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This paper explores why ethnic minority students are more likely than majority students to believe that they
should attend a higher educational track. Based on a survey of seventh-grade students in Germany, we examine
two explanations for this “perception gap.” First, minority students may be more likely than majority students to
be placed in a track that is too low for them (“exposure” to unfair treatment). Second, minority students, who are
more frequently enrolled in the lowest educational tracks and are often the children of highly ambitious parents,
may feel a greater need to attribute limited educational success to unfair treatment in order to protect their self-
esteem (“ex-post rationalization of a lack of success™). We find little evidence for the “exposure" mechanism.
Instead, the “perception gap” between majority and minority students largely reflects their more frequent
enrollment in the lowest, stigmatized track of the education system and their parents’ high, unmet educational

aspirations.

1. Introduction: A student’s perspective on educational
inequality

Pronounced ethnic inequalities can be found in many countries and
have received considerable attention in educational research. In Ger-
many, the immigrant population is largely from southern and eastern
Europe, the former Soviet Union, and, more recently, from the Middle
East. It has long been dominated by individuals with relatively low
levels of formal education (Sprengholz et al., 2021). This legacy, along
with the often-described tight intrafamilial transmission of low educa-
tional attainment in Germany (Stephany, 2019), continues to shape the
educational trajectories of immigrants and their descendants, the
so-called second generation (Bonefeld et al., 2017; Krause et al., 2015).
They attend lower educational tracks (Krause et al., 2015) than majority
members and reach lower levels of educational attainment (Diehl &
Granato, 2018).

The studies that examine the reasons for these inequalities suggest
that children of immigrants are primarily disadvantaged as children of
parents with low levels of formal education (Diehl et al., 2016; Krause
et al., 2015). In addition, they face more specific hurdles as immigrant
children - or as children of immigrants, such as a lower proficiency in
the host language (Kempert et al., 2016), teacher bias, and discrimina-
tion (Sprietsma, 2013; Wenz & Hoenig, 2020). On the positive side, it

has been shown that minority students have high educational aspira-
tions (Dollmann & Weimann, 2020; Salikutluk, 2016).

This paper addresses a question that has received surprisingly little
attention, especially in quantitative research: Do minority students feel
treated unfairly more often in school than majority students? This focus
is motivated by the observation that students’ subjective perceptions of
inequality and fairness have been neglected in the rich literature on
educational inequality that “typically frames distributional issues less in
terms of justice than in terms of effectiveness” (Resh & Sabbagh, 2016,
p. 349). This is unfortunate because it is well known, especially from the
organizational research literature, that these perceptions have conse-
quences, e.g., for health or work motivation (D’Ambrosio et al., 2018;
Robbins et al., 2012). Perceived unfairness in school is negatively
related to students’ educational achievement (Chen & Cui, 2020; Mikk
et al., 2016), motivation (Berti et al., 2010), academic self-concept, in-
terest in a task, and eagerness to do well (Helm et al., 2020). It is
associated with lower aspirations for higher education, lower post-
secondary enrollment, lower life satisfaction in later years (Grew et al.,
2024), and comes along with a strong sense of not belonging (Resh &
Sabbagh, 2014). Perceived unfairness has also been linked to engage-
ment in bullying behaviors (Lenzi et al., 2014; Molinari et al., 2013).
Outside school, these perceptions have been negatively associated with
democratic attitudes and social, institutional, and political trust (Resh,
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2018; Resh & Sabbagh, 2016, p. 362).

As an indicator of perceived unfair treatment, we focus on perceived
track mismatch, i.e., students’ subjective perceptions that they belong to
a higher educational track than the one they are currently attending.
Educational tracking, i.e., the early assignment of students to different
school tracks based on ability (Hallinan, 2000), has received much
attention in the academic and societal debate on educational inequality.
In the highly-tracked German system, track assignments based on
teacher recommendations take place quite early, when children are
about nine years old, potentially disadvantaging children who are late
entrants to the education system (Buchmann & Park, 2009, p. 249).
These recommendations are non-binding in most states but still highly
consequential. An assignment to the highest track (the so-called Gym-
nasium) provides a direct pathway to the Abitur, the certificate needed to
enter the university. The debate about the academic consequences of
tracking (e.g., Dockx et al., 2019; Matthewes, 2021; Pomianowicz, 2023;
Traini, Kleinert & Bittmann, 2021; Traini, Kleinert & Schindler, 2021) is
still unsettled (Esser & Seuring, 2020; Heisig & Matthewes, 2022), partly
due to measurement issues (Domina et al., 2019).

In addition, numerous studies analyze whether teacher recommen-
dations are partly biased, especially against children from lower
educational backgrounds, ethnic minority students, or boys (Bonefeld &
Dickhauser, 2018; Dudas, 2014; Maaz et al., 2011). Apart from these
specific questions about the fairness of track recommendations, there
are other reasons to expect that immigrant children feel more often
unfairly treated in school than majority students. Some studies suggest
that minority students may receive lower grades than their peers with
similar performance and ability, and that teachers’ assessments of their
academic abilities may be biased (Sprietsma, 2013, Wenz & Hoenig,
2020). Others point to institutional discrimination, such as a low pro-
portion of immigrant teachers and a resulting lack of role models, or the
way immigrant students are portrayed in textbooks (Georgi, 2024). At
the same time, immigrant families “aim high” in terms of education. The
discrepancy between desired educational careers and limited educa-
tional success, as well as the empirical evidence of unfair treatment of
minority students in the school system and the negative consequences of
these perceptions, makes it worthwhile to investigate how children
perceive and experience unfair treatment in terms of track enrollment.

To explore students’ perceived track mismatch, we use innovative
data from a large project on “Students’ Perceptions of Inequality and
Fairness in School and Society” (PerFair), collected in 2022/23 in three
German federal states. In short, our findings reveal that minority stu-
dents who attend lower or intermediate tracks of the German education
system are more likely than comparable majority students to believe
that they have ended up on the wrong track. We test two general
theoretical mechanisms that may explain this “perception gap” between
majority and minority students. The first mechanism considers the
possibility that students may experience more unfairness when they are
assigned to an educational track (“exposure”). The other mechanism
focuses on people’s tendency to attribute a lack of success to external
causes, even in the absence of unfair treatment in a given situation (“ex-
post rationalization of a lack of success”). One manifestation of this
mechanism is based on the “information deficit hypothesis™ (Becker &
Gresch, 2016; Kao & Tienda, 1998; Relikowski et al., 2012), which
suggests that minority students may be more puzzled by ending up in a
lower track because they are less informed about the specific re-
quirements for entering higher tracks. The other manifestations center
around students’ responses to high but, to different degrees, unmet
parental expectations (Schaeffer, 2019).

Our results challenge the notion of an “exposure” mechanism: We
find no evidence that the gap in fairness perceptions between minority
and majority children is driven by those minority students who are
unfairly placed in a track that is too low for their abilities and perfor-
mance. Rather, while majority students perceive a track mismatch when
they have above-average skills and grades, this perception also prevails
among minority students with average or below-average skills and
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grades. In addition, minority students are more likely to have parents
with high educational aspirations — and to attend the most stigmatized,
lowest track of the education system.

2. Understanding perceived track mismatch among minority
students. Current insights and theoretical arguments

Few studies examine which students feel treated fairly at school and
why, i.e., treat these perceptions rather than their consequences as the
main explanatory challenge (Resh & Sabbagh, 2016, p. 230). Moreover,
in the literature on students’ perceptions of fairness in school, just
teacher-student relationships and grades have received the most atten-
tion among the various rewards distributed in this context (e.g., Jasso &
Resh, 2002; Resh, 2010; Resh & Dalbert, 2007). The perceived fairness
of the allocation of learning places (such as tracking), a key indicator of
educational justice (Resh & Sabbagh, 2016), has rarely been studied.

This is surprising, as the “objective” fairness and bias of teacher
recommendations for particular school tracks have received much
attention (see next section). Moreover, feelings that one has been placed
on the wrong track should have important implications for student
motivation because, short of receiving a failing grade, this unfairness
refers not to a momentary condition but to a situation that cannot be
easily reversed, particularly in countries that have a rigid tracking
practice. Even if some students manage to change to more challenging
tracks later on, it is usually the more privileged students who manage to
do so (Biewen & Thiele, 2020; P. Blossfeld, 2018; and Schindler, 2017
for long-term track mobility effects on social inequalities in educational
attainment).

A suitable theoretical framework for analyzing students’ perceptions
of unfair treatment is provided by the literature on perceived discrimi-
nation among ethnic and racial minorities (for a review, see Schaeffer &
Kas, 2023). ! 1t starts out from the fact that perceived unfair treatment is
different from actual unfair treatment (Small & Pager, 2020). In many
situations, it is unclear whether those who experience a negative
outcome (such as not getting a job or apartment) were rewarded un-
fairly. As a result, perceptions of unfair treatment generally reflect, to
varying degrees, both “exposure” to actual unfair treatment and attri-
butions of negative experiences to unfair treatment, even in those cases
where it didn’t happen.

This, in relation to our research question, implies that minority
students may have been placed on a track that is too low given their
abilities, performance, and behavior. In line with the literature
mentioned above, we call this mechanism “exposure” (to unfair treat-
ment). However, since it is difficult for the individual child to judge
whether they have actually ended up on the right educational track, we
also consider alternative explanations for why students may believe that
they should be enrolled in a higher track, even if there is no direct
empirical evidence for this. Most importantly, more minority than ma-
jority children may feel a need to explain why they did not end up on the
highest educational track in a self-protective way (Thijs & Piscoi, 2016),
i.e., by ascribing it to external causes such as allegedly unfair treatment.
We call this mechanism the “ex-post rationalization of a lack of success”
(Schaeffer, 2019, p. 67) and describe different manifestations of it in the
following sections.

1 In this article, we use the term “perceived unfair treatment” rather than
“perceived discrimination”. The term discrimination ("the difference between
the treatment a target group actually receives and the treatment they would
receive if they were not members of the target group but were otherwise the
same", Quillian, 2006, p. 302) refers more narrowly to the perception that
unfair treatment is related to one’s membership in a disadvantaged group. We
do not know whether minority students believe that they have been assigned to
the wrong educational track because of their group membership, only that they
believe that they belong to a higher track, that is, that they have not received a
fair return for a given input in terms of Equity Theory (Adams, 1965).
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3. The “exposure” mechanism

According to previous research, minority students could be more
likely than majority children to be exposed to unfair treatment in the
sense of being misplaced in lower tracks of the education system.

3.1. Unfair enrollment in lower tracks: the role of biased teacher
recommendations

Teachers have some leeway in assessing and grading students and
making track recommendations since neither grades nor track recom-
mendations are based on standardized tests in Germany. Track recom-
mendations are more susceptible to teacher bias than grading processes
because they require long-term expectations rather than short-term
evaluations (Wenz & Hoenig, 2020). This involves more uncertainty,
making statistical discrimination more likely (Arrow, 1998). In the
school context, this might imply that track evaluations are based less on
actual performance and more on stereotypical assumptions about group
differences in ability, effort, and classroom behavior.

Several studies have analyzed whether track recommendations are
fair by comparing the likelihood of receiving a recommendation to
attend the highest track between children of non-academic or immigrant
parents to peers with academic or native-born parents — at equivalent
levels of achievement (for a review see Batruch et al., 2023; see also
Dollmann, 2025; Lorenz et al., 2016; Wenz & Hoenig, 2020). For the
German context, this research suggests that, at the same level of
achievement, children of educated parents — a group in which minority
children are underrepresented — are slightly more likely to receive a
recommendation for the highest educational track (Dudas, 2014;
Dumont et al., 2019; Maaz et al., 2011). The evidence on additional
disadvantages for minority children is mixed, with most studies finding
no and some even a positive ethnic bias in track recommendations after
controlling for grades and socioeconomic background. However, some
studies indeed find evidence for a negative bias, mostly those based on
experimental data (Batruch et al., 2023). One explanation for such
biased recommendations is that teachers base their grades and recom-
mendations on children’s work and learning patterns that may differ
between those from more and less privileged backgrounds (Riek & van
Ophuysen, 2014). While it could be argued that work and learning
patterns ultimately influence success in secondary school, many mi-
nority children have acquired their skills against greater resistance.
Teachers who predominantly come from ethnic majority families may
not reward this accordingly (Rotter, 2015).

Studies beyond the German context find some support for this, but
the overall findings are again mixed. Data on Spain suggest that his-
torically disadvantaged groups, such as low SES children and minority
children, but also boys, receive recommendations that reflect stereo-
typical assumptions about these groups’ effort and behavior
(Gil-Hernandez et al., 2024). These mechanisms align with qualitative
research findings from Italy, indicating that teachers often hold some-
what paternalistic attitudes toward minority children, assuming they
may feel “out of place” in upper secondary schools. At the same time,
parents from minority backgrounds are generally less equipped than
their middle-class counterparts to effectively communicate their high
educational aspirations to teachers or to challenge course recommen-
dations that do not reflect those goals (Bonizzoni et al., 2016). However,
other studies — also set in the Italian context — suggest a contrasting view:
some teachers actually anticipate and acknowledge parents’ strong
educational ambitions (Borgna & Contini, 2021). Research on long-term
trends in track recommendations shows that minority students in the
Netherlands receive higher track recommendations, which is linked to
their parents’ high educational aspirations. Over time, however, ma-
jority children are catching up, and these immigrant-native gaps are
closing, a trend the authors attribute to minority children no longer
being perceived as a target group for positive discrimination
(Timmermans et al., 2018).
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Overall, some, but not all, studies suggest that, at the same levels of
ability and performance, there are relatively small differences in track
recommendations based on socioeconomic or ethnic background to the
detriment of students from parents with low levels of formal education
and minority parents. As a result, more minority children may end up —
and thus correctly assume — that they are enrolled in tracks that are too
low for them.

H1. Minority children perceive a track mismatch more often than
majority children because they are more likely to attend a track that is
too low for them.

4. The “ex-post-rationalization of a lack of success” mechanism

As outlined above, the literature on perceived discrimination points
to the importance of a second factor in explaining perceptions of unfair
treatment, namely attributional processes that may explain why a lack of
success is sometimes blamed on unfair treatment even if it actually re-
flects other factors. In the following, we describe several possible
manifestations of this mechanism.

4.1. Information deficit

According to the literature on ethnic educational inequality, many
immigrant families tend to be less familiar with the institutions in the
reception context and have limited access to information about how to
succeed (Zimmermann, 2024). This argument lies at the heart of the
so-called “information deficit hypothesis”, according to which immi-
grant parents are more likely to misjudge “their child’s academic per-
formance due to the parents’ low familiarity with the German school
system” (Blossfeld & Nester, 2024). Qualitative research on Turkish
families has also shown that when parents decide on the right school
track for their child, immigrant parents focus less on their actual per-
formance than majority parents (Relikowski et al., 2012). Similarly,
minority children appear to be less familiar with the requirements for
achieving high levels of educational attainment (Salikutluk, 2016).

Consequently, minority students may be more puzzled about why
they ended up in the lower track of the education system. For those who
are less well informed about the relevant factors for tracking decisions,
unfair treatment is a more obvious ex-post rationalization for attending
the lower educational track than for those who are well-informed about
the requirements. As a consequence, majority children should mostly
feel misplaced when there is actual evidence that they ended up “on the
wrong track,” whereas minority students could feel treated unfairly even
in the absence of such a factual mismatch.

H2. Minority children perceive a track mismatch even if they attend a
track that aligns with their actual abilities and performance.

4.2. Enrollment in a stigmatized track

In general, students on the lowest tracks of the education system may
feel a greater need to attribute their enrollment in a lower school track
externally. In Germany, the lowest track is called Hauptschule and is
highly stigmatized in the sense that students are perceived as less gifted
and motivated (Bardach et al., 2023; Volcker & Hansen-Schaberg,
2016). Track-related stereotypes are internalized by students and have
negative consequences for their self-appraisals and self-evaluations (Van
Houtte, 2016; Van Praag et al., 2017). As a result, enrollment in the
lowest tracks of the education system may be perceived as a “failure”
and lead to frustration, a greater sense of futility, i.e., the sentiment of
not being in control of one’s educational career, and feelings of “being
stuck” (Van Houtte, 2016; Van Houtte & Stevens, 2008). Only a small
and decreasing share of less than 10 % of German students attend this
track nationwide (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2023). Moving up to the
Gymnasium at a later stage of the educational career is also less likely
from the lowest track of the educational system than from the middle
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tracks (Bellenberg, 2012; Statistisches Bundesamt, 2011).

In Germany, minority children are not only less likely to attend the
academic track that leads to the entry exam for the university, but also
more likely to attend the lowest school track (Bach et al.,, 2024).
Therefore, they may feel a greater need to attribute enrollment in this
stigmatized track to unfair treatment, and deal with it in a way that
protects their self-esteem.

H3. Minority children perceive a track mismatch more often than
majority children because they attend the lowest tracks of the education
system more often than majority children.

4.3. High parental aspirations

Educational aspirations, i.e., the highest educational levels students
(or the parents) wish (for their children), differ not only by their so-
cioeconomic background. They are also higher for minority than for
majority parents, a phenomenon that has received a great deal of
attention in research on ethnic educational inequality (Becker et al.,
2022; Becker & Gresch, 2016; Zimmermann, 2019). One crucial expla-
nation for socioeconomic status differences in educational aspirations is
the status maintenance motive, i.e., parents desire that their children
maintain their own educational level (Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997).
Children aim to conform to their parents’ aspirations to avoid cognitive
dissonance (ibid.). While this implies that majority children aim to
maintain, but not necessarily surpass, their parents’ level of education,
minority children’s educational aspirations show certain specificities
(Becker, 2010; Kristen & Dollmann, 2009; Pomianowicz, 2024).

Immigrants are a positively selected group in terms of ambition,
often strive for upward mobility, and are not easily discouraged by
temporary hardship and a lack of success, a phenomenon discussed
under the term “immigrant optimism” (Kao & Tienda, 1998). Due to the
challenges associated with the migration process, particularly the
devaluation of resources such as education, language skills, and social
capital, many immigrants are unable to meet these ambitions and pass
on their high and unfulfilled educational aspirations to their children.
Moreover, many immigrants from countries with generally lower levels
of education and limited opportunities for upward mobility had
above-average educational attainment in their country of origin. As a
result, their relative level of education before migration was high, even
if their absolute level of education (e.g., in terms of years of schooling)
after arrival in the host country is comparatively low (Engzell, 2019;
Sporlein & Kristen, 2019). Thus, minority children may feel a stronger
pressure than majority children to surpass their parents’ educational
attainment and to regain the class positions that their families lost
through migration. In fact, minority students choose more challenging
educational pathways than majority children of the same achievement
level, although this does not necessarily lead to higher completion rates
(Dollmann & WeiBmann, 2020).

The argument that minority members’ perceptions of unfair treat-
ment reflect unfulfilled mobility aspirations has been formulated and
empirically tested in a study that aims to explain variance in perceptions
of discrimination among second-generation immigrants in Germany
more generally. “It might be in this aspiration to surpass their parents
that they fail and which then turns into perceived discrimination — an
unanticipated downside of immigrant optimism” (Schaeffer, 2019, p.
67). In fact, perceptions of discrimination are pronounced among
German-born adult children of immigrants with lower levels of educa-
tional attainment than their parents (ibid.). A similar argument may
apply to children who fail to live up to their parents’ ambitious educa-
tional aspirations. Since minority students are more likely than majority
students to have parents with Abitur aspirations, those not enrolled in
the highest track of the education system may more frequently experi-
ence a need to “ex-post rationalize” this by attributing their track
placement to unfair treatment.

H4. Minority children who do not attend the highest educational track
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perceive a track mismatch more often than majority children because
they are more likely to have parents with Abitur aspirations.

4.4. Pronounced “aspiration squeeze”

Finally, the previous two mechanisms may interact in the sense that
it is not so much attending the lowest track of the education system per se
that leads to the perceptions that this enrollment is unfair. In fact, it
might be problematic to assume that students enrolled in the lowest
track per se perceive this as some sort of failure that requires justifica-
tion. Rather, this might be the response to a specific combination of
attending the lowest school track and having parents with the highest, i.
e., Abitur, educational aspirations. Minority children may experience
this largest possible discrepancy between the track attended and the
track aspired by their parents (“aspiration squeeze”) more often than
majority students (Engzell, 2019). As a consequence, more students in
this group may feel the need to ex-post rationalize a lack of success to
unfair treatment in a self-protective way.

H5. Minority children perceive a track mismatch more often than
majority children because the gap between parents’ Abitur aspirations
and the attended track is larger for minority students than for majority
students.

5. Perceived track mismatch in the German context

We study perceived track mismatch in the German education system,
which is known for its highly pronounced tracking system. Sorting into
separate school tracks starts early (after grade four in almost all German
federal states) and predominantly occurs between schools, even though
within-school tracking also exists (Pomianowicz, 2023, p. 308). Stu-
dents attend hierarchical tracks and receive different curriculum con-
tents that lead to distinct school certificates. Usually, four types of school
tracks can be distinguished: lowest tracks (Hauptschule), intermediate
tracks (Realschule), comprehensive schools (Gemeinschafts- or Gesamt-
schule), and academic tracks (Gymnasium). The latter opens the way to
university education. The lowest school tracks are gradually replaced by
comprehensive schools, in which, in some cases, Abitur attainment is
also possible (Henninges et al., 2019). Since tracking is organized
mainly between schools, and students attend different school buildings,
track mobility is relatively low (Blossfeld, 2018), i.e., the first school
certificate students attain is usually in line with their first track position
(Henninges et al., 2019).

At the same time, students are highly aware of the track levels they
are placed in, especially compared to systems with less pronounced
tracking (Legette, 2020). Both observations make Germany an inter-
esting case for analyzing perceived track mismatch, as it can be assumed
that in cases of mismatch and with fewer opportunities to change tracks,
once enrolled in a lower track, students may be more frustrated
compared to countries with more flexible tracking practices (note,
however, that minority students are more likely to use these opportu-
nities, see Dollmann & Weimann, 2020).

6. Data and methods
6.1. Data

We use novel data from the “Students Perceptions of Inequality and
Fairness” (PerFair) project, a survey of seventh-graders in three German
federal states (Baden-Wuerttemberg, Saxony, and Schleswig-Holstein).>
The types of school tracks vary somewhat by federal state, although in
all three states, tracking occurs after grade four, and teacher

2 For more information on the project, please visit https://www.exc.uni-kon
stanz.de/en/inequality/research/projects/students-perceptions-of-inequality/
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recommendations are not binding, i.e., the final decision for a particular
school track is made by the parents. In Baden-Wuerttemberg and Sax-
ony, a certain grade point average is required to receive a teacher
recommendation for academic tracks (for more details, see Tables Al
and A2 in the Appendix).

The most important aim of the PerFair project is to describe and
explain how perceptions of educational and social inequality and fair-
ness develop during early adolescence and to analyze the attitudinal and
behavioral consequences. The first wave of the standardized survey was
collected during the school year 2022/23 (November 2022 — June
2023).° The sampling procedure followed a multi-stage stratified sam-
pling strategy. First, secondary schools with students in the seventh
grade were randomly selected among all prevailing school types in the
three federal states (explicit stratifying unit).” Second, in order to ach-
ieve a proportional representation of minority students and schools in
rural and urban areas, schools were additionally selected according to
these two criteria (implicit stratifying unit). Third, among the partici-
pating schools, all classes with seventh-grade students were invited to
take part in the survey. After all, 3116 students in 200 classes and 78
schools participated in the survey.”

6.2. Measurements

To construct our dependent variable, perceived track mismatch, we
first code students’ actual track level position in the three federal states.
We code school tracks according to the four categories: lowest school
track, intermediate track, comprehensive school, and academic track.
Second, we measure perceived track mismatch by the survey item asking
students, “Do you think another type of school would suit you better?”®;
Students could answer with “no” or “yes” while also indicating which
track they would find more suitable. Students who indicated that a
higher track than their actual track is a better fit for them are coded as
having a perceived track mismatch. Students who answered “no” and
those who answered “yes” but (probably by accident or due to a poor
understanding of the question) chose the same or a lower track than the
one they are currently attending are included in the reference category
of no perceived track match (see Table A3 in the Appendix for more
details on the coding). Note that since we are observing seventh-graders,
students have been attending their tracks for at least two years and may
have already adjusted to their track placement. As a result, we may even
be underestimating perceived track mismatch.

Students already attending the highest educational track cannot
perceive a track mismatch according to our definition and were, thus,
excluded from the analyses. Students attending comprehensive schools
(with and without access to an academic track) in Baden-Wuerttemberg
are coded as perceiving a track mismatch only if they wish to attend a
Gymnasium. For Schleswig-Holstein, we treat students in comprehensive
schools without access to an academic track as having a perceived track
mismatch if they wish to attend comprehensive schools with access to
the academic track (or a Gymnasium).

For measuring minority background, we group together first- and

3 The survey was implemented by the IEA Hamburg, for more details see
Table A4 in the Appendix.

4 In accordance with international standards, the PPS (Probability Propor-
tional to Size) sampling was applied. Schools which participated in the PISA
survey were excluded and replaced by schools with similar characteristics ac-
cording to the sampling frame.

5 See Table A4 in the Appendix for the student response rates by school type
and some additional information on the recruitment process.

6 Prior to the question on perceived track mismatch, students were asked
what track they currently attend in order to elicit a very general perception of
how the track they attend fits them. To avoid any misunderstanding of this
question (e.g., as referring to a particular school rather than a particular track),
the response categories of the state-specific tracks were repeated in the
question.
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second-generation minority students as the number of cases is otherwise
too low. First-generation minority students are children born abroad
with two parents born abroad, including interethnic cases where one
parent was born in Germany but the child abroad.” Second-generation
minority students are children born in Germany while both parents
were born abroad. Our theoretical considerations apply to both groups
and case numbers do not allow for a more fine-grained differentiation
(but see Figure Al for the distribution of the country of origin of first-
and second-generation minority students of the PerFair sample). Stu-
dents who were born in Germany and have German-born parents are
defined as majority students and included in the reference category.®
Second-generation minority students with only one parent born abroad
(i.e., the interethnic second generation) are defined as majority students.
These students are often found to have more similar characteristics to
majority than to minority students, e.g., in terms of parental education
(Becker, 2011; Segeritz et al., 2010).

To test H1 (“exposure to actual unfair treatment”) is challenging.
This is a well-known problem in the literature on perceptions of
discrimination - they are difficult, if not impossible, to validate. In some
German federal states, teachers have to follow grades rather strictly
when they issue their track recommendations. However, they are also
encouraged to consider other factors, such as students’ cognitive po-
tential. The latter shows a medium to high correlation with grades
(Steinmayr et al., 2017, pp. 51-53). In addition, it is important to note
that not all students follow these recommendations, and minority stu-
dents might more often deviate from track recommendations than ma-
jority students (e.g., Gresch, 2012). Without going into the complicated
details of the determinants of track allocations, it is clear that we cannot
definitely decide whether a student actually attends an unfairly low
track with the data at hand. We therefore use a proxy variable and
calculate whether a students’ cognitive skills, as measured in the PerFair
survey, are higher than the cognitive skills of other students on this
track.

Students’ cognitive skills were assessed by means of a sub-test of the
CFT 20-R “Grundintelligenztest Skala 2 — Revision”, measuring fluid
intelligence. This kind of test was developed as a “culture fair test,”
ideally measuring intelligence without the influence of external factors,
such as the socioeconomic or cultural circumstances of students and
language requirements (Cattell, 1973; Lozano-Ruiz et al., 2021; Weib,
2006). Yet, minority students perform worse in this test (see Figure A2 in
the Appendix), which is not a peculiarity of our data (see e.g., Rosselli &
Ardila, 2003). One possible reason for this finding is that the test might
not be as “culture fair” as intended. Rather, the test could be biased
against minority children because it is not adapted to the culture-specific
norms of students but relies on Western-specific norms (Lozano-Ruiz
etal., 2021; Rosselli & Ardila, 2003). In addition, minority students with
a different first language may have difficulties understanding the in-
structions for the test (Weil, 2006). And finally, students’ cognitive
potential, which is equally distributed across groups, might be realized
differently under various socialization conditions (Esser, 2021, p. 135).

The average cognitive skill levels by school-track type are calculated
for each federal state. Afterward, we calculate each student’s cognitive
skill deviation from the attended track average, which is used as a proxy for
actual track mismatch. We group this information into three categories:
(1) Students who are at least one standard deviation below the track
average (the reference category), (2) those that are around the track
average, and (3) students having skills at least one standard deviation
above the track average. Note that the last group represents students
who seem to have been assigned to a track that is too low for them, given

7 Children with missing birth origin are also coded as first generation when
both parents were born abroad.

8 Majority students also include children with missing birth origin when both
parents were born in Germany, or when one parent is German and the other’s
birth origin is missing.
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their cognitive abilities. When interpreting the coefficients of the
cognitive skill deviation, it is important to remember that what matters
are the differences between majority and minority students in how that
deviation above the track-average relates to perceived track mismatch.
To test the robustness of our findings for cognitive ability, we addi-
tionally use alternative proxies for actual track mismatch by calculating
the deviation of language skills and grades from the average of the
school track (see Figure A4 in the Appendix).’

To test H2 regarding the information deficit, we calculate an inter-
action effect between the proxy of actual track mismatch, as outlined
above, and minority background. We expect minority students to
perceive a mismatch even in the absence of empirical evidence of actual
mismatch and interpret this as indirect evidence that they are less well
informed about the role of actual abilities and performance in track
assignments.

The current school track is key in testing H3 and indicates whether
students attend the lowest tracks versus the intermediate tracks or
comprehensive schools (reference category, see Table A2 for details on
the coding). To test H4, we measure students’ perceptions of their par-
ents’ educational aspirations. The survey question asked students what
kind of school education they believe their parents wish for them. Stu-
dents who indicate that their parents wish the Abitur for them, which is
the highest school certificate in Germany, are coded as having parents
with high educational aspirations. Parental aspirations towards lower
educational degrees and indifferent aspirations'’ are coded as having
parental aspirations below the Abitur.'!

Finally, to test H5 (“aspiration squeeze™), we will assess whether the
combination of being enrolled in the lowest track and having parents
with Abitur aspirations, a combination that we expect to lead to a pro-
nounced need to attribute this mismatch to unfair treatment, is more
common among minority children. Technically, we will estimate the
interaction between the track attended and the parental Abitur aspira-
tions. H5 is considered supported if the perception gap is partly
explained by minority students on the lowest track, and whose parents
have Abitur aspirations.

In all models, we control for students’ socioeconomic background by
including parents’ highest educational degree in our models. Since we
surveyed students at a young age, many could not provide this infor-
mation. Fortunately, about half of the parents voluntarily filled out a
parent questionnaire that students handed over to their parents. We

° For calculating the deviation of grades, we use self-reported grades in math
and German (last school year) and calculate the mean over both indicators.
Note that we reversed the German coding of grades (higher values indicate
better grades). For language skills, we combine two objectively measured tests
values: (1) a vocabulary test (DIALANG) and (2) a reading test (C-Test). See
Figure A3 in the Appendix for the descriptive distributions of grades and lan-
guage skills by minority background. In Table A5 we provide the descriptive
patterns on how the average cognitive skills, grades and language skills vary by
school track in each federal state. Table A6 provides the descriptive statistics for
these alternative proxies.

10 we coded students whose parents did not express clear wishes for their
children’s educational attainment as having parental aspirations below the
Abitur, as this may indicate that such parents do not express these wishes to
their children. We conduct sensitivity analyses on excluding these cases (see
Figures A5 and A6 as well as Tables A11 and A12 in the Appendix). Results
show that students’ characteristics do not differ much when excluding these
cases, only the discrepancy between parental aspirations between minority and
majority students is higher in this sample. However, the results remain the
same.

11 Around 16 percent of students (N =506) did not know their parental as-
pirations or had a missing value on this item, which we impute for the analysis.
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could draw from both questionnaires to obtain the parents’ highest
educational degree.12 We impute cases where information on parents’
education is still missing. The final variable thus indicates whether a
student has at least one parent with a university degree (reference
category) or parents without a university degree. Additionally, we
control for gender (see Table 1 for a descriptive summary of variables).

6.3. Analytical strategy

After excluding students in the highest school track,'” the number of
cases amounts to 1835. Of these students, 263 have a missing value on
the dependent variable. The final analysis sample is N = 1572 students
(see Table A8 in the Appendix), of which we impute missing values of
the independent variables (N =711). Our dependent variable is binary
and we apply linear-probability models (LPM, Wooldridge, 2010: pp.
562-565). The estimated coefficients can easily be interpreted as
average changes in the probability (in percentage points) of perceiving a
track mismatch following a change in the categories of the independent
variables. Moreover, we apply cluster-robust standard errors in order to
address the problem of heteroscedastic errors in LPMs and to account for
the nested data structure in school classes. As indicated above, in order
to account for item non-response, we employ multiple imputations by
chained equations on all independent variables (Azur et al., 2011). With
this approach, 30 imputed datasets are created (von Hippel, 2018, 2020)
on which the combined point estimates and standard errors are calcu-
lated using Rubin’s rules (Rubin, 1987) in order to adjust for the vari-
ability across these imputations.

7. Findings

Table 1 provides some descriptive insights. Overall, perceived track
mismatch is far from frequent among seventh graders who did not make
it to the Gymnasium. While 13 percent of all students feel misplaced,
there is a clear divide between majority and minority students. The
latter group is much more likely to perceive a track mismatch (24
percent compared to 10 percent of majority students, i.e., a gap of 14
percentage points).

Majority and minority students markedly differ in terms of the three
variables assumed to explain the perceived track mismatch according to
our theoretical framework, i.e., cognitive ability relative to the track
average (H1 and H2), actual school track attended (H3 and HS5), and
parental Abitur aspirations (H4 and H5). Keep in mind that all these
percentages only refer to students who do not attend the highest track.
Concerning the deviation of cognitive skills from the track average as
measured in the test — and being aware of the caveats discussed above —
minority students more often score below the track average than ma-
jority student (18 percent vs. 13 percent), while majority students more
often score slightly above the track average than minority students (14
percent vs. 12 percent). Moreover, more minority than majority students
attend the lowest tracks (25 vs. 8 percent). There is also a significant
discrepancy between the Abitur aspirations of minority and majority
students’ parents. Notably, 54 percent of minority students’ parents
aspire for their children to obtain an Abitur degree, whereas only 28
percent of majority students’ parents share this aspiration. Being in the
lowest track with parents who aspire for their children to obtain an
Abitur degree is almost exclusively found among minority students (10
percent versus 1 percent). The share of students whose parents did not

12 We use information from parents’ questionnaires and in cases of missing
values, from students’ responses. We also include cases when information on
one parent was missing: When one parent had university education, this student
was coded as having at least one parent with university education and other-
wise as having no parents with university education.

13 We provide descriptive statistics on academic-track students in Table A7 in
the Appendix.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics (N = 1572).
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Univariate distribution

Bivariate distribution

Min. Max. Mean/Prop. SD N of Obs. Majority student Minority student

Perceived track mismatch .00 1.00 13 .34 1572 .10 .24
Minority student .00 1.00 .21 41 1517
Cog. skill dey. from school track 1533

Cog. skill below track average (<1 SD) .15 .13 .18

Cog. skills at track average 71 .73 .70

Cog. skills above track average (>1 SD) .14 .14 12
School track: Lowest track .00 1.00 12 .33 1545 .08 .25
Parental Abitur aspirations: yes .00 1.00 .34 .47 1265 .28 .54
Lowest-track students with parental Abitur Asp. .00 1.00 .02 .16 1244 .01 .10
SES: No parent university education .00 1.00 .61 .49 1135 .62 .57
Gender: Male .00 1.00 .51 .50 1529 .52 .48

Source: PerFair data. Note: Differences in the number of observations for each variable compared to the final sample size (N = 1572) will be imputed for the analyses.

obtain a university degree is similar for majority and minority students
(62 and 57 percent).

Multivariate analyses: Explaining the “perception gap” between minority
and majority students

We present our results in Table 2. The base model (MO0) includes only
the group variable (minority vs. majority students) and control variables
(SES and gender) and confirms the findings reported above: minority
students believe more often than majority students that they belong to a
higher track (by 14 percentage points). Note that gender and SES do not
play a role at all.

In M1, we test hypothesis H1 on the exposure mechanism. Adding
the proxy for actual track mismatch reveals that students with average
cognitive skills perceive a track mismatch slightly more often (b = .05; p
<.10) than the reference category of students with below-track average
skills. Students whose cognitive abilities are one SD or more above-track
average show an even higher perceived track mismatch (b = .07,
p < .05). This is even more the case if we use the alternative proxies of
actual mismatch (grades and language skills), which may send a clearer
signal about students’ performance (for grades: b = .16, p <.001, for
language skills: b = .14, p < .001, see M1b in Table A9 and Mlc in
Table A10 in the Appendix). However, adding the proxy for actual track
mismatch does not change the effect size of the grouping variable of
minority vs. majority students, as it stays at 14 percentage points (see
Table 2, MO vs. M1). In other words, the larger perceived track mismatch
among minority students cannot be attributed to an actual track
mismatch as captured by our proxy variable. This also applies when
using the two alternative proxies of actual mismatch (see again
Tables A9 and A10 in the Appendix). We therefore do not find any
support for H1 that more actual unfair enrollment of minority students
in the lower tracks contributes to their higher perceived track mismatch.

In M2, we indirectly test the “information deficit” hypothesis (H2),
which posits that minority students have a more inaccurate perception
of the relationship between ability, performance, and track assignments
than majority students. Therefore, they may feel misplaced even if their
cognitive abilities are similar to or lower than those of the average
student on their track. In order to test this assumption, we model an
interaction effect between minority background and the deviation of
cognitive abilities from the school track average. This interaction effect
is negative and significant (b = -.15, p < .10) for minority students with
above-track average skills compared to the reference category (majority
students with below-track average skills). For an easier interpretation,
we visualize the linear predictions of the interaction effect based on M2
in Fig. 1.

The graph shows a striking picture: Both majority and minority
students believe that they deserve to be on a higher track if their
cognitive skills are above their track average (i.e., if they are actually
enrolled in a track that is too low for them in terms of our proxy indi-
cator). However, among students with average or below-average
cognitive abilities, minority students are more likely than majority

students to believe that they belong in a higher educational track.'* In
support of H2, we interpret this finding as indicating that minority
students are less aware of how abilities and performance relate to track
assignments, leading to a more pronounced perception of unfair
treatment.

Robustness analyses (see Figure A4 and Tables A9 and A10 in the
Appendix) using the alternative proxies of the grade and language skill
deviation show a similar though less marked pattern: Minority and
majority students do not differ much when we only look at those with
above-average skills and performance. In both groups, these students are
most likely to report a mismatch. However, among those with average or
below-average skills and performance, minority students perceive a
higher mismatch than majority students. The pattern may be less pro-
nounced for these indicators because language skills and grades are
more observable for students than cognitive skills. This results in a
clearer signal, reducing the information deficit.

H3 postulates that minority students’ more prevalent perception of a
track mismatch just reflects a larger proportion of minority students in
the lowest and highly stigmatized track of the education system. To test
this hypothesis, we include the current school track that the students
attend in M3. This accounts for about 35 percent of the “perception gap”
between minority and majority students [1- (.09/.14)]. Thus, H3 is
supported.

In H4, we expect that high parental aspirations account for a higher
perceived track mismatch among minority students. Including parental
Abitur aspirations in M4 indeed additionally contributes to closing the
perception gap. The main effect of minority students is reduced from .09
in M3 to .07 in M4, i.e., 25 percent of the effect size [1- (.07/.09)] can be
attributed to group differences in parental Abitur aspirations. Therefore,
we also find support for H4.

To look into the “aspiration squeeze” hypothesis (H5), we test
whether a higher discrepancy between parental Abitur aspirations and
the attended school track is more often experienced by minority students
and whether this explains why they perceive a track mismatch more
often. We therefore insert an interaction effect between school track and
parental Abitur aspirations in M5. The coefficient shows only by ten-
dency that a perceived track mismatch is highest among students
attending the lowest school track and with parents having Abitur aspi-
rations (b = .07). However, as this interaction is not statistically sig-
nificant (p > .10), and since the coefficient for minority background
does not change from M4 to M5, i.e., the perception gap does not close,
H5 is not supported. Overall, while we find support for most of our

14 A likelihood ratio test applied to multiple imputed data indicates that
Model 2 (including the interaction effect) provides a significantly better fit than
Model 1 (without the interaction term, p < .05).

15 The likelihood ratio test comparing Model 5 to Model 4 is not statistically
significant.
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Table 2
Explaining differences in perceived track mismatch between majority and minority students.
MO M1 M2 M3 M4 M5
Base model Hi H2 H3 H4 H5
Minority student 0.14%** 0.14%*** 0.15%* 0.09** 0.07* 0.07*
(0.03) (0.03) (0.06) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Cog. skills at track average 0.05+ 0.04+ 0.05+ 0.05+ 0.05+
(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Cog. skills above track average (>1 SD) 0.07* 0.10%* 0.06+ 0.05 0.05
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Cog. skills at track average X minority student 0.01
(0.06)
Cog. skills above track average (>1 SD) X minority student -0.15+
(0.08)
Lowest school track 0.27%%** 0.28%** 0.27%*
(0.049) (0.04) (0.04)
Parental Abitur aspirations 0.07** 0.06**
(0.02) (0.02)
Lowest school track X parental Abitur aspirations 0.07
(0.09)
SES: No parent univ. education -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.02 -0.01 --0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Gender: Male 0.01 0.01 0.01 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Constant 0.17%** 0.06* 0.06* 0.05+ 0.03 0.04
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
R2 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.09 0.10 0.10
R2 (adj.) 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.09 0.10 0.10
Observations 1572 1572 1572 1572 1572 1572

Source: PerFair data. N = 1572. Dependent variable: Perceived track mismatch. Linear probability models with cluster-robust standard errors at the class level. ***

p <0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10.

Prediction perceived track mismatch
N
—

<1SD Average 21SD
Cog. skill dev. from school track

—e— Majority student
Minority student

Fig. 1. Linear predictions of interaction between minority background and the
cognitive skill deviation from the school track.

Source: PerFair data. N = 1572. Dependent variable: Perceived track mismatch.
Linear probability models with cluster-robust standard errors at the class level.
Confidence intervals at 95 %. Includes controls for SES and gender. Based on
M2 in Table 2.

hypothesized mechanisms, there still remains an “unexplained” gap in
this last model.

Finally, we examine how the minority student effect is attenuated
across the models presented in Table 2 (MO, M1, M3, M4, and M5). To
assess whether the estimated coefficients for minority students differ

significantly between models, we apply a series of Wald-type tests using
bootstrapped standard errors. Specifically, we use resampled datasets
(with replacement) based on the imputed data and calculate p-values for
the difference in coefficients between models (see Bittmann, 2024 for
the implementation of bootstrapping with imputed data in Stata). By
combining multiple imputation with bootstrapping, this approach cap-
tures within-imputation and between-imputation variability, while also
quantifying sampling uncertainty, resulting in a more comprehensive
assessment of uncertainty in effect estimates across models.°

We perform two sets of comparisons: (1) between the baseline model
(MO) and subsequent models (M1, M3, M4, M5), and (2) sequentially
between adjacent models (i.e., M1 vs. M3, M3 vs. M4, M4 vs. M5). Based
on the imputed datasets, we do not find statistically significant differ-
ences in the effect of minority background across models. This reflects
the increased uncertainty inherent in combining multiple imputation
with bootstrapping, which tends to produce estimates with larger con-
fidence intervals (Bartlett & Hughes, 2020)."7 For comparison, we
repeated the same tests using unimputed data, which did not change the
substantive results. However, applying Wald-tests to our unimputed
data yield several significant differences: The coefficient for minority
students in MO differs significantly from that in M1 (p < .10), M3, M4,
and M5 (each p < .05). Moreover, when comparing adjacent models,
only the transition from M1 to M3 — where the school track is introduced
— yields a significant change in the minority effect (p <.10). Even
though some comparisons fall short of statistical significance due to the
increased uncertainty of the combined approach, the pattern of results
remains stable and the substantive interpretation of our findings re-
mains unaffected and in line with our overall conclusion.

16 We estimate all models using 1000 bootstrap replications.

17 As suggested by the authors, we also performed the same test by boot-
strapping the imputed data. Since this test is more computationally intense, we
could only perform 50 replications and restrict the analysis to the comparisons
of MO vs. M1, M3, M4, and M5. These tests were also not statistically
significant.
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8. Discussion and conclusion

This paper is one of the few studies that explores educational
inequality from the students’ perspective. We ask how widespread stu-
dents’ perception is of belonging to a higher track than the one they are
currently attending — a key indicator of educational justice (Resh &
Sabbagh, 2016). Only one in ten majority students, but nearly one in
four minority students, believe that they are enrolled in the wrong track
if they do not attend the academic track. Therefore, we examined how
this “perception gap” between majority and minority students might be
explained using a theoretical framework drawn from the more general
literature on perceived unfair treatment. It considers such perceptions to
reflect both “exposure” to actual unfair treatment and “ex-post ration-
alization” of a lack of success.

Regarding exposure to actual unfair treatment (H1), our results
contradict the idea that it is mostly minority children with abilities
exceeding their track average who believe they belong to a higher track,
which is the pattern seen among majority students. Thus, we do not find
evidence for the “exposure” mechanism. This does in no way imply that
minority children’s feelings of unfair treatment are generally unjusti-
fied. According to various empirical studies, teacher bias does exist, and
many minority students experience some form of unfair treatment in
school. In addition, scholars of racial discrimination have pointed out
that its mere perception takes a psychological toll: “There are times
when people do not know, but still wonder, whether they have been
treated poorly [...]. This possibility [...] can cause a kind of rumination
whose emotional strain can be taxing.” (Small & Pager, 2020, p. 63) The
same argument applies to ethnic discrimination in general and one
might add: to children in particular.

Regarding the greater need of minority students to blame their lack
of educational success on unfair treatment (“ex-post rationalization of a
lack of success”), we tested several mechanisms. Even when their skills
and performance are average or below average, minority children often
think they are on a track that is too low for them. This finding indirectly
supports the “information deficit” hypothesis (H2). Furthermore, we
simply assessed whether minority students more often feel treated un-
fairly because they are enrolled in the lowest (rather than intermediate)
educational tracks more often (H3). This mechanism reduces the
“perception gap” between these groups to a large extent. In addition, this
gap shrinks even more if we take into account that immigrant parents
have much higher educational aspirations. Our findings suggest that
minority children cope with not being able to achieve these ambitious
educational goals by attributing it to allegedly unfair treatment (as hy-
pothesized in H4). Finally, support for the “aspiration squeeze” hy-
pothesis is at best weak (H5). Students in the lowest track show a
tendency toward increased feelings of track mismatch in response to
high parental aspirations, though this is only marginally significant and
does not contribute to the perception gap between minority and ma-
jority students. After checking for several theoretical mechanisms of
“exposure” and “ex-post rationalization”, a “perception gap” of 7 per-
centage points remains. Further research is needed to explain this re-
sidual gap, e.g., by looking into school-context effects.

Although our study addresses an important yet rarely examined topic
in educational research, it has several limitations. First of all, the PerFair
survey was conducted in only three German federal states. There is no
reason to believe that our theoretical framework does not apply to other
German states or other countries with a system of early educational
tracking, or that the empirical results would be fundamentally different.
However, it seems worthwhile for large nationally representative
educational studies, such as the National Educational Panel Study in
Germany, to include questions about students’ subjective perceptions of
fairness, not only to replicate our findings, but also because these per-
ceptions may have consequences beyond students’ actual educational
success. Secondly, our case numbers are not large enough to differen-
tiate between children of the first and second generation or by country of
origin. However, the high aspirations of minority students have been
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confirmed by many other studies that were able to look into them in a
more fine-grained way (e.g., Becker et al., 2022). Finally, we cannot
completely rule out the possibility that the cognitive ability tests we
used are culturally biased in the sense that they are less reliable in
capturing the cognitive abilities of minority children (see the Methods
section).

Despite these limitations, our findings yield some important though
ambivalent practical implications. First of all, they show that the debate
about the “tracked” German school system should not focus exclusively
on the academic implications (see, for example, the debate between
Esser & Seuring, 2020 and Heisig & Matthewes, 2022), but also on the
social and psychological consequences of this feature of the German
education system. Being enrolled in the lowest track is associated with
pronounced perceptions of unfair treatment, while this is much less true
for being enrolled in intermediate or comprehensive schools. As spelled
out in the introduction, perceived unfair treatment can have quite
adverse motivational and behavioral consequences, and in light of our
findings, one could argue that the decision of more and more states in
Germany to abandon this school type is a first step in the right direction.

Secondly, our study confirms that minority families aim high, even if
immigrant parents have low levels of educational attainment. While
many non-immigrant parents seem to prioritize their children reaching
their level of educational attainment, fortunately, minority children ask
for more. These ambitious educational choices do not necessarily lead to
success, but they may be achieved later in life (Dollmann & Weimann,
2020). After all, the German school system provides opportunities to
earn an upper secondary school diploma at a later age. However, some
authors have considered whether a higher level of perceived ethnic
discrimination among adult children of immigrants is an “unanticipated
downside of immigrant optimism,” especially among those who did not
live up to their parents’ educational attainment (Schaeffer, 2019, p. 77).
Our study not only confirms previous research which shows that mi-
nority students enrolled in lower educational tracks are more likely than
majority students to have parents who aspire for them to earn an Abitur.
It also suggests that this contributes to a more frequent perceived
mismatch of students with their tracks. While discouraging immigrant
parents from aiming high may seem like an “easy fix” for their children’s
perception of being treated unfairly, this would certainly be no solution
for normative and ethical reasons — and in light of the substantial ethnic
educational inequalities in Germany. Rather, in a tracked education
system, it seems particularly important to ensure that minority students
who make it to the higher tracks ultimately succeed there, despite the
many challenges they face.
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