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ABSTRACT
The educational disadvantages of migrant students are 
a persistent problem in many Western countries. Against 
this background, policymakers often call for more diversity 
in the teacher workforce, arguing that migrant students 
might benefit from being taught by migrant teachers. 
Despite the popularity of this claim, there is almost no 
research-based rationale for increasing the diversity of tea
chers in Europe. This paper is a step toward filling this 
research gap for Germany, aiming to assess whether migrant 
teachers reduce ethnic educational disadvantages. Our ana
lyses are based on a nationally representative large-scale 
assessment of ninth graders that provides information on 
the migration status of both students and teachers, with 
achievement tests and teacher-assigned grades in German 
as dependent variables. The results run contrary to widely 
held expectations, indicating little evidence that migrant 
students benefit from being taught by migrant teachers.
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Introduction1

The educational disadvantages of migrant students are a persistent problem in 
Germany, as in many other Western countries (OECD, 2015). A well- 
established body of literature agrees that socioeconomic circumstances, as well 
as language barriers, are vital to understanding the disadvantages of children 
with migration backgrounds (Heath & Brinbaum, 2014; Kristen & Granato, 
2007). More recently, sociological interest has emerged regarding teachers 
(Neugebauer, 2019; Reimer, 2019) and their role in ameliorating or perpetuating 
ethnic inequalities (Costa et al., 2021; Petersen, 2017). Both researchers (e.g. 
Heckmann, 2008, pp. 35–37; Schofield, 2006) and policymakers (e.g. BAMF, 
2010, p. 101–102; Merkel, 2015, p. 7) often call for more diversity in the teacher 
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workforce, assuming that migrant students, in particular, may benefit from 
being taught by migrant or ethnic-minority teachers. Over the past years, several 
initiatives have been launched to recruit migrants for teacher training in 
Germany (e.g. Netzwerk Lehrkräfte mit Zuwanderungsgeschichte [Network of 
Migrant Teachers], 2022). Similar calls and initiatives are being supported in 
other European countries (Donlevy et al., 2016). Migrant teachers are expected 
to be more knowledgeable about cultural differences and migrant-specific 
structural barriers, while being less biased in assessing migrant students and 
serving as potential role models (Kleen et al., 2019, p. 894; Villegas & Irvine, 
2010).

However, empirical evidence for these assumed beneficial effects of 
migrant teachers on (migrant) students is scarce. While a growing body of 
research has investigated the effects of demographically similar teachers on 
student outcomes (Andersen & Reimer, 2019; Dee, 2004, 2007; Driessen, 
2015; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013; Neugebauer et al., 2011; Ostermann & 
Neugebauer, 2021; for a review see: Coenen et al., 2018, p. 867ff), this 
literature has primarily focused on gender and race rather than migration 
background. This paper is a step towards filling this research gap and asks: 
Do migrant students benefit from being taught by a migrant teacher?

Given the meagre share of teachers with migration backgrounds in many 
European countries (cf., Donlevy et al., 2016, p. 29ff), few datasets allow 
researchers to examine such teacher-student matches with survey data. For 
our empirical analyses, we employ a large-scale dataset from Germany that 
provides information about the migration backgrounds of both students and 
teachers, the National Assessment Study on Languages (Köller et al., 2011). This 
dataset stands as the most extensive large-scale assessment of ninth graders and 
their teachers in Germany. We rely on the 2008/2009 round of the National 
Assessment Study as it was the only round to assess the migration background of 
teachers. First, we compare teachers along a range of characteristics to elaborate 
on possible systematic differences between teachers with and without migration 
backgrounds. Second, and more importantly, we look at migrant and non- 
migrant students taught by migrant or non-migrant teachers and analyse two 
central educational outcomes: students’ achievement tests and their teacher- 
assigned grades in German.

Background

Migrant students in Germany

In Germany, about one-third of students have a migration background, the 
majority of whom were born in Germany (i.e. second-generation). Among 
ninth graders, which are the focus of this paper, the share of students with 
migration background was around 29% in 2008/2009, and it grew to 34% in 
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2018 (Henschel et al., 2019). The largest group are descendants of guest 
workers who migrated from Turkey and other South European countries to 
Germany between 1950 and 1973. The second largest group immigrated 
from Poland and, since the 1990s, the former Soviet Union. More recent 
groups moved to Germany from Eastern European countries following the 
European Union’s eastward expansion in 2004. Not included in the cohort 
under investigation are war refugees who arrived in Germany from e.g. Syria 
after 2015 or most recently from Ukraine.

While there are essential differences, on average migrant students experi
ence substantial educational disadvantages throughout their school careers 
(Diehl et al., 2016; Kristen et al., 2019). They tend to score lower on 
achievement tests, receive worse grades and attend lower school tracks. In 
the stratified German school system, after completing primary education, 
students enter one of several secondary tracks that differ in length and 
curriculum. Among students in the ninth grade, migrant students are over
represented in the lowest track (‘Hauptschule’), while also underrepresented 
in the highest track (‘Gymnasium’) which prepares students for university 
education.

Teachers and educational disadvantages of migrant students

Ethnic differences in education have been widely examined, with 
a particular focus on socioeconomic background and knowledge of the 
lingua franca, and the relevance of these two factors for migrant students’ 
educational disadvantages is largely undisputed (Becker, 2011; Heath & 
Brinbaum, 2014; Kristen & Granato, 2007). However, more controversial 
and far less researched is the extent to which teachers may contribute to 
ethnic disparities (Diehl & Fick, 2016). Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) 
argued that teachers have lower performance expectations of ethnic mino
rities, which, in the style of self-fulfilling prophecies (Merton, 1948), nega
tively affects their competence development as measured by achievement 
tests. In addition, teachers may – consciously or unconsciously – disadvan
tage migrants when grading their students. In fact, national and international 
studies provide some empirical support for these arguments (Alvidrez & 
Weinstein, 1999; Bonefeld & Dickhäuser, 2018; Glock & Krolak-Schwerdt, 
2013; Jussim et al., 2009; Lorenz, 2018; Sprietsma, 2013; Tenenbaum & 
Ruck, 2007; Triventi, 2020; Van Ewijk, 2011), though the effects are often 
small and not always significant (Kristen, 2006; Wenz & Hoenig, 2020).

Why migrant teachers may make a difference

Against this backdrop, teachers with migration backgrounds might be a key 
to reduce ethnic disadvantages. The following section will discuss some 
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theoretical considerations suggesting that migrant teachers may have 
a positive impact on (migrant) students. We distinguish between mechan
isms that primarily influence student achievement as measured by achieve
ment tests and mechanisms that influence teacher-assigned grades.

Achievement tests
First, the mere presence of migrant teachers may be beneficial to migrant 
students’ learning progress due to a simple role-model effect (Dee, 2007), 
serving as examples of successful educational attainment in contrast to the 
average lower attainment of migrants in many European countries (OECD, 
2015). Additionally, having a migrant teacher may reduce migrant students’ 
stereotype threat, the phenomenon that students tend to perform worse 
when they fear being evaluated through the lens of a negative stereotype 
about the group to which they belong (Steele, 1997). Furthermore, migrant 
teachers may be less likely to hold performance expectations that differ 
depending on students’ migration status, and thus less likely to contribute 
to the aforementioned self-fulfilling prophecy of migrant students’ lower 
achievement. Migrant teachers may even have higher performance expecta
tions for migrant students than native teachers, leading to relatively more 
positive cognitive development. Finally, teachers with migration back
grounds may apply different instructional or pedagogical strategies that 
are particularly beneficial for migrant students learning progress (see, Dee 
& Penner, 2017 for a ‘culturally-relevant pedagogy’ for minority students). 
Migrant teachers may be more sensitive to migrant students’ difficulties in 
the host country and provide them with targeted support (Redding, 2019, 
p. 504; but see, Rosen & Jacob, 2022), which is particularly relevant in the 
case of language difficulties. If any of the above-mentioned arguments hold 
for migrant students in Germany, they should perform better on achieve
ment tests if taught by a migrant teacher (Achievement Test Hypothesis).

Teacher-assigned grades
Migrant and non-migrant teachers may differ in their evaluations of 
(migrant) students, given a certain achievement level. This may be due to 
discriminatory behaviour or more subtle processes of biased evaluations. 
For instance, migrant teachers may be less prone to statistical discrimina
tion than non-migrant teachers; in other words, when unsure about 
a student’s actual achievement, they may be less affected by the perceived 
overall average ability of migrant students. Similarly, taste-based discrimi
nation, or the devaluation of minority groups due to internalised prejudices, 
may occur less among teachers who themselves have a migration back
ground (cf., Costa et al., 2021). Another explanation focuses on actual 
student misbehaviour. Students with migration backgrounds may be more 
inclined to misbehave when matched with a native teacher. Such arguments 

206 M. NEUGEBAUER ET AL.



have been put forward in the literature on black students actively construct
ing racial boundaries toward white teachers (Downey & Pribesh, 2004). 
Should similar processes occur among migrant students, they may influence 
teachers’ grading decisions but not necessarily students’ test scores. If any of 
these arguments apply to our setting, migrant students should receive better 
grades if graded by a migrant teacher, net of achievement test scores 
(Teacher Evaluations Hypothesis).

Previous research on migrant teachers

Despite the vivid debates surrounding migrant teachers and their potential 
role in the educational opportunities of migrant students, (quantitative) 
research devoted to this topic has been scarce. One important reason for 
this shortcoming is the paucity of data. In many European countries, the 
share of teachers with migration backgrounds is quite low, making it 
difficult to identify a meaningful number of migrant teachers in 
a representative dataset (Donlevy et al., 2016). In Germany, for instance, 
only around 8% of all teachers had a migration background in 2013; by 
2021, this figure had risen to 13% (Mediendienst Integration (2022), based 
on a request at the Federal Statistical Office and Microcensus). This diffi
culty is compounded by the fact that most available large-scale data sets do 
not assess the migration background of teachers.

However, several qualitative and mixed-methods studies have provided 
descriptions of migrant teachers’ self-perceptions and the perceptions of 
others, as well as their subjective (discrimination) experiences in educa
tional institutions (for an overview: Georgi, 2013; Rosen & Lengyel, 2022). 
In addition, a few quantitative studies have provided insights into teachers’ 
attitudes and beliefs toward students with a migration background or 
migration-related diversity in general (Kleen et al., 2019; Rosen & Jacob, 
2022). However, none of these studies have been able to elucidate the effects 
of migrant teachers on migrant students’ achievement or whether their 
evaluations differ from native teachers.

In a vignette study conducted by Glock and Schuchart (2020), preservice 
teachers with and without migration backgrounds were asked to judge 
a Turkish student’s academic competence. They found that preservice 
teachers of Turkish origin evaluated the Turkish student’s performances 
more positively than native teachers. However, the results must be inter
preted with caution, as socially desirable response behaviour may have 
occurred (cf., Kleen et al., 2019). Moreover, the external validity of the 
findings may be limited due to the sample comprising only preservice 
teachers answering a questionnaire in a university setting. Another contri
bution focused on preschool children aged 3–6 (Neugebauer & Klein, 2016). 
Based on the kindergarten cohort of the German National Educational 
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Panel Study (NEPS), their analyses showed that migrant children’s compe
tencies are not enhanced when educated by migrant teachers. Similarly 
children’s social behaviour was not rated higher by migrant teachers. 
However, these results may not generalise to school-age children, a gap 
that we aim to address in this paper.

Methods

Data and variables

Our analyses are based on the National Assessment Study on Languages 
2008/2009 (Köller et al., 2011), the official national large-scale assessment 
study monitoring German language acquisition among ninth graders. 
Student achievement tests were supplemented by student and teacher ques
tionnaires, with very high response rates (>88% for the student question
naires). This data is unique in two respects. First, it is one of the very few 
studies that measure the migration background not only of students but also 
of teachers (in 10 of 16 federal states). Second, the large sample size makes it 
possible to analyse the relatively small group of migrant teachers.2 For our 
analysis, we dropped students with special educational needs, those 
excluded from the testing, all students with teachers who worked with the 
class for only half a year or less and students from classrooms in which less 
than five students participated in the German language competence tests.3 

This resulted in a final sample of 9,262 students taught in 484 classrooms by 
484 teachers.

Our first outcome of interest is students’ achievement test in German 
language. Trained test administrators were responsible for the test imple
mentation in the schools. The test lasted 60 minutes and included three 
domains: reading comprehension, listening comprehension and orthogra
phy. The dataset provides five plausible values for each student and domain, 
which we analysed jointly.4 According to the researchers responsible for the 
tests, it is not advisable to interpret a combined score of the three distinct 
language domains. Therefore, we estimated three separate regression 
models.

Our second outcome variable is teacher-assigned grades in German. The 
dataset provides mid-term German school marks in the ninth grade, 
reported by students’ German class teachers. The original German grading 
scale ranges from 1, ‘very good’, to 6, ‘insufficient’. We recoded the scale so 
that higher scores imply better grades.

Our primary independent variables are the migration backgrounds of 
students and their teachers. Both student and teacher questionnaires 
included questions on whether the respondents or their parents were born 
abroad. If either were the case for any person, we considered the respondent 
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a migrant student resp. a migrant teacher. Unfortunately, teachers were not 
asked about their country of birth nor their parents’ country of birth. 
Therefore, we had to rely on broad dummy indicators for migration back
grounds and could not test whether students may benefit if they share the 
same country of origin with the teacher (see discussion section).

In the multivariate analyses, we include a set of students’ individual 
background and classroom characteristics as control variables. On the 
student level, we include their socioeconomic background by controlling 
for their parents’ highest occupational status (HISEI) and parental educa
tion (ISCED). Furthermore, we control for students’ cultural backgrounds 
by including the number of books in the household and a factor score of 
students’ participation in cultural activities.5 Moreover, we control for 
students’ gender, age, and age squared. On the classroom level, we include 
gender and age of the teacher, the mean highest ISEI of students’ parents 
in the classroom, the median ISCED and the share of children with 
migration backgrounds. Due to the multi-tier structure of secondary 
schooling in Germany, in all analyses we further control for the type of 
secondary school by differentiating between lower (Hauptschule), inter
mediate (Realschule) and upper secondary schools (Gymnasium), as well 
as middle schools (Mittelschule, Sekundarschule) and comprehensive 
schools (Gesamtschule). Finally, we control for the German federal state 
in all analyses (see, Table 1).

Data analysis

We begin our analysis by looking at potential differences between tea
chers with and without migration backgrounds. Thus, we provide 
descriptive statistics on various teacher variables and results from bivari
ate regression models of these characteristics on teachers’ migration 
backgrounds. In our main analyses, we look at students’ achievements 
and grades depending on their migration background and the migration 
background of their teachers. To account for the hierarchical structure of 
the data, with students nested in classrooms respectively in teachers, we 
estimate weighted two-level random intercept models.6 All models are 
estimated using the provided weights. As an additional robustness check, 
we further estimate teacher fixed-effects regression models (see robust
ness checks section).

To deal with item missing values, we employ multiple imputation using 
chained equations to generate m = 25 complete datasets (Azur et al., 2011).7 

Subsequently, we drop cases with missing values on the given dependent 
variable; thus, the number of observations differs slightly between the 
models on achievement test scores and grades.
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Results

Characteristics of migrant teachers

Since little is known about whether migrant teachers differ from non- 
migrant teachers, we begin with a brief description of some character
istics. Comparing teachers with and without a migration background in 
our sample, we mostly find relatively small and insignificant differences 
(Table 2). On average, teachers with a migration background are more 
often female, younger, show less job experience and participate less often 
in formal advanced training than teachers without migration back
grounds. We find no significant differences between teachers with and 
without migration backgrounds regarding the social background of their 
parents. Migrant teachers teach classrooms with a slightly higher share 
of migrant students and a slightly lower mean ISCED of students’ 
parents.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Native students Migrant students

Mean SD Mean SD

Dependent Variables
Reading comprehension a) 510.52 85.34 461.33 90.51
Listening comprehension a) 513.64 93.78 450.97 101.12
Orthography a) 510.98 94.18 474.52 101.35
Grades (1 = worst) b) 4.04 0.84 3.85 0.83

Independent Variables
Migration background (teacher) 0.11 - 0.14 -

Control Variables (Student Level)
HISEI 49.27 15.35 43.57 15.61
ISCED (0/1/2) 0.22 - 0.33 -
ISCED (3/4) 0.42 - 0.39 -
ISCED (5b) 0.14 - 0.10 -
ISCED (5a/6) 0.22 - 0.18 -
Books at home (z-stand.) 0.09 0.97 −0.39 0.98
Cultural activities (z-stand) 0.04 0.99 −0.09 1.02
Age 15.15 0.62 15.35 0.77
Male 0.51 - 0.50 -

Control Variables (Teacher/Class Level)
Age (25–29) 0.05 - 0.04 -
Age (30–39) 0.18 - 0.16 -
Age (40–49) 0.29 - 0.27 -
Age (50–59) 0.41 - 0.45 -
Age (60+) 0.07 - 0.09 -
Male 0.24 - 0.26 -
Mean HISEI classroom 48.39 7.51 45.66 7.76
Mean ISCED classroom 2.18 0.60 2.00 0.60
Share of migrant students 0.22 0.17 0.48 0.25
Lower secondary school 0.10 - 0.25 -
Middle school 0.26 - 0.17 -
Intermediate secondary school 0.13 - 0.20 -
Comprehensive school 0.15 - 0.16 -
Upper secondary school 0.36 - 0.22 -

N 6526 2736

Note: All statistics weighted and averaged over m = 25 imputed datasets; a) number of observations reduced to 
6508 native students and 2735 migrant students without missing values on test scores; b) number of 
observations reduced to 6451 native and 2683 migrant students without missing values on grades.
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Students’ achievements and teachers’ evaluations

Turning to our main analyses, we assess whether migrant students benefit 
from being taught by a migrant versus native teacher. Because ethnic 
disadvantages may likewise occur if native teachers privilege native students, 
we include them in the analysis as well. Thus, we investigate four groups: 
students with or without migration backgrounds (migrant/native student), 
taught either by a teacher with or without a migration background 
(migrant/native teacher). We estimate weighted multilevel regression mod
els for each outcome variable with students’ and teachers’ migration status 
as main effects, as well as the interaction effect between them. The models 
also include a rich set of control variables to mitigate bias due to non- 
random teacher assignment to classrooms. For instance, the previous sec
tion showed that migrant teachers are more likely to teach classrooms with 
a slightly higher share of migrant students. As classroom composition can 
influence student learning, we include such compositional variables and 

Table 2. Means/proportions of teachers with/without migration background.
Native teachers Migrant teachers t

Age −1.30
Age (25–29) 0.05 0.09
Age (30–39) 0.21 0.28
Age (40–49) 0.24 0.25
Age (50–59) 0.41 0.35
Age (60+) 0.08 0.03

Male 0.34 0.18 −1.77 +

HISEI (parents) 51.90 55.93 0.84
ISCED (parents) 0.02

ISCED (0/1/2) 0.50 0.50
ISCED (3/4) 0.04 0.05
ISCED (5b) 0.07 0.07
ISCED (5a/6) 0.39 0.39

Job experience −1.87 +

Job experience (< 5 years) 0.16 0.26
Job experience (6–20 years) 0.32 0.40
Job experience (20+ years) 0.52 0.34

Studied German as major 0.70 0.83 1.58
Final degree in subject German 0.76 0.81 0.66
Formal advanced trainings in last 18 months 23.46 15.52 −1.51
Informal training (reading specialised literature) 0.88 0.87 0.23
Share of migrant students in classroom 0.29 0.37 1.56
Mean ISEI in classroom 47.69 46.01 −0.83
Mean ISCED in classroom −1.90 +

Mean ISCED in classroom (0/1/2) 0.13 0.38
Mean ISCED in classroom (3/4) 0.64 0.46
Mean ISCED in classroom (5b) 0.02 0.01
Mean ISCED in classroom (5a/6) 0.21 0.15

Secondary school type 1.19
Lower secondary school 0.22 0.19
Middle school 0.18 0.29
Intermediate secondary school 0.18 0.28
Comprehensive school 0.09 0.05
Upper secondary school 0.34 0.19

N 422 62

Note: All statistics weighted and averaged over m = 25 imputed datasets. 
+p < 0.1.
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several other variables which may be related to student’s school achievement 
(see ‘Control variables’ in Table 1).

To facilitate the interpretation of our results, we display our main estimates 
graphically in Figure 1 (the full regression table for the first outcome is shown 
in Appendix A2). The first bar in each graph is the reference category, native 
students taught by native teachers, and is therefore always fixed to zero. The 
additional bars show how the other groups compare to this reference category. 
The inscribed arrows indicate whether migrant (or native) students benefitted 
from being taught by a migrant teacher as opposed to a native teacher. We will 
first discuss the results for student achievement measured by German language 
test scores and then turn to teachers’ evaluations, namely German grades, while 
controlling for test scores.

Findings for the three achievement tests (reading, listening, orthography) 
show a similar pattern across domains with two core findings. First, we can 
replicate the well-known finding that migrant students perform worse than 
students without migration backgrounds, independent of the migration 
status of the teacher. However, more interesting for our research question 

Figure 1. Achievement tests and teacher-assigned grades by migration status of teacher and 
student. Note: Estimates from multilevel mixed linear models with multiply imputed (m = 25), 
clustered and weighted data; all models control for type of school, federal state, highest ISEI of 
students’ parents, highest ISCED of students’ parents, number of books in students’ home, 
cultural activities of students, age of students, age square of students, gender of students, age 
of teacher, gender of teacher, mean ISEI in classroom, median ISCED in classroom, and share of 
students with migration background in classroom. Grades model additionally controls for 
achievement test scores (reading comprehension, listening comprehension, and orthogra
phy).* p < 0.05
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is the second finding, which contradicts the Student Achievement 
Hypothesis. Migrant and non-migrant students tend to achieve slightly 
lower test scores if taught by a migrant teacher. Non-migrant students 
score 6.95 points less on the reading comprehension test, 3.30 points less 
on the listening comprehension test and 5.53 points less on the orthographic 
test. These differences, however, are very small and not statistically signifi
cant. The disadvantage of having a migrant teacher is somewhat more 
pronounced for migrant students, who score 15.85 points less on the read
ing test, 13.26 less on the listening comprehension test and 17.81 points less 
on the orthographic test. Again, these differences are mostly insignificant. 
However, the 15.85-point difference for the reading test is significant at 
p ≤ 0.05, meaning that in this data, migrant students read less well when 
being taught by a migrant teacher.

Looking at students’ grades, we do not find support for the Teacher 
Evaluation Hypothesis. Grading differences with respect to the migration 
status of the teacher are essentially non-existent once achievement test 
scores and all background characteristics are controlled for.

Robustness checks

Our results could be misleading (1) due to selection effects or (2) because the 
expected effects only hold in subgroups of the population (i.e. effect hetero
geneity). In this section, we report several checks to verify the robustness of 
our findings.

(1) In Table 3, we present estimates from teacher fixed-effects models. 
They yield the advantage that all teacher, classroom and school character
istics, even unobserved ones, are controlled. Thus, there is no possible bias 
due to any common factor among students taught by the same teacher (e.g. 
the social background of the teacher, classroom composition or school 
quality). Of course, this is also the case for teachers’ migration backgrounds, 
which make it impossible to estimate the main effect of teachers’ migration 

Table 3. Teacher fixed effects regression models.
Reading 

comprehension
Listening 

comprehension Orthography Grades a)

Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE

Migrant student −16.52 3.57*** −21.09 3.45*** −2.64 3.22 0.01 0.04
Migrant student x migrant teacher −9.76 11.49 −10.10 11.80 −13.35 11.29 0.04 0.09
N (teachers) 484 484 484 480
N (students) 9243 9243 9243 9128

Note: Estimates from teacher fixed effects models with multiply imputed (m=25), clustered and weighted data; all 
models control for highest ISEI of students’ parents, highest ISCED of students’ parents, number of books in 
students’ home, cultural activities of students, age of students, age square of student, and gender of students. 
a) Additional controls: reading comprehension, listening comprehension, orthography. 

*** p  0.1.
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background. However, it is possible to estimate the interaction term 
between teachers’ and students’ migration status. A positive interaction 
effect would support the notion that migrant students benefit from migrant 
teachers. Yet our results show that this is not the case, as all interaction 
effects are negative or close to zero and none are statistically significant.

(2) It may be the case that only certain subgroups of migrant students 
benefit from migrant teachers. First-generation migrant students may face 
greater challenges in learning German, and, for them, migrant teachers’ 
capacities to support language learning may be constructive. Moreover, the 
aforementioned theoretical considerations suggest that migrant students 
from less-privileged backgrounds may particularly benefit from migrant 
teachers. We test both conjectures in separate subsample analyses. We ran 
regression models including only first-generation immigrant students 
(Table 4, Panel A) as well as regression models on low SES students, 
whom we defined as students belonging to the lowest quartile of the 
HISEI distribution (Table 4, Panel B). We find that first-generation migrant 
students and students from low SES families indeed perform worse on the 
achievement tests. However, results concerning the migration background 

Table 4. Subgroup analyses.
Panel A: Sub-sample of first-generation migrant students

Reading 
comprehension

Listening 
comprehension Orthography Grades a)

Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE

Migrant student −25.69 5.44*** −35.02 5.27*** −15.06 6.16* −0.00 0.06
Migrant teacher −5.91 7.18 −2.70 6.65 −5.37 6.23 −0.04 0.07
Migrant student x migrant 

teacher
−7.99 11.97 −4.36 13.27 −10.20 18.90 0.20 0.18

L2-Variance 292.44 55.94*** 437.03 85.30*** 406.03 73.59*** 0.07 0.01***
L1-Variance 3993.59 136.72*** 4475.45 144.88*** 4167.39 176.37*** 0.43 0.01***
N (teachers) 484 484 484 480
N (students) 7082 7082 7082 7015

Panel B: Sub-sample of low SES students

Reading 
comprehension

Listening 
comprehension

Orthography Grades a)

Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE

Migrant student −20.23 5.32*** −26.32 5.51*** −4.70 5.45 0.09 0.06
Migrant teacher −6.40 7.22 −2.81 6.70 −6.30 6.03 −0.05 0.07
Migrant student x migrant 

teacher
−10.30 13.34 −14.55 12.23 −0.58 9.44 0.11 0.11

L2-Variance 276.50 50.84*** 433.65 87.21*** 383.72 66.82*** 0.06 0.01***
L1-Variance 4010.47 137.12*** 4490.73 140.76*** 4186.13 180.62*** 0.43 0.01***
N (teachers) 484 484 484 480
N (students) 7226 7226 7226 7153

Note: Estimates from multilevel mixed linear models with multiply imputed (m = 25), clustered and weighted 
data; all models control for type of school, federal state, highest ISEI of students’ parents, highest ISCED of 
students’ parents, number of books in students’ home, cultural activities of students, age of students, age 
square of students, gender of students, age of teacher, gender of teacher, mean ISEI in classroom, median ISCED 
in classroom, and share of students with migration background in classroom. 

a) Additional controls: reading comprehension, listening comprehension, orthography. 
*** p < 0.001.
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of the teacher are in line with our previous findings, not showing any 
(significant) positive association between teachers’ migration background 
and (migrant) students’ achievement tests or grades.

Summary and conclusion

The claim for increasing ethnic diversity among teachers implicitly assumes 
that a higher share of migrant teachers would be beneficial in several 
respects – for society as a whole, for teaching in schools, and, in particular, 
for migrant students’ educational success. In Europe, empirical support for 
the expected benefits for (migrant) students taught by migrant teachers is 
scarce, and studies using large-scale quantitative data are particularly lack
ing. In this paper, we attempted to overcome this gap for Germany.

First, we compared migrant and non-migrant teachers according to 
several characteristics. Among other things, we found that migrant teachers 
have less job experience and participate less often in formal advanced 
training. However, these differences are small and mostly insignificant. 
Second, and more importantly, we analysed whether migrant students 
benefit from being taught by a migrant teacher in terms of test scores in 
reading, listening and orthography, as well as their grades in German. Our 
results suggest this is not the case for any of the observed outcomes. 
Contrary to expectations, reading comprehension is lower for migrant 
students when they have a migrant teacher. For listening comprehension 
and orthography, our analyses show no substantial differences regarding the 
presence of a migrant teacher, similarly for grades. The coefficients point in 
the opposite direction, but they are not statistically significant.8

Some important shortcomings of this study should not go unmen
tioned. First, we still work with a relatively low number of migrant 
teachers in our sample (n = 62). Because of this low case number, and 
because we do not know their countries of origin, we cannot test whether 
students may profit in particular if they share the same country of origin 
with their teacher. Most of the theoretical considerations of potential 
mechanisms do not explicitly require an origin-country-specific match. 
However, empirical results on racial/ethnicity matches in the U.S. 
(Redding, 2019), as well as recent studies on preservice teachers in 
Germany with Turkish versus other migration backgrounds evaluating 
Turkish (male) students (Glock & Schuchart, 2020; Kleen et al., 2019), 
suggest a closer look at such specific matches. Second, due to the cross- 
sectional nature of our study, we only observed a snapshot of students’ 
performance, not knowing if and how long (non-) migrant teachers might 
have taught them in their school career up to that point. The timing of 
a student-teacher match from kindergarten to graduation and the con
comitant development of disparities over time that have been studied in 
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the U.S. (e.g. Penney, 2017) remain open for further research. Third, our 
results are limited to the subject of German and two outcomes, namely 
language competence test scores and grades. Further research is required 
to extend these analyses to other domains, such as math and sciences or 
students’ self-perception and self-confidence. Unfortunately, data limita
tions have so far precluded an analysis of most of these issues.

Despite these limitations, our results suggest that recruiting more 
migrant teachers will hardly reduce ethnic disadvantages in educational 
outcomes. This should be borne in mind regarding the often-heard assump
tion that increasing the presence of migrant teachers is an effective means to 
reduce ethnic disparities.

So, why may the popular claim not hold true? Two explanations seem 
plausible. First, migrant teachers are assumed to possess intercultural com
petencies per se; however, this might not be the case. Rather, such natur
alisation of pedagogical competencies may contribute to ‘othering’ 
processes (cf., Rosen & Jacob, 2022). Students’ success in school instead 
mainly depends on the quality of the teaching, not on the socio- 
demographic characteristics of the teaching workforce (for similar findings 
on the lack of teachers’ social origin effects, see, Ostermann & Neugebauer, 
2021). If having specific qualifications to deal with migrant students’ needs 
is beneficial for migrant students, non-migrant teachers should be able to 
attain these skills as well. Second, migrant teachers and students are hetero
geneous groups in terms of country of origin. Hence, the characteristics of 
migrant teachers that are assumed to enable better teaching of migrant 
students, such as shared languages or cultural understanding, might be 
limited, for example, to migrant students of the same country of origin. 
Due to the heterogeneity of teachers and students, these ‘beneficial matches’ 
would be rare cases.

Finally, let us assume that migrant students do, in fact, benefit from being 
taught by migrant teachers. Consequently, it would be optimal to segregate 
students into (mainly) migrant and non-migrant classrooms taught by 
(mainly) migrant and non-migrant teachers. This would run counter to 
attempts to increase diversity and de-segregate schools and society as a whole.

Notes

1. This paper uses the expressions ‘migrant students/teachers’ and ‘students/teachers 
with a migration background’ interchangeably. We use the terms ‘native students/ 
teachers’ and ‘non-migrant students/teachers’ to refer to our reference group, persons 
born in Germany with both parents born in Germany.

2. An alternative data source is the National Educational Panel Study (NEPS), which has 
a fifth-grade starting cohort. However, the number of migrant student-teacher 
matches in NEPS is even smaller than in our data.

3. Including these classrooms does not change our findings substantively.
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4. The plausible values are five estimates from multiple imputations based upon stu
dents’ answers to a subset of test questions they were randomly assigned in a multi- 
matrix test design, similar to the well-known PISA test design. Hence, they should be 
analysed separately before averaging them according to Rubin’s rules. Because we 
multiply imputed the other variables used in our study as well (25 times, see below), 
each competence model was estimated five times with each plausible value separately 
(5 x 5 = 25 times in total) and then combined according to Rubin’s rules in the 
multiple imputation framework.

5. Cultural activities include e.g. going to a museum, concert, opera, ballet or theatre. 
Overall, the factor score consists of five items and has an eigenvalue of 2.09 (Cronbach 
alpha = 0.88).

6. We also estimated random coefficient models, including a random coefficient for 
students’ migration backgrounds. However, the effect of students’ migration back
grounds did not vary between teachers and the primary results remained unchanged 
(cf. Appendix A1). Thus, we chose to report the findings of the random intercept 
models.

7. Details on the imputation model can be obtained from the authors.
8. In light of these insignificant differences, one may wonder if we merely lack the statistical 

power to detect positive effects. To test this potential objection, we examined the upper 
bounds of the 95% confidence intervals. Looking at the results of the listening compre
hension and orthography test scores, we would expect 95% of these intervals to contain 
the true population mean which should not be larger than 2.6, respectively 0.6 points. 
These upper bounds of the 95% confidence intervals are estimated as −13.26 (coefficient) 
+ 1.96 × 8.07 (standard error) = 2.56 for the listening comprehension, and as 
−17.81 + 1.96 x 9.38 = 0.58 for the orthography test. Thus, we can rule out any 
substantive positive association between migrant students’ test scores and being taught 
by a migrant teacher. For grading, however, the upper bound is 0.18 (0 + 1.96 x 0.09), 
which is a substantively important difference. Hence, we cannot rule out grading 
advantages (net of actual performance disadvantages) for migrant students.
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