
R2 0.03 0.03 0.07 0.08
Model 3
Years of schooling 0.099 (0.061) –0.122 (0.055) * –0.008 (0.065) 0.033 (0.025)
Educational selectivity 0.022 (0.065) 0.127 (0.056) * 0.161 (0.064) * 0.064 (0.025) *
National average schooling –0.131 (0.087) 0.019 (0.078) –0.056 (0.083) –0.042 (0.034)
Region of origin Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.05 0.07 0.10 0.10
N 1672 1672 1672 1672

Note: *p † .05, **p † .01, ***p † .001. Linear regressions estimated with full information maximum
likelihood for missing data. Region of origin is a categorical variable encompassing 9 groups of countries. All
models include controls for student gender and immigrant generation. For further details and definitions refer to
the running text.
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Figure 1: Top panel: scatterplot of immigrant parents’ education as percentile position in
country of origin (vertical axis) and years of schooling (horizontal axis), averaged over both
parents. Bivariate correlation r = 0.76. Bottom panel: group averages of immigrant parents’
educational selectivity and years of schooling; circles represent the relative size of each group.
Top panel N = 7,776 (10 percent random sample); bottom panel N = 77,767.
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Figure 2: Robustness to the exclusion of single origin countries. The graph
depicts recalculated coe�cient estimates for Model 1, Table 2, for a set of re-
gressions successively dropping all observations from a single origin country at a
time. The exclusion is based on mother’s country of birth, but results are similar
for the father. N = 1,472–1,671.
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Figure 3: Estimated group di�erences in educational outcomes compared to
the native majority (two parents born in Sweden). Second-generation immigrants
only. Left panel: final grade sum (z-standardized), right panel: probability of aca-
demic track choice, net of achieved grades (linear probability model). Error bars
indicate 95% confidence intervals. Models with varying controls for parental ed-
ucation: None, Years of schooling, Educational selectivity. 2011–2012 cohorts,
N = 334,904.


