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Sweden’s education performance has faltered in the past decades, with scores tumbling in the 
OECD’s international Pisa survey since the early 2000s. Both the Guardian and the BBC have recently 
looked into this phenomenon. There’s no shortage of explanations for the poor results, but British 
enemies of school reform have latched on to one of them: the free schools reform of the early 1990s, 
which they claim sent the system into chaos. 

You’ll notice how the naysayers never give any evidence to back up their claims. This is unsurprising, 
since there isn’t any to give. On the contrary, research indicates that free schools have to some 
extent cushioned Sweden’s fall. Free schools are also popular, as displayed by high demand, and 
enjoy higher satisfaction scores among parents than schools run by local governments. While the 
design of Sweden’s general school choice system is far from ideal, the pet explanation for the 
country’s educational decline among the British left simply doesn’t hold water. 

Why, then, are Swedish schools struggling? There are many hypotheses floating around, some more 
plausible than others. Yet there has been no hard evidence for any of them. Until now. 

Two weeks ago, I published a paper at the Research Institute of Industrial Economics and an op-ed in 
the largest Swedish daily about the impact of immigration on Sweden’s Pisa scores. Quite a row 
followed. Why? Well, it turns out that the change in pupil demographics due to immigration explains 
almost a third of the average decline between 2000 and 2012: 19 per cent in mathematical literacy, 
28 per cent in reading literacy, and 41 per cent in scientific literacy. The effect is especially 
pronounced in recent years, coinciding with accelerating refugee immigration. Indeed, between 2009 
and 2012, 43 per cent of the average Pisa score decline is explained by altered demographics: a full 
29 per cent in mathematical literacy, 45 per cent in reading literacy, and 62 per cent in scientific 
literacy. 

In the paper, I also calculate that 11 per cent of the overall decline can be attributed directly to the 
decreasing share of pupils with a Swedish background, while 18 per cent can be attributed to the fact 
that results among pupils with an immigrant background have fallen more significantly. The latter is 
clearly displayed by the next graph. While scores among pupils with a Swedish background have 
declined by 22 points between 2000 and 2012, scores among pupils with an immigrant background 
have fallen by 39 points – and the performance gap between the two groups has grown from 36 
points to 53 points. 

These are strong effects. In fact, the change in pupil demographics is the only factor that we know for 
sure has contributed to Sweden’s falling scores. Furthermore, the full impact is probably somewhat 
larger. This is because immigration may also have lowered performance among pupils with a Swedish 
background, for instance through the redistribution of resources to immigrant pupils. While this is a 
more difficult subject to study, the most relevant paper suggests modest negative effects in this 



respect. It’s therefore probable that the total impact of changed pupil composition is higher than 
reported here. 

 

Even with this effect included, immigration is nevertheless unlikely to be the only reason behind 
Sweden’s falling educational performance. While the left’s arguments have been debunked, there 
are more plausible explanations, explored elsewhere by myself and my colleague Dr Tino Sanandaji. 
In short: the rise of an overly progressive educational culture is likely to be an important culprit. 
Incidentally, as my recent monograph shows, this is also relevant for understanding declining Pisa 
scores in Finland, the longstanding pin-up model of school choice and accountability critics. 

Yet we now know that about a third of Sweden’s average fall in Pisa disappears when we adjust the 
sample to take into account altered pupil demographics due to immigration. This also leaves a lot less 
to be explained by other factors. 

So next time you read an article about declining Swedish scores and there’s no mention of 
immigration, you know the journalist isn’t doing his or her job properly – or is pursuing an ideological 
agenda. Or both. 
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