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Introduction 

In a context where equal opportunity has emerged as a fundamental normative benchmark, 

schools in modern democratic societies are expected to foster the academic success of a very 

diversified student population, both with regard to abilities and interests, and to social, linguistic 

and cultural characteristics (Mc Ewen, 1995; Crahay, 2000). This is a particularly big challenge 

in Canada. Indeed, on the one hand, our various provincial school systems tend to stream 

students on different educational pathways, rather late in the overall schooling process, at least 

when compared with other countries (Council of Ministers of Education Canada, 2003). On the 

other hand, Canada pursues an active immigration policy, which has many consequences for 

education.  

The number of immigrants entering the country every year, 236 578 in 2007, has significantly 

increased over the past 15 years (CIC, 2008). These immigrants are coming from more 

diversified countries, and also from countries that do not have French or English as their official 

language.The selective nature of the Canadian immigration policy also results in a relative class 

balanced composition of the immigrant flux, which stands in contrast with other societies where 

immigration is less planned (Mc Andrew, 2004).  

Discrepancies between expected and achieved educational attainments and/or pathways among 

immigrant youth, particularly where differences exist between youth from different backgrounds 

must be scrutinized. Indeed, for immigrant parents, successful integration into their new country 

is often assessed, not so much by their current situation, but according to the quality of 

relationships that their children are able to establish with the school system, and most of all, the 

return they get from it in the longer run. 

In this regard, much qualitative research, based on the observation of classrooms and schools or 

on surveys with teachers, students or parents, points to the fact, in Canada, that the academic 

integration of the youths who are immigrant themselves (1
st
 generation) and even of those who 

are  children of immigrants (2
nd
 generation) is not without flaws. This is the case particularly for 

new arrivals who do not have French or English as their mother tongue, and students who are 

visible minorities (Mc Andrew & Cicéri, 1997; Beiser et al., 1998; Anisef & Kilbride, 2001). 

However, there is a paucity of quantitative studies which assess the current state of academic 

performance and educational pathways of immigrant students in the Canadian context (Anisef et 

al., 2004). 
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Scope, methodology and research questions 

In Canada, education is a provincial rather than a federal prerogative and consequently there is 

no single database enabling one to analyse the academic performance of youth of immigrant 

background. Thus, the present paper carries out such an analysis for just one province, French-

speaking Quebec. 

Using an administrative database from the Quebec ministry of education, the paper aims at 

answering the following questions: 

1) After accounting for differences in characteristics (socio-demographic and schooling-related), 

do the youth of immigrant background and those of selected sub-groups among them succeed 

better, equally or worse than the native Quebecers? 

2) What are the factors that significantly influence academic performance among immigrant 

youths and selected sub-groups? 

3) Do these factors affect native Quebecers in the same manner? 

 

Academic performance is measured as the cumulative graduation rate two years after the normal 

year of graduation.  We use a logistic regression model to estimate the probability of graduating. 

Since we have also both students and school level information, the statistical analysis employs a 

multi-level approach where individuals (level 1) are nested within school (level 2).  

 

Results 

 

Our results show that before control variables are introduced into the models, the youths from 

immigrant background graduate less than the native Quebecer youths. However, once the control 

variables are introduced, the immigrant group clearly succeeds better. However, this globally 

favourable result actually masks major differences between sub-groups. Some sub-groups clearly 

outperform the native Quebecer youths (e.g. youths from East Asian backgrounds), while others 

are at the bottom of the scale (e.g. youths form Latin American backgrounds) even when their 

characteristics are taken into account. These differences can be interpreted from many theoretical 

perspectives, as confirming either the impact of different family and community values and 

strategies, a positive/negative relationship with the host society or systemic factors such as the 

teacher’s attitude or valorization of specific languages and cultures.  

Amongst the youths of immigrant background, various factors influence their graduation. The 

advantage of female students and students who attend private schools is not surprising, both 

based on national and international literature and on public perception. Other schooling process 

variables behave as would be expected by decision-makers, parents, the community, and 

academics, e.g. all things being equal, a student who arrives late in the school system or repeats 

years, who often changes school is less likely to graduate. An interesting result however is that 

youths whose mother tongue is not French and/or do not speak French at home are more likely to 

graduate, once other characteristics have been taken into account. 
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How do these results for the youths of immigrant background compare to that of native 

Quebecers? A few differences are worth mentioning, as they may have some policy implications. 

The first one is the overall higher impact of factors linked to socio-economic status. This shows 

that socio-economic background plays a greater role in the school success of native Quebecers. 

Schooling process variables also have a greater impact.  In some instance, some of the variables 

considered acquire a significance that they did not have in the immigrant group. This can be 

explained by the fact that a negative schooling profile (such as delayed entry into secondary 

schooling or numerous school changes) is more likely to be associated with social or learning 

problems for the native Quebecer group. In the case of the immigrant group, such a profile can be 

explained in part by pre-migratory factors or by the time needed to adjust to the new society.  
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