

[image: image1]
Equitable education for migrant students? Investigating the educational success of newly arrived migrants in Flanders












	
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 04 September 2024
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1431289






[image: image2]

Equitable education for migrant students? Investigating the educational success of newly arrived migrants in Flanders

Shauny Seynhaeve1*, Marieke Vanbuel1, Dimokritos Kavadias2 and Bart Deygers1


1Department of Translation, Interpreting and Communication, Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium

2Department of Political Sciences, Free University of Brussels, Brussels, Belgium

Edited by
Natalia Salas Guzmán, Finis Terrae University, Chile

Reviewed by
Francisca Beroíza-Valenzuela, Agencia Nacional de Investigación y Desarrollo de Chile, Chile
 Yamina El Kirat El Allame, Mohammed V University in Rabat, Morocco

*Correspondence
 Shauny Seynhaeve, shauny.seynhaeve@ugent.be

Received 16 May 2024
 Accepted 20 August 2024
 Published 04 September 2024

Citation
 Seynhaeve S, Vanbuel M, Kavadias D and Deygers B (2024) Equitable education for migrant students? Investigating the educational success of newly arrived migrants in Flanders. Front. Educ. 9:1431289. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1431289



Introduction: Previous research has uncovered various inequalities for immigrant students in education systems worldwide. Yet, the degree to which diverse background factors, such as socio-economic status and prior educational trajectory, contribute to these educational disadvantages remains uncertain.

Methods: Using data from the Flemish administrative database (2009–2019) on 48,340 mainstream students and 1,022 Newly Arrived Migrant Students (NAMS) across 685 schools, this study examines NAMS' passing and dropout rates in Flemish secondary education in comparison to the outcomes of their peers without a recent migration background. Data included demographic background variables, school variables, and indicators of educational outcomes.

Results: A cross-classified multilevel regression analysis showed that, after controlling for background variables, NAMS still show higher probabilities of failing a year and of dropping out. Moreover, the impact of SES is stronger for native students than for NAMS.

Discussion: These results suggest the existence of a migrant background effect disadvantaging NAMS in Flemish secondary education.
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1 Introduction

In the field of educational effectiveness, education systems have traditionally been evaluated in terms of their quality, measured through student outcomes (Reynolds et al., 2014). However, in recent years, the focus has shifted to include the equity dimension of education, in which effective education systems are defined as systems that provide equal opportunities for all students (Nachbauer and Kyriakides, 2020). Typically, equity is described as a multidimensional construct, consisting of two aspects: inclusion and fairness (Kyriakides et al., 2018). On the one hand, equity as inclusion refers to an equal minimum of basic educational opportunities for all students. On the other hand, equity as fairness is reached when there is an even distribution of achievement among all students, regardless of background characteristics. In sum, in the equity paradigm, “students' learning outcomes should depend only on their own efforts and capacity, and not on considerations over which they have no influence (i.e., gender, ethnic origin, and family socio-economic level)” (Nachbauer and Kyriakides, 2020, p. 4). Against this backdrop, we view an effective education system as one in which the association between student outcomes and background factors, such as SES, migrant background or gender, is minimized.

Both the fairness and inclusion dimension of equity have been touched upon in research on the school careers of students with migration backgrounds, revealing lower academic performance among migrant students (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010). Yet, research into the educational outcomes of various migrant student populations suggests that it is essential to recognize newly-arrived migrant students (NAMS) as a distinct subgroup among migrant students. NAMS are first-generation immigrants who arrive in their host country between the ages of 12 and 18. Hood (2003) claims that recent migrant students have a 3-fold “formidable barrier” (p. 2) to overcome in the course of their educational careers. In the first place, due to their recent arrival in their host country, NAMS are still in the early stages of the language acquisition process, which takes many years of considerable effort and motivation (Esser, 2006). Secondly, NAMS must adjust to their new host country, which involves encountering a variety of cultural and social challenges (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008; Devos et al., 2024). Lastly, NAMS are expected to navigate through an entirely new education system (Emery et al., 2020); one that is frequently not attuned to their specific needs (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010).

An increasing number of empirical studies seem to confirm these assumptions. Namely, migrant students with a higher age of arrival often attain lower education levels in the long term, in comparison to second-generation migrant students or migrant students who arrived at a younger age (Hermansen, 2017; Ansala et al., 2019). According to Basu (2018), the critical age for this effect is 8 years old. In addition, studies consistently indicate that NAMS are more prone to following uneven educational trajectories than the student population without a migration background. For instance, NAMS are overrepresented in the vocational track of Flemish secondary education and are more likely to repeat a year (AGODI, 2016), which assumably impacts the further academic careers of these students. Moreover, they are more prone to leaving secondary school without a degree, causing them to end up with a weaker starting position in the labor market (Van Avermaet et al., 2017).

Although various reports have addressed these bottlenecks in the educational trajectories of recent migrant students in a Flemish context (AGODI, 2016; Van Avermaet et al., 2017), they cannot adequately explain whether (and if so, to what extent) being a NAMS has an additional negative effect on their educational outcomes, on top of other background factors and compared to different profiles of students within the heterogenous mainstream population. Namely, while NAMS are usually compared to mainstream native student populations, both NAMS and mainstream student populations shows large diversities characterized by personal background factors that should be accounted for.

From the perspective of equity as fairness, this paper examines the educational success of NAMS in Flemish secondary schools in comparison to the mainstream student population. More specifically, we investigate the impact of various individual background factors, including being a NAMS, on the passing and dropout rates of 45,731 students across 670 Flemish schools. This study enhances our understanding of the educational trajectories of migrant students by examining the association between recent migrant background and educational success.



2 Literature review

The educational outcomes of migrant students have been a focal point of academic research (e.g., Salikutluk, 2016; Hermansen, 2017) due to persistent achievement gaps between these students and their non-migrant peers. In the following literature review, an overview of migrant students' educational outcomes, highlighting trends and disparities is presented. This is followed by an exploration of the multifaceted factors contributing to the achievement gap, including socio-economic status and language barriers. Finally, the review examines how these background factors differentially affect various subgroups of students, offering deeper insights into migrant students' educational outcomes.


2.1 Migrant students' educational outcomes

In research on migrant students in education, migrant students can typically be categorized into subgroups according to their generational status (Pivovarova and Powers, 2019). Namely, the term second-generation immigrants is used to describe children of immigrant parents (Dixon and Wu, 2014), while children who have migrated themselves are typically referred to as 1.5-generation immigrants (Dolberg and Amit, 2023). NAMS form an additional subgroup, being 1.5-generation immigrants who arrive in their host country during adolescence (i.e. between the ages of 12 and 18; Rumbaut, 2004). Although migrant students are a heterogenous group exhibiting diversity in terms of their generational status and age of arrival, research often treats them as a single collective group. In the subsequent discussion of the literature, we will use the term “migrant students” in reports of studies that do not distinguish between subgroups of migrant students according to their generational status. If such categorization did occur, we will opt for the more precise term.

Migrant students are often found to hold high educational expectations. For instance, in a study of 2,205 native German and immigrant students, Salikutluk (2016) found an aspiration imbalance, with migrant students having the highest educational expectations. Yet, despite their ambitious goals, studies have confirmed that migrant students tend to achieve lower scores on standardized tests (e.g., Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010, with a focus on NAMS) and have a higher probability of being placed in less academically oriented tracks (Lüdemann and Schwerdt, 2013). An example is the study by Schnepf (2007), in which the results of multiple international low stakes tests are used to investigate achievement differences between immigrants and native students. The study concluded that internationally, migrant students receive lower scores on maths, science and reading tests compared to their native peers. Similarly, Ammermueller (2007) found a gap in reading scores between immigrant and non-immigrant students the equivalent of about 1 year of schooling.

As they reach the end of their school careers, students with a migration background are faced with additional disadvantages. For instance, migrant students attain lower education levels at the end of secondary education (Hustinx and Meijnen, 2001). Moreover, students with a migration background appear to be at a disadvantage concerning dropout rates (Bembich, 2023). Students are considered dropouts when they leave school without qualification, or with a reduced qualification (such as special education or lower secondary education; Lamote et al., 2014). Although migrant students do not appear to have a higher intention to drop out than their peers (Hippe and Jakubowski, 2018), a study in Flanders showed that migrant students are in fact more than twice as likely to leave secondary school without a qualification (Duquet et al., 2006). These above-average dropout rates may potentially have detrimental long-term consequences for early school leavers, as dropout is associated with later unemployment (European Commission, 2017), lower income (De Witte and Rogge, 2013) and even poorer health and more risk of criminal behavior (Fall and Roberts, 2012). For migrant students in particular, high dropout rates and the long-term effects of dropout seem to be in line with the “failing economic assimilation” of migrants observed in Western Europe (Lüdemann and Schwerdt, 2013, p. 457).



2.2 Factors explaining migrant students' achievement gap

A tradition of research has investigated educational disadvantages faced by migrant students, with a particular emphasis on exploring the underlying causes of the disparities in academic attainment discussed above. In what follows, we examine how migrant students' educational outcomes may be impacted by factors related to personal background factors like language and socioeconomic status, as well as educational background factors, such as ability tracking and grade retention.

Much research (e.g., Agirdag and Vanlaar, 2018; Cummins, 2008) has highlighted the potential role of language as a contributing factor to the educational outcomes of migrant students. Namely, speaking a language at home that is not the language of instruction is associated with lower reading performance (Esser, 2006), lower science achievement (Van Laere et al., 2014), and higher dropout rates (Duquet et al., 2006). Different hypotheses have been proposed to explain the negative effect of speaking a minority home language. Firstly, according to the integration hypothesis, home language use indicates a family's level of integration (Duquet et al., 2006). Thus, speaking a different home language would indicate a clash between students' home cultures and their school cultures, leading to poorer educational outcomes. Secondly, the exposure hypothesis states that students who speak a different language at home are insufficiently exposed to the language of instruction, leading to a weakened proficiency in the school language (Dixon and Wu, 2014). Because of the strong association between linguistic competence and school performance (Esser, 2006), having a different home language leads to lower educational outcomes. However, other scholars believe that these hypotheses lead to a deficit view on language, in which the language of instruction competes against the home language (Agirdag and Vanlaar, 2018). More specifically, in contrary to the hypotheses stated above, Cummins (2008, p. 496) claims that “there is no empirical justification for constructing immigrant students' home language as a cause of underachievement.” For instance, research by Agirdag and Vanlaar (2018) acknowledges the achievement gap between students who do and do not use the language of instruction at home, but indicates that frequent use of the minority language with parents does not explain this gap. Thus, Agirdag and Vanlaar (2018, p. 134) conclude that “language use per se does not trigger underachievement.” Therefore, it is crucial to consider additional factors beyond language to explain migrant students' educational outcomes.

Various studies (Hustinx and Meijnen, 2001; Duquet et al., 2006) note an association between the educational underachievement of migrant students and socio-economic status (SES), as a significant portion of these migrant students come from less fortunate family backgrounds. According to a definition by Sirin (2005, p. 418), SES “describes an individual's or a family's ranking on a hierarchy according to access to or control over some combination of valued commodities such as wealth, power, and social status.” Research has confirmed the connection between SES components and educational achievements. For instance, low levels of maternal education are linked with lower test scores across subjects (Early et al., 2020). Moreover, low maternal education significantly predicts higher dropout rates (Yi et al., 2015). Similar results have been found regarding parental occupational prestige as a component of SES: across PISA cycles between 2000 and 2012, parental occupation was positively associated with higher test scores for maths and science in the UK (Early et al., 2020).

Regarding their education background, migrant students often face erratic educational trajectories, particularly evident in practices like ability tracking. Tracking refers to “the ability-grouping of students into different educational programs called tracks” (Dockx et al., 2019, p. 828). Lüdemann and Schwerdt (2013) investigated German primary school students' reading and maths performance along with their track allocation at the start 670 of secondary education. It was concluded that migrant students experience a double educational disadvantage: not only do they show lower test performance in reading and maths than their non-migrant peers, they are also more frequently allocated to lower tracks after controlling for test achievement. Notably, being allocated to a lower track may cause additional disadvantages, as vocational tracks tend to result in lower outcomes and learning gains compared to more academic tracks (Lavrijsen and Nicaise, 2015; Dockx et al., 2019).

A similar disadvantage exists among migrant students regarding grade retention. When students retain a grade, they are held back from promoting to the next grade due to not meeting the necessary criteria, under the assumption that repetition will positively impact repeaters' academic achievement (Goos et al., 2021). Numerous studies have established that grade retention is more common among immigrant students and students from other disadvantaged backgrounds (e.g., Warren et al., 2014). Nevertheless, in contrast to the objective of grade retention, empirical evidence suggests that students are more likely to underperform across subjects, including languages (Chen et al., 2010) and science (Van Laere et al., 2014), after retaining a grade.

In the Flemish context, attempts have been made to map the educational trajectories of NAMS specifically through the publication of a large research report in 2017 (Van Avermaet et al., 2017). Using administrative data from 2008 to 2009 until 2013 to 2014, descriptive analyses showed that NAMS are less likely to pass their year and more likely to leave secondary school without a degree. Multilevel regression analysis was conducted to get a deeper understanding of NAMS' passing rates in the 1st year after reception education in the school year of 2012–2013. The report found that NAMS' passing rates were significantly associated to their mother's education level, with low maternal education levels indicating lower passing rates. Moreover, the highest passing rates for NAMS were found in the vocational track of Flemish secondary education. While this report presents valuable insights into NAMS' educational outcomes and trajectories, certain limitations within its scope and methodology should be acknowledged. Firstly, the report does not compare NAMS' outcomes with those of the mainstream student population, which undermines a comprehensive understanding of equity within the Flemish educational landscape. Secondly, while the report identifies factors that influence NAMS' outcomes similar to those identified in research on native or less recent migrant students, the absence of interaction effects means that the report does not explore the extent to which these factors may impact various student groups differently. Thirdly, due to its narrow focus on the 1st year after reception education, the report cannot determine whether the observed effects only apply to this transition year, or whether they persist throughout NAMS' educational trajectories.



2.3 Exploring differential effects of background factors across student subgroups

Although there appears to be a consensus on which factors impact student outcomes, various studies (e.g., Salikutluk, 2016; Strand, 2010, 2014a) report differing effect sizes across different student groups. Firstly, SES is believed to have differential effects on migrant students in comparison to mainstream students. For instance, when measuring the effect of parental education on school performance, Salikutluk (2016) found that the effect is larger for native German students than for Turkish immigrant students. Similarly, Strand (2010, 2014a) concluded that economic disadvantage is a more robust predictor for low achievement in ethnic majority students than in students of other ethnicities. Additional results have been established regarding the impact of gender on students' outcomes: while gender gaps exist across all student subgroups, with girls generally outperforming boys (Strand, 2014a), the gender gap is suggested to be smaller for majority background students than students of minority backgrounds (Kingdon and Cassen, 2010). Regarding background factors related to students' educational trajectories, research looking into potentially differential effects is scarce. For instance, while various studies suggest that early ability-tracking disproportionately impacts lower SES (Esser, 2006) or lower achieving (Lavrijsen and Nicaise, 2015) students, there is a lack of research on the varying effects of different tracks within a single tracking system.

In sum, these studies suggest that the effects of students' background factors on their educational outcomes have an interactive nature rather than being solely additive (Dekkers et al., 2000). As such, student-level factors should not be considered as uniformly affecting all student groups. Instead, Kyriakides et al. (2018, p. 29) claims that “there is a need to look into the impact of interactions between SES and other students background factors.” Thus, while prior research helps to explain the achievement gap between students with and without a migration background, a lot of work remains to be done before the exact mechanics will be understood.



2.4 Research questions

It has been established that various educational systems yield inequitable outcomes for migrant students in terms of achievement and dropout rates. These educational inequalities are likely to be even more pronounced within the vulnerable student population of NAMS. However, it remains unclear whether the aforementioned educational disadvantages are a direct result of migrant students' (recent) migrant background, or whether various background factors, such as language, SES and prior educational trajectory, account for the differential outcomes. Moreover, there seems to be a lack of studies delving into the interaction between migrant background and additional background factors (Strand, 2014a; Kyriakides et al., 2018).

This study was guided by three research questions:

(1) To what extent do NAMS' educational outcomes, measured by passing and dropout rates, diverge from those of mainstream students with varying language backgrounds?

(2) After accounting for personal background and educational trajectory factors, what influence does being a NAMS have on students' educational outcomes?

(3) What is the differential impact of personal background and educational trajectory factors on the educational outcomes of NAMS in comparison to those of mainstream students with varying language backgrounds?

If the goal is to establish a more equitable education system that caters to every student, including those with a migrant background, it is crucial to gain insight into the achievement gaps of this student population.



2.5 Research context

As the Flemish secondary education system follows an early tracking approach, wherein students are grouped by ability levels as young as 12 years old (Dockx et al., 2019), NAMS who enter secondary school end up in a specific track (Emery et al., 2021). Depending on their age and skills, NAMS are either (1) enrolled in the first stage of secondary education, which consists of one common secondary education track, or (2) in the second or third stage, choosing between four tracks (cf. Figure 1). The academic prepares students for enrolment in higher education. The vocational track, often perceived as the least prestigious, directs students toward the labor market by emphasizing vocational skills. The remaining tracks are the arts track, which integrates arts education alongside general education, and the technical track, in which students are prepped for both the labor market and tertiary education. Flemish secondary education is compulsory until the age of 18. Students who have not yet received a qualification by this age, can decide to either stay on, or drop-out early.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Schematic presentation of Flemish secondary education structure.


Although their age is taken into account, it is important to note that NAMS are often allocated to younger grade levels, resulting in a majority of NAMS being 1–2 years overage for grade upon their enrolment in regular secondary education (Van Avermaet et al., 2017).

Within the tracks of Flemish regular secondary education, no high-stakes standardized exams are organized to date (Dockx, 2019). Instead, in each school, a teacher council decides over students' certificate at the end of each school year. When students receive an A-certificate, it means they have fully passed and they can move on to the next year. C-certificates are given out to students who failed the year and who have to repeat the year. Finally, in between the A- and C-certificate, the B-certificate indicates that students either have to repeat their year if they want to stay in the same field of study, or else they have to choose a different field of study. As such, a B-certificate does not imply a pass. At the end of regular secondary education, students who have passed the final year receive a qualification.




3 Materials and methods

The following section outlines the design, sample, measures, and analytical methods employed in this study. Using a longitudinal observational approach, this study employs multilevel logistic regression to analyse hierarchical data on the educational outcomes of secondary school students.


3.1 Design

This study is primarily interested in the effects of being a NAMS specifically, together with the effects of SES and other background variables, on secondary school students' educational outcomes. These outcomes are measured by means of two binary parameters: passing (A-certificate vs. B-/C-certificate) and dropout.

The data are hierarchical. For passing, student data are analyzed for each school year they are enrolled in the Flemish secondary education system. As such, there are multiple certificates nested in each student; one for each year of enrolment. Moreover, because certification in secondary education is decided on by the school's teacher council (Talloen et al., 2020b), it is important to nest students within pedagogical units.1 However, because students can be members of different schools throughout their educational career, years in school are nested within combinations of students and pedagogical units. For dropout, we only consider the final year in which students are enrolled in secondary education. As such, for this outcome variable, students are nested within the pedagogical unit they spend their final year of school in.



3.2 Sample

The present study utilizes administrative, population-based sampling. The dataset used for this study consists of administrative data that were received from the Flemish Department of Education after a non-disclosure agreement had been signed. The dataset included information about Newly Arrived Migrant Students and mainstream secondary school students. These mainstream students include second and third generation migrants, and first generation migrants who migrated before the age of 12 years old. All participant data are registered from their first entry in secondary education. For NAMS, this means that data were collected starting from the first registration in reception education, while mainstream students were followed from first enrolment in regular secondary education. All students belonged to one of two cohorts: one consisting of students starting their secondary education in 2009–2010, and another with students who were first enrolled in secondary education in 2013–2014.

Because this dataset of population data serves only administrative purposes, adjustments had to be made in order to facilitate its analytical use. One important adjustment was the time span in which information about students was included. While a typical secondary educational trajectory spans 6 years (or 7 years in case of enrolment in the 7th grade), the duration can vary due to various factors. For instance, depending on their age, NAMS are placed into a specific grade of secondary education after completing reception education, potentially shortening or lengthening their educational trajectory beyond the standard 6 years. Additionally, while dropout can lead to shorter trajectories, extended trajectories may be the result of grade retention. As such, the dataset included information on some students up to 12 years after initial enrolment in secondary education. For analytical purposes, we restricted our analysis to a specific timeframe. Specifically, we included information about students' secondary school careers until the end of their educational career in regular secondary education (i.e., drop-out or graduation), or until the 8th consecutive school year in case students did not yet finish their secondary school education in that time.

Secondly, the original dataset included information about students across all tracks of secondary education, but some were omitted for various reasons:

- The arts track was omitted from further analysis due to the limited number of students following this specific track (N = 4,695 enrolments across the entire dataset).

- When they have turned 16 or after having completed the first stage of secondary education at the age of 15, students in the vocational track have the additional possibility to enroll in a part time variant of the vocational track, in which regular schooling is combined with workplace learning. Due to the different evaluation system in this part time track, it was not included in the analysis (N = 3,881 enrolments).

- Due to the absence of certification, tracks that do not fall under regular compulsory secondary education, such as special education and post-secondary tracks, were omitted from further analysis (N = 1,384 enrolments in special education, N = 203 in post-secondary tracks).

The remaining dataset contained information about students' gender, SES, educational track, and potential grade retention. In total, the dataset consisted of 274,203 years of enrolment nested within 45,731 students and 670 pedagogical units. This makes an average of 6 years of enrolment per student.



3.3 Measures

In what follows, the dependent and independent variables that were added to the multilevel logistic regression models are specified and determined.


3.3.1 Dependent variables

This study considered two dependent variables. Firstly, participants' certification at the end of each school year was recoded to a dependent, binary variable: either participants passed (=A-certificate or qualification) or did not pass (=B- or C-certificate, or no certificate applicable) their year. Secondly, another dependent variable indicated whether students dropped out without receiving a qualification at the end of their secondary school career. In line with the Flemish Department of Education's definition of early school leavers or “dropouts” (Departement Onderwijs en Vorming, 2021), each student who was registered in secondary education in year X but no longer registered in year X+1 without having completed their qualification was coded 1. It is important to note that this also includes students who left the Flemish schooling system due to migrating to another country. Students who successfully completed their studies and obtained a degree were coded 0.



3.3.2 Independent variables at the student level

Three student characteristics were added to the model as control variables: language profile, SES and gender. Firstly, the variable language profile differentiated NAMS from mainstream students. Within the category of mainstream students, a distinction was made based on students' home language. The Flemish Government categorizes students' home language use as “other” when they do not communicate in Dutch with any family members, or, in case of siblings, when Dutch is only spoken in communication with siblings or one parent. As such, while the category of mainstream students does not distinguish between students without a migration background, second and third generation migrants, or first-generation migrants who migrated before the age of 12 years old, speaking a different home language than Dutch likely indicates a migration background in some capacity. Moreover, PISA reports have repeatedly found a lower performance among students who do not speak the language of instruction at home (OECD, 2019). The language profile variable thus consists of three categories: home language Dutch, home language other and NAMS. Secondly, SES was included as a binary factor, based on maternal education level. The administrative dataset we used for this study contained only information on the mother's education, neighborhood, and school allowance, but since the latter two are not always reliable indicators of SES in the context of newcomers (Van Avermaet et al., 2017), we only included the first SES component. In line with the Flemish government, we classified all students whose mother did not finish secondary education as low-SES student (Laurijssen and Glorieux, 2020). There is known to be a correlation between SES and achievement, with students from low SES backgrounds often showing lower educational outcomes (Sirin, 2005). Thirdly, gender was added as a binary control variable. Internationally, there has been a variety of evidence indicating that girls outperform boys in different areas of academic achievement (Spinath et al., 2014).

On top of student characteristics, two characteristics of students' educational trajectories, namely age for grade and educational track, also functioned as independent variables in our model. Students who are overage for grade are less likely to pass (Talloen et al., 2020b) and more prone to eventual unqualified dropout (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010). We therefore included a dichotomous variable indicating whether or not participants are overage for grade. For track, we added a categorical variable to the model. Various studies have found that students' performances depend on the educational track they are allocated to. Students with lower track assignments often show lower educational achievement due to various factors, such as emotional school disengagement and lower teacher expectations (Dockx et al., 2020). Moreover, descriptive analyses of certification in Flanders have shown that more B- and C-certificates are given out in the technical and vocational tracks of secondary education (Groenez and Lamberts, 2017). Tracks are thus believed to be related to certification, and consequently to passing. Lastly, an additional variable “Cohort” was added to indicate to which cohort students belonged.

Table 1 provides a snapshot overview of student characteristics during the 3rd year of enrolment. This specific year was chosen because students have advanced in their educational journey, offering a clearer understanding of their track allocations.


TABLE 1 Overview of student characteristics in 3rd year of enrolment.

[image: Table 1]



3.3.3 Independent variable at the year level

Finally, a last variable was introduced to distinguish between various grades in secondary education. In Flemish education, secondary schooling is divided in three stages, each consisting of 2 years (cf. Figure 1). We therefore distinguished between “transition grade,” i.e., grades after which students transition from one stage into the next (being the 2nd, 4th, and 6th grade, indicated with a dotted line in Figure 1) and in which we expect the teacher council to hold a more rigorous assessment of students, and non-transition grades.




3.4 Analysis

In order to analyse the dataset, two univariate multilevel models were applied using R software (R Core Team, 2021) with the package lme4 (Bates et al., 2015). For each outcome variable (i.e., passing and drop-out), we calculated a different set of models.

For the passing model, we distinguished three cross-classified levels: years of enrolment within combinations of students and pedagogical units. The model was built in a stepwise matter. Initially, we built a null model (model 0) without any predictor variables. This model gave us insights in the extent to which passing differs between students within and across schools. Next, we added the variable indicating students' language profile, which made up model 1. That way, we were able to investigate the impact of students' language background on passing within and across schools without controlling for any other variables. Then, predictor variables (i.e., variables related to gender, SES and educational trajectories) were added to the model, which created model 2. Eventually, model 3 consisted of interactions between the independent variables and the language profile variable. This way, we were able to investigate the possible differential impact of being a NAMS on the effects of certain predictor variables. Table 2 shows the model fit for passing.


TABLE 2 Comparison of model fit (passing).

[image: Table 2]

For dropout, two hierarchical levels were identified: students within pedagogical units. We again built the model using a stepwise approach. First, we constructed a null model without any predictor variables (model 0.1) to understand dropout variation within and across schools. In a following step, we added students' language profiles, forming model 1. This enabled us to explore the impact of students' language background on dropout. Then, predictor variables related to gender, SES and educational trajectories were included in the model, yielding model 2. Finally, model 3 introduced interactions between the independent variables and the language profile variable, allowing us to investigate a potentially differential impact of various language profiles on the effects of certain predictor variables. Table 3 shows the model fit for dropout.


TABLE 3 Comparison of model fit (dropout).

[image: Table 3]




4 Results

In the following section, the findings of the logistic multilevel analyses are presented. Section 4.1 discusses the results for the passing models, while Section 4.2 delves into the dropout models.


4.1 Passing

The empty model (cf. Tables 4, 5) shows that 21.25% of the variance in passing is situated at the year level, 10.83% at the student level, and 10.30% at the pedagogical unit level. Given the significant amount of variance at each level, we proceeded with a three-level logistic regression model. The odds ratio (OR) for the passing rate in this model is 6.49.


TABLE 4 Parameter estimates of the empty model (passing).

[image: Table 4]


TABLE 5 Estimates of the random effects of the empty model (passing).

[image: Table 5]

The first model includes students' language profile, with Dutch-speaking students as the reference category. This model shows that students' probability of passing their year are dependent on their language profile. While mainstream students with other home languages have lower passing rates than their Dutch-speaking peers (OR = 0.528), this effect is even stronger for NAMS (OR = 0.436, p = 0.000).

Next, additional predictor variables (gender, SES, track, age for grade, transition grade, and cohort) were added to the model (model 2), with the reference category consisting of 2009 cohort boys in a non-transition grade of the common track who fit the age for grade. This model indicates that girls have significantly higher chances of passing than boys (OR = 1.567). Moreover, having a low SES has a negative impact on passing (OR = 0.679). Additionally, the model indicates that most students pass in the common track, followed by the technical track (OR = 0.802), the academic track (OR = 0.767), and lastly the vocational track (OR = 0.235). Furthermore, being overage for grade has a negative impact on students' passing rates (OR = 0.678). Similarly, students in a transitional grade face a stronger challenge when it comes to passing compared to their peers who are not (OR = 0.501). Lastly, the findings indicate a higher success rate among students belonging to the 2013 cohort in comparison to those from the 2009 cohort (OR = 1.040).

Importantly, the inclusion of the predictor variables in model 2 caused notable shifts in the language profile effects. In model 1, the lowest passing rates were found among NAMS. However, model 2 shows that after controlling for various background variables, mainstream students who speak a different home language have a slightly lower probability of passing (OR = 0.651) than NAMS (OR = 0.689), but this difference is not significant (p = 0.320).

Finally, differential effects for NAMS were checked for by adding interactions between the language profile variable and predictor variables in model 3. Four significant interactions were found and displayed a similar pattern. Namely, while being a boy, having a low SES, being in a transition grade and in the vocational track are associated with significantly lower passing rates among Dutch-speaking students, these effects are less strong among NAMS and mainstream students who speak another home language. The trend of NAMS and mainstream students with a different home language showing similar passing rates persists throughout this final model (p = 0.804).

To ease interpretation of the results above, Figure 2 displays the estimated probabilities of passing based on the third model. The reference group is a boy from the 2009 cohort who speaks Dutch at home, with a high SES, in the common track, who is not overage, and not in a transition grade. An overview of the parameter estimates of models 1, 2, and 3 can be found in Table 6 (random effects) and Table 7 (fixed effects).
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FIGURE 2
 Estimated probability of passing based on model 3.



TABLE 6 Parameter estimates for the fixed effects of passing model.
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TABLE 7 Parameter estimates for the random effects of passing model.
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4.2 Dropout

The empty model (cf. Tables 8, 9) shows that 26.45% of the variance in dropout is situated at the pedagogical unit level. In this empty model, the odds ratio for the dropout rate is 0.059.


TABLE 8 Parameter estimates of the empty model (dropout).
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TABLE 9 Estimates of the random effects of the empty model (dropout).
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The first model includes students' language profile as well as a random slope to account for differing effects of being a NAMS across different pedagogical units. Dutch-speaking mainstream students form the reference category. As was the case with passing, this model shows that the chances of students dropping out of school are significantly dependent on their language profile. Namely, both NAMS (OR = 3.627, p = 0.000) and mainstream students speaking another home language (OR = 2.612, p = 0.000) are more likely to drop out of school than students with Dutch-speaking backgrounds. Moreover, the difference between dropout rates among NAMS and mainstream students speaking another home language is significant, with NAMS showing the highest dropout rates (p = 0.000).

Model 2 was formed by predictor variables (gender, SES, track, age for grade, and cohort) being added to the model, with the reference category consisting of 2009 cohort high-SES boys in the academic track who fit the age for grade. Girls have significantly lower chances of dropping out than boys (OR = 0.695). Additionally, lower SES-students show higher dropout rates than their high-SES peers (OR = 1.200). Moreover, in comparison to the academic track, dropout is more common in the technical track (OR = 1.254), with the highest dropout rates found in the vocational track (OR = 3.582). Additionally, students who are overage for grade have a significantly larger probability of leaving school early (OR = 18.277). Lastly, the findings indicate a higher dropout rate among students belonging to the 2013 cohort in comparison to those from the 2009 cohort (OR = 1.145).

As was the case in the passing model, the inclusion of the predictor variables in model 2 caused notable shifts in the language profile effects. In dropout model 1, NAMS exhibited the highest dropout rates. However, in model 2, accounting for diverse background factors, mainstream students with a different home language showed significantly higher dropout rates (OR = 1.509, p = 0.039) than NAMS (OR = 1.198).

Next, differential effects for NAMS were checked again. This time, the interaction between the language profile variable and the SES-variable on the one hand, and the language profile variable and the cohort variable on the other hand showed significant results (model 3). While dropout rates are higher for Dutch-speaking mainstream students in case of a low SES, this effect is not present for their peers with a different home language. Moreover, although the 2013 cohort shows higher dropout rates among Dutch-speaking mainstream students, less NAMS from the 2013 cohort drop out of school than their 2009 peers. Similar to the previous model, this model found the lowest rates among Dutch-speaking mainstream students, with no significant effect between NAMS and mainstream students with another home language (p = 0.951).

To ease interpretation of the results above, Figure 3 displays the estimated probabilities of dropout based on the third model. An overview of the parameter estimates of models 1, 2, and 3 can be found in Table 10 (random effects) and Table 11 (fixed effects).
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FIGURE 3
 Estimated probability of dropout based on model 3.



TABLE 10 Parameter estimates for the random effects of dropout model.
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TABLE 11 Parameter estimates for the fixed effects of dropout model.
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5 Discussion

Within the framework of equity in education, equitable education systems are defined as educational systems in which background factors do not predict educational success. Despite numerous education systems highlighting equity as a major policy aim, multiple studies have reported lower educational achievement among students with a migration background. However, there seems to be (1) a lack of focus on recent migrant students in particular—a vulnerable student population faced with unique challenges (Hood, 2003; Emery et al., 2020), and (2) a lack of studies investigating the interaction between migration background on the one hand, and background variables such as SES, home language and prior educational trajectory on the other (Kyriakides et al., 2018). Through multilevel logistic regression modeling, this study investigated NAMS' educational success in Flemish secondary education, operationalized through two outcome variables: passing and dropout. The results of the three research questions are discussed below.

NAMS have the lowest educational outcomes, measured by passing and dropout rates, in comparison to mainstream students with varying language backgrounds

In order to examine NAMS' educational outcomes, we first checked the outcomes of three student profiles (being NAMS, Dutch-speaking mainstream students and mainstream students with another home language) without accounting for any additional background factors. Both in terms of passing and dropout, NAMS have the lowest success rates in comparison to the other student profiles. The highest probability of success is found among Dutch-speaking mainstream students, followed by mainstream students with another home language. This latter group of mainstream students is likely to have a migration background less recent than NAMS' migration background. As such, low educational outcomes appear to be associated with a migration background, with the lowest outcomes observed among the most recently migrated students. These findings are consistent with prior research indicating that migrant students with a higher age of arrival typically achieve lower education levels in comparison to second-generation migrant students or migrant students who arrived at a younger age (Hermansen, 2017; Ansala et al., 2019).

The strong effect of having a recent migration background can have various explanations. In the first place, building on the integration and exposure hypotheses, the results indicate an unequal distribution of educational success based on students' language backgrounds (Duquet et al., 2006; Van Laere et al., 2014). Namely, both NAMS and students with an additional home language have a language background different to the language of instruction, potentially creating obstacles to their educational performance. However, NAMS are faced with a double challenge related to language (Goldenberg, 2008). Not only are they learning new skills and content at school, they are also still in the process of acquiring the academic language in which this subject matter is taught—a process taking many years. Thus, given that NAMS are in the initial stages of language acquisition, they appear to face the greatest disadvantage in terms of their educational outcomes.

Secondly, NAMS' previous schooling might also play a role. Upon migrating to Flanders, NAMS may have previously participated in an alternative educational system with distinct curricula and learning goals (Duquet et al., 2006). When they then enroll in the Flemish education system at a later age than their native-born or second generation immigrant peers, they are expected to catch up with a large variety of curricular content at a rapid pace (Van Avermaet et al., 2017). This late enrolment likely has a negative impact on NAMS' chances to succeed at school.

All in all, these results shed light on NAMS' position in the Flemish secondary education system, suggesting that they are a student subgroup that require targeted focus and support due to the unique challenges they face upon entering secondary education.

After accounting for personal background and educational trajectory factors, NAMS' outcomes are similar to those of mainstream students with an additional home language

The question remains to what extent the aforementioned trends persist after accounting for background variables. Previous research has identified various background factors that account for differences in educational success among students. As such, we examined to what extent these factors related to personal background and educational trajectory might explain variations in educational success between NAMS, native Dutch-speaking students and students with a home language other than Dutch.

Firstly, we found that personal background and educational trajectory factors significantly impact students' educational outcomes. Both in terms of passing and dropout rates, our findings show that girls outperform boys, aligning with previous research suggesting that girls are best adapted to the school environment (Spinath et al., 2014). Moreover, in line with prior research noting an association between low SES and poor educational outcomes (Sirin, 2005), we found a strong negative impact of low maternal education levels on students' probability of passing and dropping out. To explain these trends, Kyriakides et al. (2018) claimed that for low-SES students, the home environment differs more strongly from the school environment, while this disparity is less pronounced for student from high-SES backgrounds. Moreover, it has been established that parents with different SES-statuses hold different views on their role in their child's development and education (Lareau, 2011).

Considering students' prior educational trajectories, we found that students in tracks preparing for the labor market attain lower educational success on average. Similarly, our results show that being overage for grade leads to lower outcomes. These effects are in line with prior studies (Chen et al., 2010; Van Laere et al., 2014; Dockx et al., 2019). Several explanations have been suggested to account for the lower educational success in these specific contexts. Firstly, the lower track placement and higher age for grade could be seen as a result of selection bias, as such characteristics are more common among students who showed poorer academic achievement in the first place (Dockx et al., 2019). Secondly, the lower performances in these specific contexts could be related to students' study involvement. For instance, Van Houtte and Stevens (2010) demonstrated the existence of cultures of futility in technical and vocational schools, indicating a limited sense of agency in academic performance, which ultimately results in students becoming disengaged from their education. In a similar sense, grade repeaters often experience a lack of educational challenge when repeating curricular content which they already master, negatively affecting their school engagement (Goos et al., 2021). Lastly, both lower track allocation and grade retention are often seen as educational practices which do not tackle learners' specific needs. For instance, Lavrijsen and Nicaise (2015) claim that “shifting students to a less demanding track, where the curriculum is less challenging and the learning environment far from optimal, rather leads to ignoring learning difficulties instead of adequately addressing them” (p. 208). Similarly, grade repeaters are often faced with the same curricular content which they struggled with in the first place, causing them to develop negative attitudes toward schooling (Hwang and Cappella, 2018).

Two variables that shed light on the specific context of Flemish secondary education are transition grade and cohort. Namely, our findings revealed that passing rates are lower in transition grades, which are grades marking the transition from one stage of secondary education to the next. This suggests that teacher councils implement a more strict assessment of students and more often prevent them from passing during these transitional phases. Moreover, the cohort variable showed that students in the 2013 cohort were less likely to pass and more likely to dropout, suggesting less educational success in the most recent cohort. These results align with the downward trend in students' performance in the latest PISA-results (De Meyer et al., 2023).

After accounting for the aforementioned variables, the lowest educational outcomes were found among NAMS and mainstream students with other home languages, with no significant differences between the two groups. This shows that the extra negative impact for NAMS disappears after controlling for personal background and educational trajectory factors. Based on both previous research and our study sample, NAMS are overrepresented in the vocational tracks (Emery, 2022), with the majority of NAMS also being overage for grade (Van Avermaet et al., 2017). As such, given the negative impact of such educational trajectory indicators on students' outcomes, it is likely that the lowest success rates among NAMS highlighted above are primarily explained by their homogenous tracking in vocational tracks and younger age groups. Research has uncovered that such school placement for NAMS is often based on teachers' low educational expectations of these students. Moreover, these expectations are generally tied to the students' limited proficiency in the language of instruction (Emery, 2022). As such, these results confirm the “formidable barrier” (Hood, 2003), characterized by both limited language proficiency and navigation through a new education system, for NAMS in their educational trajectories. These additional hurdles faced by NAMS seem to primarily be placed in their transition from reception education to mainstream secondary education. Once NAMS have arrived in mainstream education, they are faced with similar inequities to mainstream students with additional language or migrant backgrounds.


5.1 NAMS' educational outcomes are differentially affected by background and educational trajectory factors in comparison to those of mainstream students with varying language backgrounds

Responding to the need for further investigation into the impact of interactions between students' background factors, our research examined the differential impacts of these background factors across three student profiles.

Firstly, our study shows that personal background factors do not necessarily carry the same weight for all student subgroups. For instance, while prior research suggested that the gender gap in favor of girls is largest for students of other ethnicities (Kingdon and Cassen, 2010), our study shows that NAMS are least affected by a gender gap. Moreover, consistent with previous research that has identified a larger SES-effect for mainstream students than for immigrant students (Salikutluk, 2016), we found a strong negative impact of low maternal education levels on Dutch-speaking mainstream students' probability of passing and dropping out, while this effect was not present for NAMS. It thus appears that NAMS do not experience added disadvantages as a result of having a low SES. However, at the same time, a high SES does not act as a buffer protecting NAMS from unfavorable educational outcomes. Prior studies already noted a similarly complex nature of the interactions between SES, migration background and achievement among migrant students (Strand, 2014b). Therefore, it has been suggested that, for migrant students in particular, the notion of SES should be considered differently. Namely, both high- and low-SES migrant are known to be concentrated in specific low-SES schools (Dewulf et al., 2019), which possibly overrides the influence of family SES. Furthermore, prior research has indicated that every migrant student, regardless of their family background, experiences the detrimental effects of low teacher expectations, ultimately impeding their educational achievement (Strand, 2014b).

Secondly, we found that students' passing and dropout rates are differentially affected by their educational background depending on their student profile. Namely, while being in the vocational track is associated with lower outcomes across all student profiles, this track has a more detrimental effect on Dutch-speaking mainstream students' passing rates than on NAMS' outcomes.

Lastly, our analysis showed a differential impact of cohort membership on dropout rates. Namely, while dropout rates were generally higher among the 2013 cohort, an opposite trend was observed among NAMS. This indicates that the Flemish education system succeeds in extending the duration of NAMS in schooling. This could be influenced by a range of factors, including a lower age entry age for NAMS in mainstream education, or a more effective approach in reception education.

Our analysis of the differential impact of background factors across student profiles seems to suggest that many of the background factors that have a detrimental effect on the outcomes of Dutch-speaking mainstream students, do not affect the outcomes of the lowest performing student groups as strongly. As such, it is possible that the hurdles associated to lower education outcomes for both NAMS and mainstream students with another home language, absorb the effects of factors that may be detrimental for mainstream students.

Referring back to the fairness dimension of equity, this study found an uneven distribution of educational achievement in Flemish secondary education, both in terms of passing and dropout rates. More specifically, students' outcomes depend on background factors such as (recent) migration background and SES. There is also an adverse impact of being in a more vocational track and being overage for grade on students' outcomes—two factors which are more common among NAMS. These findings are in contrast with the stated Flemish educational policy which aims at equal educational opportunities for all students (Nicaise et al., 2015), but in line with prior international studies which have already uncovered substantial achievement gaps in Flemish education (OECD, 2019). As such, this study revealed the weak position of migrant students in this inequitable education system. While mainstream students seem disadvantaged by a low SES, NAMS in particular face a formidable barrier, characterized by a lack of academic proficiency in the language of instruction and by little experience in the new educational system.




6 Conclusion

This study has explored the educational outcomes of newly arrived migrant students (NAMS) in Flemish secondary education, operationalized through passing and dropout rates. The research aimed to understand the influence of having a recent migration background, along with other background variables such as SES, home language, and prior educational trajectory, on students' outcomes.

The findings revealed that NAMS generally experience the lowest educational success compared to mainstream students. This is largely attributed to the fact that NAMS are frequently placed in vocational tracks and in lower grades for their age. Moreover, the study highlighted the differential impacts of background factors on various student profiles. While mainstream students' educational outcomes were strongly influenced by SES, this was less pronounced for NAMS, indicating that the hurdles they face might overshadow the influence of SES.

Some limitations of this study should be mentioned. First, because of the structure of the data, longer-term migrants within the mainstream student subgroups could not be identified. Students were differentiated based on their home language use, which is a strong indicator of migration background (Birgier and Bar-Haim, 2023). However, it is likely that some of the Dutch-speaking mainstream students had a migration background, and vice versa. While the present study provided important insights into the achievement gaps faced by NAMS, further research could enhance our understanding of how the outcomes of more established migrant students compare to those of NAMS.

Second, the dataset was limited by the fact there was no differentiation between students who left Flemish secondary education due to dropping out and students who exited the Flemish education system due to migration. A number of underage migrants are compelled to leave Flanders yearly (Vanobbergen, 2013), many of which presumably are NAMS. Indeed, it is thus likely that the present estimation of dropouts among NAMS is slightly higher than the factual numbers. However, the study results are still in line with prior research showing that dropout is more common among migrant students than the mainstream student population (Duquet et al., 2006).

Lastly, there are doubtlessly more factors playing a role in the achievement gap of NAMS than the background variables we controlled for. For instance, educational effectiveness research has shown that the school and classroom level matter (Reynolds et al., 2014). Additionally, student level factors such as wellbeing (DeŽan and Sedmak, 2023), personality and engagement (Lamote et al., 2014) also play a key role in the educational success of migrant students. Including such variables would assumably provide more insights into the achievement gaps experienced by NAMS, but such data was not accessible. Future research looking into these additional variables could therefore deepen our understanding of effective school and classroom practices for NAMS.

In conclusion, this research underscores the inequities faced by NAMS within the Flemish secondary education system. If the aim is to achieve a more equitable education system for NAMS in particular, specific educational practices should be critically examined. Firstly, track allocation is a practice that warrants serious consideration. Namely, schools and teachers should ensure that these students are placed in tracks aligned with their interests, rather than automatically directing them to less academically-focused tracks. Secondly, secondary schools could consider revising their policy to allow the students the necessary time to achieve a high level of school language proficiency. More specifically, by providing NAMS with language support in mainstream classes, regular education schools can assist them in this language learning process. Lastly, schools could consider making minor adjustments to NAMS' curricula, including modifying specific learning objectives to align more effectively with the needs of this student group (Vandecandelaere, 2020). Such modifications could enhance NAMS' educational trajectories throughout the school year, ultimately resulting in a positive certificate being awarded by the teacher council at the end of the year.
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Footnotes

1 Throughout this study, we use the term “pedagogical units” which refers to one or more schools with a common administrative policy, a common pedagogical and didactic organization and a profile to the outside world as one school (Talloen et al., 2020a).
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