
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of International Migration and Integration
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-025-01306-5

Upper Secondary Educational Attainment of Japan‑Born 
Immigrants: Mixed‑Parentage as a Marker of Social 
Integration or Family Instability in Japan?

Kenji Ishida1 · Giulia Dugar2 

Received: 13 December 2024 / Accepted: 27 August 2025 
© The Author(s) 2025

Abstract
School achievement of immigrant-origin youths is affected by multiple factors, yet 
their performance relative to native peers remains debated in migration studies. 
Furthermore, considerable variation within the second-generation children possi-
bly exists. This study investigates whether Japan-born children with migrant par-
ents lag behind in high school educational attainment compared to their Japanese 
peers, advancing research on second-generation integration in new immigration 
countries. Using nationwide longitudinal data of the 2001-born cohort, we found 
that children from mixed Japanese-immigrant parentage attend lower-ranked high 
schools than both native and immigrant children, challenging straight-line assimila-
tion theory. Our analysis reveals significant ethnic stratification: children with East 
Asian parents perform on par with native Japanese, while those with parents from 
other regions experience educational disadvantages. This pattern persists even when 
accounting for socioeconomic backgrounds, suggesting that the ability to ‘pass’ as 
Japanese may facilitate educational success within Japan’s homogeneous school 
system. Additionally, children with immigrant mothers and Japanese fathers face 
greater educational disadvantages than those with Japanese mothers, though socio-
economic factors largely explain this difference. These findings contribute to seg-
mented assimilation literature by demonstrating how intermarriage processes and 
ethnic proximity shape integration outcomes in a society with limited institutional 
support for immigrants. The study underscores the importance of considering both 
parental origins and host society context in understanding the educational trajecto-
ries of second-generation children.
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Introduction

Over the past three decades, Japan has experienced a steady increase in its 
immigrant population, largely spurred by the 1990 revision of the Immigration 
and Refugee Recognition Act. In 2001—the focal year of this study—the for-
eign population reached 1.78 million, almost double the figure from just before 
the policy change. This demographic shift has also led to a rise in the num-
ber of children born in Japan to immigrant parents. While small in absolute 
terms—and in comparison with countries having longer immigration tradition 
(OECD, 2010)—this second-generation population is a growing presence in 
Japanese society and schools, reaching 22,1761 in 2001.

Despite this trend, there is limited empirical research on how these Japan-born 
immigrant-origin children fare in the education system, particularly in comparison 
to their native Japanese peers. Existing studies have focussed either on small, local-
ised samples or on newly arrived foreign-born students with language needs (see, for 
instance, Takenoshita et al., 2014 or Kobayashi & Tsuboya, 2021 among others). As 
a result, little is known about the academic experiences of Japan-born children of 
immigrants who have spent their entire schooling in Japan and are often proficient 
in Japanese. This is a significant gap in the literature, given that schooling outcomes 
are a key predictor of long-term social and economic integration.

Why is it critical to investigate this group’s educational attainment? First, edu-
cation is central to ensuring equal opportunity and full participation in society. If 
children of immigrants experience disadvantages in educational attainment despite 
being born and raised in Japan, this would suggest the presence of structural barri-
ers that go beyond language or legal status. Second, Japan provides a unique context 
for studying immigrant integration. Unlike countries with long histories of immigra-
tion and established ethnic communities (Breton, 1964; Zhou & Lee, 2013), Japan 
remains a relatively new and restrictive immigration society. Immigrant communi-
ties are often fragmented, and institutional support—both formal and informal—is 
limited (Shimizu et al., 2021: 45–46). This means that family background and indi-
vidual resources may play an outsized role in shaping children’s educational path-
ways (Bartram, 2000; Hollifield & Sharpe, 2017).

Government data from the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT) indicates a steady rise in the number of students needing 
Japanese language instruction—reaching over 69,1232 in 2023. Yet these figures 

1  The latest statistics show that 15,120 children from one of their parents without Japanese citizenship 
were born in 2023 in Japan. The absolute number is lower than that in 2001, but the relative size of 
Japan-born immigrant children is 2%, which is almost the same as that in 2001. Furthermore, it should 
be noted that the vital statistics do not cover children whose parents are both immigrants. Accordingly, 
the actual number of immigrant-rooted children in both 2001 and 2023 must be more than those in the 
official statistics.
2  ‘Survey on the Acceptance of Students in Need of Japanese Language Instruction’ (nihongo shido ga 
hitsuyo na jido seito no ukeire jokyo ni kansuru chosa). This is the total number of students belonging to 
all types of public schools up to secondary education.
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do not distinguish between foreign-born and Japan-born students, obscuring impor-
tant differences in educational needs and outcomes. While language barriers may 
be a central concern for recent arrivals (Ishida et al., 2016), Japan-born children of 
immigrants may face other, less visible challenges—such as discrimination, socio-
economic disadvantages, or unequal access to institutional support.

This paper wishes to investigate whether Japan-born immigrant-origin children 
experience differences in educational attainment compared to their Japanese peers, 
and to what extent these differences are patterned by ethnic background. To answer 
this research question, we draw on nationwide longitudinal data tracking individu-
als born in 2001 through their entry into senior high school. This allows for a rare, 
population-level analysis that moves beyond the limitations of previous case studies. 
Substantially, we specifically focus on mixed-parentage or intermarriage in Japan. In 
doing so, the present study can offer an implication for social integration and gen-
erational assimilation in Japan.

By focusing on a cohort of students born and raised in Japan, our study offers 
new insights into how ethnicity and family background shape educational trajecto-
ries in a society where immigrant incorporation is still evolving. The findings have 
broader implications for understanding immigrant integration in contexts with lim-
ited institutional support and relatively small immigrant populations. Ultimately, 
this research contributes to international discussions on educational equity and the 
long-term integration of second-generation immigrants.

Literature Review and Hypothesis

Assimilation Arguments

In migration studies, the theorisation of assimilation has mattered for a long time. 
The classical ‘straight-line’ assimilation model, which posits a linear progression 
towards majority norms (Gordon, 1964), has been criticised for its Eurocentric 
bias and inability to capture the diverse experiences of contemporary immigrants. 
In response to this regard, neoassimilation theory, while acknowledging the declin-
ing significance of ethnicity over generations, recognises the potential for persistent 
socioeconomic disparities (Alba et al., 2011).

Today, the segmented assimilation thesis tries to go beyond the straight-line 
and updated theories. In short, the segmented assimilation framework predicts that 
migrants’ life course opportunities become diverse depending on the processes of 
their integration into the receiving societies (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Portes & 
Zhou, 1993). In the USA, where this approach was originally developed, the Immi-
gration and Nationality Act of 1965 led to a diversification of the U.S. immigrant 
population, necessitating a more nuanced approach to understanding immigrant 
integration (Zhou & Gonzalez, 2019). Beyond the US and European contexts, the 
segmented assimilation hypothesis is also investigated even in Japan, which has long 
been a non-immigration society (Nagayoshi & Nakamuro, 2012; Takenoshita et al., 
2014).
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How migrants are incorporated into their destinations depends on social and 
institutional settings (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). For instance, the government of the 
receiving countries generally favours highly skilled migrants who can contribute to 
their economy. If the immigration process is strict and selective, only migrants who 
can adapt to their destinations eventually settle down, which has been investigated 
in the research stream of migrant selectivity (Feliciano, 2005; van de Werhorst and 
Heath, 2019). Alternatively, migrants need to rely not only on their human capital 
but also on support from their social networks, or social capital.

Interethnic Couples and Their Children

Social ties with the majority group consist of one kind of social capital for migrants 
as a minority group in the host society. In theory, they can be regarded as bridging 
social capital (Putnum, 2000). For migrant-rooted children, the most common way 
to link to the majority is to have a parent from that group; that is, mixed parentage. 
From the parental perspective, mixed parentage equals interethnic marriage. Prior 
research on interethnic marriage—here referring to the marriage between immi-
grants and natives—has paid attention to micro-level social interactions within fami-
lies and between ethnic minorities and the native majority in the host societies.

The term ‘interethnic’ is defined differently depending on each study’s focus. 
Due to variations in conceptualisation and the limited available data and variables, 
it can encompass a range of meanings related to nationality, birthplace, race, and 
self-identification. Nevertheless, most studies on interethnic marriage are concerned 
with the relationships between minority and majority groups. For instance, the 
intergroup contact hypothesis serves as an influential theoretical basis for explain-
ing the integration of immigrants into the host society (Allport, 1954). The increase 
in interethnic marriages is often seen as a sign of reduced social distance between 
majority and minority groups (Gordon, 1964). Children of mixed parentage3 may 
benefit from having a native parent familiar with the host society and its educational 
system. However, the impact of intermarriage on immigrant integration is complex 
and varies across different contexts (Song, 2009).

Previous studies have yielded both positive and negative implications, depending 
on the outcomes in focus. Regarding educational attainment, such as higher educa-
tion enrolment, years of education, and academic performance, prior studies have 
found evidence supporting a positive association between interethnic marriages and 
educational attainment.

Focussing on the USA, Ramakrishnan (2004) revealed that the ‘2.5 generation’—
a label used to indicate children with mixed parentage due to one parent being an 
immigrant—were less likely to drop out of high school and attained more years of 
education than children with both immigrant parents. Similarly, a European study 

3  For the sake of clarity and consistency throughout the text, we would like to specify that terms such as 
children of interethnic marriages, mixed children, children of intermarriage, and children of mixed par-
entage are used interchangeably to refer to the offspring of couples consisting of one Japanese parent and 
one foreign parent.
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using internationally comparative longitudinal data indicated that mixed-parentage 
children demonstrated better language achievement than native and immigrant chil-
dren in Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden, though not in England (Kalmijn, 
2015). The positive effect of mixed parentage on educational achievement is par-
ticularly evident in studies controlling for unobserved school and kin effects or 
immigration selectivity (Tegunimataka, 2021; van Ours & Veenman, 2010). Han-
num et al. (2015), in their empirical research on the Chinese case study, also found 
that interethnic children, on the one hand, fared educationally better than their eth-
nic peers, while on the other, their educational performance was comparable—and 
at times better—than the native majority counterpart. Hence, interethnic parentage 
appears to mitigate the disadvantages that immigrant or minority children face due 
to limited access to resources. Put differently, the previous findings hold the story of 
‘straight-line’ assimilation, by and large.

However, other research reports heterogeneous effects of mixed parentage among 
different ethnic backgrounds. Tegunimataka (2021) points out the educational dis-
advantages of children whose parents are from geographically and culturally distant 
regions relative to the host society. According to Azzolini et al. (2017), in Italy, par-
ents’ gender was found to influence the mixed parentage effect and, specifically, they 
assessed that the children with non-Western migrant mothers underperformed aca-
demically, a finding they interpreted through Merton’s (1941) status exchange thesis. 
They suggest that the disadvantages result in non-Western migrant women having 
few other choices in the Italian marriage market and may marry native men out of 
necessity, resulting in family instability and conflict.

Apart from educational attainment, other studies point out the negative aspects of 
intermarriage regarding the quality of marital relationships and family stability. Poor 
marital quality is associated with children’s lower well-being, which can adversely 
affect their development (Pearce-Morris & King, 2012). A study using the late 
1980 s data from the USA found that interethnic marriage was associated with lower 
marital satisfaction and higher levels of conflict, which the authors attributed to the 
greater social distance stemming from differing values and customs (Hohmann-
Marriott & Amato, 2008). Furthermore, intermarriage carries a high risk of intercul-
tural conflict and is associated with high risks of lone parenthood (following marital 
dissolution) and maternal depression (Platt, 2012). Platt (2012) also reported that 
parental problems were associated with children’s emotional–behavioural issues. 
Additionally, children of interethnic couples exhibit higher negative affect—namely, 
representing how often the child is unhappy, sad or depressed—than children of 
same-ethnic parents (Pearce-Morris & King, 2012). A study employing structural 
equation modelling attempted to investigate what mediated the association between 
the mixed parentage and educational attainment (Emonds & van Tubergen, 2015). 
Of several mediators, for instance, family stability mediated the negative associa-
tion statistically significantly: mixed parentage was negatively associated with fam-
ily stability, and it was positively associated with children’s educational attainment. 
Furthermore, the direct effect of mixed parentage on educational attainment was 
significantly negative. As such, unlike most studies reporting the positive associa-
tion between mixed parentage and educational attainment, as abovementioned, the 
authors showed the negative direct effect of interethnic parents.
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The impact of interethnic parentage on children’s educational attainment is 
complex. While it may offer advantages through connections to the native society, 
unstable family situations can pose risks. The host society’s context plays a crucial 
role in determining the overall effect of mixed parentage on children’s educational 
opportunities.

State of Japan

Japan has been characterised as a ‘closed door’ country for immigrants, with a few 
exceptions (EstévezAbe and Caponio, 2022; Koido, 2021). While Japan has sought 
to increase the number of highly skilled migrants through preferential treatment4, 
many are reluctant to stay due to challenges in career progression (e.g., rigid labour 
market and seniority-based promotion system) and children’s education (e.g., homo-
geneous primary and junior secondary education) (Oishi, 2012). For low-skilled 
migrants, Japan primarily permits the entry of spouses of Japanese citizens and peo-
ple of Japanese descent. Although the 2018 revision of the Immigration and Refu-
gee Control Act opened doors to migrants engaging in specific unskilled and semi-
skilled jobs, their rights to family reunification and permanent residency remain 
restricted (ibid.).

The Japanese educational policy aligns with the country’s restrictive migration 
regime. The school system up to secondary education appears fair and equal due 
to a nationwide standardised curriculum. School-related expenses are substantially 
subsidised by the central and local governments, contributing to equality of oppor-
tunity in post-war Japan (Kariya, 2010). However, this relatively egalitarian institu-
tional setting is inscribed in a so-called ‘togetherness’ framework, which demands 
that every student conforms to the same standard and does not tolerate deviation 
(Tsuneyoshi, 2001). In this ideology, even physical characteristics, such as skin col-
our and manner of speaking Japanese, can be perceived as deviation. As previous 
qualitative research has noted, this situation has remained consistent despite the 
increase in immigrant children (Shimizu et al., 2021).

The image of homogeneity among Japanese teachers, students, and children 
often leads to peer victimisation of second-generation and mixed-ethnicity children, 
especially if they exhibit phenotypical characteristics; for instance, colours of skin 
and eyes, and hair that differ from those of Japanese students (Shimizu et al., 2021; 
Takeshita, 2020). Even those who appear nearly similar in appearance often refrain 
from openly addressing their ethnic background in public (Törngren & Sato, 2021). 
Studies on the concept of ‘passing’—namely, the strategic concealment of minor-
ity characteristics to blend in with the majority—indicate that mixed-ethnicity chil-
dren in Japan frequently employ this strategy to avoid conflicts in school (Takeshita, 
2020; Törngren & Sato, 2021). While these children might not always feel insecure 
or embarrassed about passing, the societal pressure that necessitates such behaviour 

4  See the website of the Immigration Service Agency of Japan https://​www.​isa.​go.​jp/​en/​publi​catio​ns/​
mater​ials/​newim​miact_3_​system_​index.​html (accessed on 3 October 2024).

https://www.isa.go.jp/en/publications/materials/newimmiact_3_system_index.html
https://www.isa.go.jp/en/publications/materials/newimmiact_3_system_index.html
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can potentially cause stress and negatively influence their subsequent educational 
opportunities.

As mentioned earlier, Japan lacks co-ethnic communities with institutional 
completeness (Shimizu et al., 2021: 45–46). Even in areas with a high concentra-
tion of co-ethnics, immigrants often struggle to mobilise collective resources due 
to unstable employment situations (Takenoshita et al., 2014). However, immigrant 
and mixed-ethnicity families with high socioeconomic status may not need to rely 
on their communities. Therefore, it is unlikely that in Japan, immigrant children and 
parents would benefit from well-organised ethnic communities due to the positive 
selection of their migration processes, particularly for those highly skilled.

The number of newly registered intermarriages increased in Japan until around 
2005 (Table  1). Since approximately 2007, intermarriages have accounted for 
around 3–5% of the total number of marriages in Japan. Notably, there are more 
Japanese men–immigrant women couples than immigrant men–Japanese women 
couples.

The composition of international marriages differs for immigrant women and 
men. According to previous qualitative studies, women from East and Southeast 
Asian societies constitute the majority of Japanese men–immigrant women couples 
(Morgan et al., 2016; Nakamatsu, 2005). In particular, Filipino women are likely to 
migrate to Japan with an ‘entertainer’ visa to work in nightclubs catering to Japa-
nese men (Ogaya, 2021). In addition, commercial marriage agencies play a role in 
matching Japanese men with Filipino women (Nakamatsu, 2005). Japanese men in 
rural areas are more likely to marry Asian women, as young Japanese women tend 
to move to metropolitan areas like Tokyo, leaving the remaining men relatively mar-
ginalised in the Japanese marriage market due to their low socioeconomic status. 
However, Asian women may be incentivised to marry Japanese men to obtain legal 
resident status as a spouse, enabling them to work without restrictions in Japan.

Conversely, among immigrant men and Japanese women couples, men from the 
USA, Korea, and China make up the majority of intermarriages. Despite their small 
numbers, British men are more likely to marry Japanese citizens than British women 
are to marry Japanese men. These men often migrate as highly skilled professionals 
or English teachers and marry Japanese women. According to Morgan et al. (2016), 
some couples move to the husband’s country but return to Japan because the Japa-
nese wife needs to care for her parents. Hence, the relatively high percentage of non-
Japanese husbands may reflect the return migration trend in Japan.

Immigrant Groups Contextualisation: Chinese, Korean and Filipinos in Japan

As Table  1 illustrates, international marriages in Japan have been predominantly 
between non-Japanese women and Japanese men. Of those, Chinese, Korean, and 
Filipino women contribute to the share. Accordingly, to be able to frame what is 
argued in this contribution and the emerging results, it is critical to contextualise the 
three main national immigrant groups, which are the focus of this study: Chinese, 
Korean, and Filipinos.

Firstly, Chinese migration to East and Southeast Asia has deep historical roots, 
and Japan is no exception (Fong & Shibuya, 2020). Until the 1910 annexation of 
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Korea, Chinese migrants formed the largest foreign community in Japan, with stu-
dents constituting a major group due to state-sponsored educational programmes 
from 1896 (Liu-Farrer, 2013). During WWII, around 10,000 Chinese were forci-
bly brought to Japan as labourers (ibid.). Migration halted after 1949 but resumed 
following normalisation of diplomatic relations in 1972 and expanded further dur-
ing Japan’s 1980 s economic boom. Such a revival coincided with Japan’s interna-
tionalisation policies, which emphasised enhancing global competitiveness through 
education reforms and increased recruitment of international students and academ-
ics (Stigger et al., 2018). Labour market demands also led to programmes such as 
the Trainee Program and the Technical Intern Training Program (TITP), officially 
framed as development aid but often seen as a political strategy to accommodate 
unskilled labour needs (Fong & Shibuya, 2020; Liu-Farrer, 2013; Tsuda, 2006). 
Chinese nationals have been significant participants in these schemes. As of 2024, 
even after the temporary halt of international mobility caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic, Chinese nationals made up 23.5% of all foreign residents in Japan (Statis-
tics Bureau of Japan, 2024), including students, trainees, skilled workers, and family 
migrants (Chiavacci, 2016; Liu-Farrer, 2013) making it the largest foreign-citizen 
resident group in Japan both in absolute and relative figures.

Secondly, Korean migration to Japan began under colonial rule following the 
1910 annexation of Korea. Many Koreans arrived in the 1920 s as labourers in min-
ing, construction, and shipbuilding, and wartime mobilisation brought further forced 
migration, including soldiers and comfort women. By 1945, an estimated 2.3 mil-
lion Koreans lived in Japan, but around three-quarters repatriated after WWII (Mot-
ani, 2002). Among the 600,000 who remained, many were deterred by the limited 
repatriation allowance and the difficulty of reintegration in Korea (ibid.). Over time, 
they developed a distinct identity as zainichi Koreans—ethnic Koreans residing in 
Japan (Tsuda & Song, 2019). The legal status of Koreans in Japan evolved in hec-
tic ways. While colonial subjects once held Japanese citizenship and voting rights, 
the 1947 Alien Registration Ordinance reclassified Koreans as foreigners, excluding 
them from political participation and reinforcing social discrimination. Only with 
the 1991 amendment were zainichi Koreans granted a ‘special permanent residence’ 
status, though many discriminatory practices—especially in housing, education, and 
employment—persist (Tsunemoto, 2001). Name changes to adopt Japanese-sound-
ing names remain a coping strategy; a 2000 Mindan survey found only 13.4% of 
Koreans used their Korean name regularly (Matsubara, 2001). Envisioned in such a 
framework, it is not difficult to regard Korean-Japanese relations as shaped by his-
torical tensions, an attribute that continues to affect public present attitudes, particu-
larly among older generations (Tsuda 2019). North Korean-affiliated communities in 
Japan (Chongryon) still face suspicion due to political associations and unresolved 
issues such as North Korea’s abduction of Japanese citizens (Moscatello, 2017). 
As of 2024, 411,043 South Koreans and 23,756 North Korean nationals resided in 
Japan, with most holding special permanent resident status, making them altogether 
the third most populous foreign-citizen resident population in Japan (Statistics 
Bureau of Japan, 2024).

Lastly, Filipino migration to Japan has been shaped by both labour mar-
ket demands and historical ties rooted in Japan’s post-war regional engagement. 
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Migration flows began to rise notably in the 1980 s, coinciding with Japan’s eco-
nomic expansion and its growing demand for labour and entertainment workers. 
During this period, many Filipino women entered Japan under the ‘entertainer’ visa 
category, a route often linked to Japan’s leisure industry (Ballescas, 1992). While 
this form of migration has declined following legal reforms and international scru-
tiny, it laid the foundation for a broader pattern of Filipino-Japanese intermarriage. 
In 2024, the Filipino-citizen resident population in Japan numbered over 332,293, 
making it the fourth largest foreign national group (Statistics Bureau of Japan, 
2024). A significant proportion of Filipino residents are women married to Japanese 
men, often living in rural or depopulating areas, reflecting gendered migration pat-
terns (Suzuki, 2004). These marriages have produced a growing population of bicul-
tural or Nikkei Filipino children, some of whom face integration challenges related 
to language and legal status (Lopez & Seiger, 2024). Despite their long-term resi-
dence, many Filipino migrants remain socioeconomically vulnerable, partly due to 
limited institutional support and continued social marginalisation. Nonetheless, the 
community is gradually diversifying, with an increasing number of skilled workers 
and permanent residents, reflecting Japan’s evolving immigration policies and the 
maturing of earlier migration waves (ibid.).

Hypotheses

In the abovementioned Japanese contexts, the authors investigate the following three 
hypotheses:

H1a: Children of Japanese parents perform the best, followed by children of 
mixed parentage, with children of immigrant parents performing the worst (Straight-
line Assimilation Hypothesis).

H1b: Children of Japanese parents perform the best, followed by children of 
immigrant parents, with children of mixed parentage performing the worst (Disso-
nance in Family Lives Hypothesis).

Both H1a and H1b assume that children of Japanese parents have the highest 
advantage due to Japan’s societal pressures for assimilation and monocultural edu-
cational policies and practices, as Tsuneyoshi (2001) figured out the ‘togetherness’ 
norm in Japanese school life. However, the two sub-hypotheses differ regarding the 
relative performance of children with mixed parentage.

H1a relies on a series of previous studies on the positive assimilation of migrant 
children in their educational attainment (Tegunimataka, 2021; van Ours & Veen-
man, 2010). If social ties to native Japanese people are facilitated by having a native 
parent and providing children with local knowledge and social support, then chil-
dren of mixed parentage will outperform children of immigrant parents (H1a is, 
thus, entitled the Straight-line Assimilation hypothesis).

Conversely, if children of mixed ethnicity experience more unstable family situ-
ations, they may perform the worst (H1b is identifiable as the Dissonance in Family 
Lives hypothesis). H1b is based on another line of prior work, findings focusing on 
the association between mixed parentage and the risk of family instability (Hohm-
ann-Marriott & Amato, 2008; Platt, 2012).
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H2: Among children with non-Japanese parents, those with East Asian roots 
(Korean and Chinese) achieve higher educational attainment compared to children 
from other ethnic backgrounds.

The second hypothesis explores the differential advantages or disadvantages 
linked to children’s ethnic backgrounds. Previous research, such as Ishida’s (2020) 
study using the Japanese census, revealed that while Korean and Chinese children 
have higher high school enrolment rates, children from Southeast Asia exhibit lower 
enrolment and higher dropout rates. Given that children’s strategy to ‘pass’ as part 
of the majority may depend on their phenotypical characteristics, those from regions 
outside East Asia may face greater challenges in integrating, leading to poorer edu-
cational outcomes and, thus, life chances.

H3: Among mixed-parentage children, those with a Japanese mother are more 
likely to achieve higher educational attainment than those with a Japanese father.

The third hypothesis considers the influence of parental gender on educational 
outcomes. Prior research suggests that a native mother may be more beneficial to a 
child’s education than a native father (Azzolini et  al., 2017; Ramakrishnan, 2004; 
Tegunimataka, 2021). Although gender dynamics vary across societies, it is plausi-
ble to assume that mothers play a crucial role in children’s education, particularly in 
Japan, where fathers generally have lower involvement in childrearing (Hu & Yeung, 
2019).

To test these hypotheses, the authors utilised a longitudinal survey conducted in 
Japan, which distinguishes parents’ nationality and provides information about chil-
dren’s high school as an indicator of educational attainment.

Data and Methods

Data Source: The 21st‑Century Newborn Longitudinal Survey (Children Born 
in 2001)

This paper utilises the ‘21st Century Newborn Longitudinal Survey’ originally con-
ducted by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) in Japan to test 
the hypotheses quantitatively. While the target population comprised those born in 
2001, the frame population, the actual study sample, was those born between Janu-
ary 10 and 17 and between July 10 and 17, 2001. The first wave of the survey was 
conducted in August 2001 for the January newborns and in February 2002 for the 
July newborns. Annual follow-up surveys have been conducted since then.

Since the MHLW links each child with their birth certificate, it is possible to 
identify their parents’ nationality. The survey was self-administered by the children’s 
guardians5 and, later, by the children themselves and their parents. The question-
naire was provided in Japanese.

5  Of all the guardians responding about children’s parents, less than 90% were mothers; 8% were fathers; 
and grandfathers, mothers, and others comprised the rest of the survey respondents. Since no changes 
were noted in the results, samples were not restricted; however, the sample size was secured.
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From the 16th wave in 2017, the MEXT took over the survey. In this wave, the 
survey collected detailed information about the children’s senior high schools, facili-
tating the investigation of educational attainment. To the best of the authors’ knowl-
edge, this longitudinal survey is the only one to offer data containing information on 
parents’ nationality and children’s early life course in Japan.

Outcome Variables: School Rank and Type

The study focuses on two primary outcome variables related to children’s educa-
tional attainment: the academic rank and the academic type of the high schools they 
enrolled in. Many other outcome variables should be considered, such as students’ 
subjective well-being.6 Meanwhile, educational achievement is strongly associated 
with subsequent socioeconomic inequality of opportunity. Accordingly, this present 
study exclusively centres on the academic rank, hensachi, and school tracks.

The survey asked respondents to provide the names of the high schools where 
children enrolled. The academic rank of these schools, which the author recon-
structed, was determined by referencing a ranking list, disseminated online by a 
Japanese private tutoring company7. The academic rank was quantified using the 
hensachi, a standardised scale used in Japan to assess students’ relative academic 
performance. The hensachi has a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of 10, based 
on mock tests for senior high school entrance examinations. Hence, higher hensachi 
values indicate that the child is enrolled in a higher-ranking high school8.

The second outcome variable concerns the type of high school where children are 
enrolled. To do so, the study classifies high schools based on the type of academic 
track they offer. A dichotomised variable was created to distinguish between gen-
eral and vocational tracks. The general track, which prepares students for subsequent 
higher education (e.g., undergraduate programmes), is coded 1, while vocational 
tracks, such as those focusing on engineering and business, are coded 0.

Since high school enrolment rates differ across children’s ethnic backgrounds 
(Ishida, 2020), there is a concern about the potential selection bias in high school 
enrolment. However, the study notes that almost all Japan-born children, regardless 
of their parents’ nationality, enrol in senior high schools (see Appendix Table 1). 
This suggests that the issue of selection bias may not be as pronounced for immi-
grant children in this context.

6  Some insightful previous studies work on the immigrant children’s well-being issues in Japan (Inoue 
and Banstola, 2025; Kobayashi and Tsuboya, 2021). Extensions to other outcomes, such as their mental 
health, will be imperative as for their social integration in future research.
7  https://​www.​trygr​oup.​co.​jp/​exam/​high/#​examP​refec​ture (accessed 3 October 2024).
8  Although this academic assessment may appear too simplistic, it has been widely used for a long time 
in Japan to easily assess students’ relative academic performance. For an in-depth explanation of the hen-
sachi system please refer to Goodman and Chinami (2021).

https://www.trygroup.co.jp/exam/high/#examPrefecture
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Parents’ Nationalities

This study categorises children’s ethnic backgrounds based on their parents’ 
nationalities, using data linked to birth certificates in the MHLW dataset. Three 
categorisations are constructed in order to test the three aforementioned hypoth-
eses: General ethnic background (H1), Ethnic background by descent (H2), and 
Ethnic background by parental gender (H3). In Table 2, the authors include the 
following countries together in ‘Other’ due to the disclosure risk, which govern-
ment offices required the authors to avoid.

The first categorisation identifies four modalities—native, mixed ethnicity, 
immigrant, out-of-wedlock—and is structured as follows (Table  2): (1) native, 
children with both parents being Japanese; (2) mixed parentage, children with 
one Japanese parent and one non-Japanese parent (N = 810); (3) immigrant, chil-
dren with both parents being non-Japanese (N = 193). While this study does not 
distinguish their nationalities, the number of cases where parents’ nationalities 
are different is limited; and (4) out-of-wedlock, children born to unmarried moth-
ers, primarily Japanese, where the father’s nationality is unknown (N = 612).

The second categorisation, ethnic background by descent, consists of five cate-
gories—native, Korean descent, Chinese descent, descendant from other regions, 
and out-of-wedlock—and they are defined as follows: (1) native, as above; (2) 
Korean descent, at least one parent is of Korean citizenship, excluding out-of-
wedlock cases (N = 319); (3) Chinese descent, at least one parent is of Chinese 
citizenship, excluding out-of-wedlock cases (N = 241); (4) descendants of other 
regions, children with parents from regions other than Korea or China (N = 443); 
and (5) out-of-wedlock, as above.

Lastly, the third category considered the gender difference in parents’ nation-
alities in five categories where, in addition to (1) native, (2) immigrant, and (3) 
out-of-wedlock that correspond to the definition of the first categorisation, it also 
includes (4) mixed ethnicity with a Japanese mother and (5) mixed ethnicity with 
a Japanese father, immigrant, and out of wedlock.

Table 2   Contingency table of the mother’s and father’s nationalities

Note: (1) Frequencies less than 5 are not shown due to disclosure risk. So, totals are not identical with 
sums of cell frequencies. (2) The group ‘other’ includes Thailand, the USA, the UK, Brazil, Peru, and 
other countries

Mother’s nationality Father’s nationality Total

Japan Korea China Other Out of wedlock

Japan 45,400 121 26 149 588 46,284
Korea 116 79 - - - 200
China 141 - 74 - 6 221
Philippine 174 - - - 5 180
Other 83 - - 37 9 130
Total 45,914 202 100 187 612 47,015



	 K. Ishida, G. Dugar 

Each category is analysed separately, given that they all originate from the same 
contingency table of parents’ nationalities and are not mutually exclusive.

Covariates

This section presents variables used as covariates in subsequent multivariate analy-
ses to account for social and economic characteristics across different ethnic groups, 
in addition to children’s ethnic background variables (see detailed summary statis-
tics in Appendix Table 2).

To consider parents’ socioeconomic status at birth, the authors used, separately, 
mothers’ and fathers’ employment status during the first wave (no job, student, full-
time work, part-time work, self-employed/family worker, other) and their educa-
tional levels during the second wave (junior high school, senior high school, techni-
cal college, junior college, undergraduate, graduate, other). In addition, the authors 
used mothers’ responses about their childrearing behaviours during the first wave 
(talking to their children, carrying their children often, playing their children good 
music, giving their children air baths, keeping their children’s life rhythms, and 
other efforts). Furthermore, the multivariate models included the child’s sex, birth 
month, birth weight, the number of children the mother already had, and residential 
city size (metropolitan city, other city, towns and villages), and prefecture at the first 
wave for control variables.

For the social and economic situations of children and parents before enrolling 
in high school (the 16th wave), the authors used the following control variables: 
children’s and mothers’ aspirations for children’s higher education (to complete 
university) collected in the 13th and 15th wave, respectively, the family structure 
(two parents living together, two parents separated due to work, single mother) (15th 
wave), household income in a million Japanese Yen (15th wave), and conversation 
frequencies between mothers and children (about school, about children’s friends, 
about children’s future, about children’s academic grade, about news) (15th wave).

Analytical Strategy

The authors employed ordinary least squares (OLS) regression for children’s high 
school ranks and logistic regression for their school types. The key variables were 
children’s ethnic backgrounds, with native Japanese children serving as the base-
line group for comparison with other children. For each analysis, the author ran two 
models with and without the covariates to assess the degree to which the ethnic gap 
in educational attainment is based on socioeconomic backgrounds.

Since the authors utilised longitudinal data, there were concerns about panel attri-
tion and missing values. About 42.8% of respondents dropped out by the 16th wave 
in 2017, with non-Japanese representing the majority of them. Therefore, the author 
constructed an adjustment weight with the inverse probability weight technique and 
used it in the multivariate analyses. The weight was based on the predicted prob-
ability of respondents completing the questionnaire. The logistic regression model 
used to obtain the predicted probabilities included factors like parents’ nationalities, 
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employment status in the first wave, educational levels in the second wave, the 
child’s sex, birth month, birth weight, the number of children the mother already 
had, and residential city size and prefecture in the first wave.

Additionally, to secure sample sizes for non-Japanese cases and deal with 
potential bias from item non-responses, the author relied on multiple imputations 
by chained equations (MICE) technique (Royston, 2004). For each independent 
variable, except the residential city size and prefecture in the first wave, the author 
imputed the missing values by other independent variables. After generating 100 
imputed datasets, parameters were estimated by integrating the imputed data into the 
OLS and logistic regression models. In testing the three hypotheses, the author used 
the MICE procedure to assess the differences in key parameters across the datasets 
simultaneously. This approach ensured robustness in the analysis by accounting for 
potential biases due to missing data and panel attrition.

Even though we tried to fully exploit the information in the dataset and employ 
the analytical techniques to address the potential biases, several limitations remain. 
One is that the survey mode is self-administered by children and parents, and retro-
spective errors might occur. It is also a limitation that each survey wave is conducted 
in the Japanese language because the survey project is not designed for migrants 
with priority. That might cause under-coverage of the sample in which respondents 
are not familiar with Japanese. As for the multiple imputation method, the present 
study assumes that the missing values are supposed to be at random (MAR) after 
considering the covariates in the imputation process, but it is impossible to examine 
whether this assumption holds. Nevertheless, our approach is the best for investigat-
ing the association between mixed parentage and educational attainment with cur-
rently available data and methodology.

Results

Describing the Ethnic Gaps in Educational Attainment and Socioeconomic 
Backgrounds

The descriptive results reveal important differences in educational attainment and 
socioeconomic backgrounds among native, mixed ethnicity, and immigrant children 
(see Appendix Table 2).

Both native and immigrant children groups performed similarly in terms of senior 
high school rank of native, with mean values of 53.58 and 53.89, respectively. Addi-
tionally, 80% of native children and 85% of immigrant children were enrolled in the 
general track. Thus, contrary to what is proposed in the first hypothesis, immigrant 
children showed equal or slightly better performance than native children.

Mixed-ethnicity children and children born out of wedlock followed close behind. 
Their mean high school ranks were 52.5 and 49.97, respectively. The proportion of 
children in the general track was 82% for mixed-ethnicity children and 78% for those 
born out of wedlock. Therefore, although mixed-ethnicity children academically 
performed better than children born out of wedlock, they lagged behind native and 
immigrant children.
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Parental socioeconomic standing was found to be relevant—but not sufficient—to 
account for ethnic differences. Mixed-ethnic couples had a higher proportion of full-
time working fathers compared to immigrant couples. However, immigrant moth-
ers were more likely to return to full-time work shortly after childbirth (47%) than 
native (32%) and intermarriage mothers (18%). A similar situation can be observed 
regarding parents’ education. The out-of-wedlock group had the highest proportion 
of parents with education up to junior high school, followed by the immigrant group. 
Yet, immigrant parents were generally more educated, with a significant proportion 
holding graduation degrees. Household income was found to be largely correlated 
to educational attainment and varied among groups, with immigrant couples falling 
shortly behind natives, who display the highest incomes.

Family structure was also found to be saliently associated with children’s edu-
cational attainment. In 2016, 58% of the mothers in the out-of-wedlock group were 
unmarried at childbirth, compared to 14% in mixed-ethnic marriages and 9% in both 
native and immigrant families. The data suggest that stable family circumstances, 
more common among native and immigrant families, positively influenced chil-
dren’s educational outcomes.

High School Rank: The Hensachi

The multivariate analyses, which used multiple imputation and adjustment weights, 
further exposed these descriptive findings. The results, presented in tables, offer 
mixed support for the hypotheses (see Appendix Tables 3 and 4 for the full results 
and Table 3).

Concerning the first hypothesis, Model 1a-1 demonstrated that native and immi-
grant children performed almost equally, followed by mixed-parentage children and 
children born out of wedlock (immigrant = native > mixed). This result partially sup-
ports H1b (native > immigrant > mixed), although the expected advantage of native 
children did not hold. The post-estimation test on parameter differences between 
mixed-parentage and immigrant children was not statistically significant, yet it 
signed negatively. This may be partially due to the low statistical power of the small 
sample sizes. When covariates were included (Model 1a-2), such a gap decreased.

The analysis consistently supported the second hypothesis, as both Model 1b-1 
(without covariates) and Model 1b-2 (with covariates) showed that children from 
regions other than East Asia exhibited a negative and statistically significant coef-
ficient. Additionally, the post-estimation parameter test confirmed that children from 
East Asia achieved higher educational ranks.

Lastly, Model 1c, similar to Model 1a, showed that children of immigrant moth-
ers and Japanese fathers attained lower high school ranks than native children. The 
difference between Japanese and immigrant mothers in mixed-ethnicity families 
was not statistically significant; yet this may be due to the same reason provided for 
Model 1a. After controlling for the covariates, the gaps among ethnic backgrounds 
declined. In that regard, we supplementarily estimated the same models only for 
children from Japanese, Chinese, Korean, and Filipino parents. There was no change 
in the overall results, and the parameter tests showed more considerable differences 
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(Appendix Table 5). Accordingly, children with at least one Filipino parent lagged 
particularly behind East Asian children.

High School Type: General Track vs. Vocational Track

Regarding the investigation of the high school type, the logistic regression models 
demonstrated that only the second hypothesis held (Table 4).

Models 2b-1 and 2b-2 illustrate that children with at least one Chinese parent 
are as likely to enrol in the general track as native children, and those with at least 
one Korean parent may even outperform native children. However, children with at 
least one parent from regions other than East Asia are less likely to go to the gen-
eral track. Furthermore, post-estimation parameter tests also support that East Asian 
children are more likely to enrol in the general track than children with roots in other 
regions. Model 2b-2 illustrates marginally significant parameters regarding children 
from other regions and the difference between Chinese and other children. Supple-
mentary analyses, which are the same as Models 1b-1 and 1b-2, exhibit  the same 
results, which indicate that children from Filipino parents are less likely to enrol in 
the general track, in particular (Appendix Table 5).

Meanwhile, neither Model 2a nor 2c statistically supported the H1 and H3. 
Although each concerned coefficient aligned with what is argued in their respective 
hypotheses, no relevant parameter, including the post-estimation parameter tests, 
was statistically significant.

Overall, the second hypothesis was consistently supported by the data, while the 
first and the third received only partial support. Notably, the unexpected finding that 
immigrant children achieved educational outcomes comparable to those of native 
children suggests that factors beyond ethnic background, such as socioeconomic 
status and family stability, play crucial roles in educational attainment. The mixed 
results highlight the complex interplay of ethnicity, socioeconomic factors, and fam-
ily dynamics in shaping educational outcomes in Japan.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study investigates associations between parental ethnicity and educational 
attainment among Japan-born children, focusing on three family configurations: 
Japanese–Japanese (native), non-Japanese–non-Japanese (immigrants), and inter-
marriages. Using a nationwide longitudinal dataset, we analysed educational perfor-
mance patterns among children from these family types while acknowledging that 
the influences of socioeconomic, cultural, and other contextual factors remain to be 
fully accounted for.

Our findings reveal several important patterns. First, mixed-parentage children, 
especially those without a Japanese mother, tend to have lower educational attain-
ment than their native and immigrant peers. Contrary to our expectations based on 
straight-line assimilation theory (Gordon, 1964), this suggests that having social ties 
to the majority through a native parent does not necessarily translate into educational 
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advantages in the Japanese context. In Japan, even among children born in the same 
country, educational opportunities eventually diverge based on their family compo-
sitions, suggesting that assimilation processes are segmented after the immigrant-
rooted population diversifies, as proposed by Portes and Zhou (1993).

To interpret the segmented assimilation process in Japan more nuancedly, we 
shed light on how intermarriage affects children’s subsequent social and economic 
opportunities. Our findings suggest that the benefits of mixed parentage appear con-
tingent on the family formation process, particularly in cases where intermarriage 
may result from adverse selection of socioeconomically marginalised individuals, 
especially for men in East Asia (Raymo, 2013; Raymo et al., 2015). The finding that 
children with immigrant mothers and Japanese fathers tend to have lower educa-
tional attainment supports Azzolini et al.’s (2017) research in Italy, where children 
with non-Western migrant mothers underperformed academically.

Second, immigrant children, particularly those with East Asian backgrounds, per-
form similarly to native children in educational attainment. This finding supports 
our second hypothesis and highlights the importance of considering regional origins 
within the immigrant population. It suggests that these children may benefit from 
a positive selection process, where immigrant families who successfully integrate 
into Japanese society overcome the lack of institutional support typically available 
to minority children in other contexts. This aligns with Feliciano’s (2005) migration 
selectivity argument, where immigrants already possess higher educational aspira-
tions and backgrounds relative to their origin country counterparts.

In the meantime, the results for the second hypothesis further suggest that East 
Asian children may benefit from ‘passing’—blending in phenotypically with native 
Japanese children, particularly if they are linguistically proficient. This corresponds 
with previous qualitative research by Takeshita (2020) and Törngren and Sato 
(2021), who found that mixed-ethnicity children in Japan often employ this strategy 
to avoid conflicts in school. The ability to pass may contribute to their educational 
success, aligning with research highlighting the importance of Japanese language 
proficiency for immigrants’ labour market and academic outcomes (Ishida et  al., 
2016), though potentially accompanied by psychological conflicts over maintaining 
their ethnic identities. Identifying the selection and passing processes is difficult in 
the current dataset, and it is a future research agenda. Furthermore, the effective-
ness of the ‘passing’ strategy may depend on the composition of migrant students in 
Japanese schools, as migrant characteristics are less likely to be viewed as deviant 
when surrounded by a considerable number of migrant peers. Considering school-
level ethnic configuration will be promising in future research as well.

The differential performance of children with East Asian versus other back-
grounds is particularly noteworthy in the Japanese context. Japanese schools’ 
emphasis on ‘togetherness’ and conformity (Tsuneyoshi, 2001) may advantage chil-
dren who can phenotypically blend with the majority, while those with more vis-
ible differences face greater challenges. This aligns with research by Shimizu et al. 
(2021) on peer victimisation of children with distinct physical characteristics. Given 
our quantitative findings, Japan-fielded quantitative studies can also develop more 
nuanced processes in the educational attainment of second-generation children and 
the interactions within their families in future research.
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We acknowledge methodological limitations regarding the inclusion of covari-
ates in our regression models. A crucial limitation is that the questionnaire is only 
in Japanese. The language restriction may potentially cause a risk that respondents 
who are not familiar with Japanese may be excluded from their responses. While we 
are conscious of that limitation, the results of the present study still appear to hold 
because even mixed-parentage families, in which one of the parents is Japanese, 
exhibit their children’s disadvantage in educational attainment. More sophisticated 
survey designs, which address a multilingual questionnaire, are necessary to verify 
our results in the future critically.

Furthermore, adding covariates without accounting for potential bias from the 
correlation between covariate error terms and outcomes may affect the robustness 
of our findings. Despite employing multiple imputation techniques and adjustment 
weights, some biases may remain due to the self-administered nature of the survey, 
language barriers, and assumptions about missing data being at random. Neverthe-
less, our approach represents the best available method for investigating the associa-
tion between mixed parentage and educational attainment with currently available 
data and methodology.

In conclusion, this study provides important insights into the educational attain-
ment of Japan-born children across different ethnic backgrounds, highlighting the 
complex interplay between family structure, socioeconomic status, and ethnic back-
ground. It underscores the necessity for future research to explore these dynamics 
further, particularly through causal studies that can more definitively identify the 
factors influencing the educational outcomes of mixed ethnicity and immigrant 
children in Japan. Furthermore, their subsequent social and economic integrations, 
such as their college enrolment and school-to-work transition, need to be thoroughly 
investigated. Fortunately, the ‘21st Century Newborn Longitudinal Survey’ includes 
the relevant information after secondary education. Accordingly, it enables us to 
proceed to the next step to extend the research scope to their further life courses.

From a policy perspective, our findings suggest the need for targeted educational 
support for children of mixed parentage, especially those with immigrant mothers, 
to ensure equal educational opportunities regardless of ethnic background. Specifi-
cally, we refer to the following two respects based on our research results.

One is the attention paid by teachers and schools to the educational environment 
of children with mixed parentage. The presence of Japanese parents may lead teach-
ers to rely on parents for their children’s school adaptation and development. How-
ever, compared to other groups of children, children with mixed parentage have less 
frequent conversations at home (see Appendix Table 2). Efforts to understand chil-
dren’s social and emotional development through parent–child relationships may be 
one way to address disparities in the educational environment.

Another issue is how to overcome the school norm of ‘togetherness’ within 
Japan’s education system. As the population of Japanese nationals declines, ethnic 
diversity in Japanese schools is steadily increasing. The ‘togetherness’ norm may 
have functioned as an efficient mass education strategy by assuming homogeneity in 
students’ sociocultural backgrounds. That may partially be why the ‘passing’ strat-
egy works in the school adaptation process for East Asian children, at the expense of 
their psychological wellbeing and safety. However, this assumption is increasingly 
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being challenged within the current Japanese school education system. Instead, 
imposing a single norm on children with diverse backgrounds can lead to various 
conflicts that not only undermine children’s dignity but also pose risks to the effi-
ciency of educational management. The approach to classroom management must 
be transformed to one that takes into account the diversity of student populations. 
Ultimately, in a more fully integrated school system that embraces ethnic diversity, 
the notion of ‘passing’ would no longer be necessary.
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