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Abstract

Several studies (Fuligni, 2004; Lerner et al., 2015; Wiium & Dimitrova, 
2019) show that a positive youth development model with the 5Cs (compe-
tence, confidence, character, connection, caring) effectively promotes pos-
itive aspects of adolescents’ development. Adolescence is a period of accel-
erated physical, intellectual and emotional development that can be very 
stressful for the young, but even more so for young immigrants who con-
front several other obstacles connected to their background (e.g. discrim-
ination, finding new friends, the language barrier etc.). The present paper 
examines the differences between native and immigrant students (first- and 
second-gene ration) within Slovenia’s educational environment in self-as-
sessed competencies, characteristics and skills based on the 5Cs of the 
PYD model to determine that environment’s success in providing the opti-
mal conditions for immigrant students’ adaptation. Students’ self-assessed 
competencies between the groups were analysed on the Slovenian national 
PISA 2018 sample using the IEA International Database Analyzer (IEA IDB 
Analyzer). The results reveal the Slovenian environment does not provide 
optimal conditions for immigrants’ adaptation and detected three areas in 
which Slovenian students need greater support: (1) first- and second-gener-
ation immigrants’ self-efficacy; (2) second-generation immigrants’ connec-
tion to their family, peers and teachers; and (3) native students’ attitudes to-
ward diversity. While this paper’s findings are only preliminary, they may 
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serve as a starting point for further research in finding effective ways to 
support positive youth development.

Keywords: immigrant background; positive youth development; PISA 
2018; educational policies; Slovenia 

Kazalniki pozitivnega razvoja mladih med učenci, pripadniki večinskega prebivalstva, in učenci 
priseljenci znotraj slovenskega izobraževalnega okolja 
Povzetek

Številne študije (Fuligni, 2004; Lerner et al., 2015; Wiium & Dimitrova, 
2019) so pokazale, da model kazalnikov pozitivnega razvoja mladih 5C 
(kompetentnost, samozavest, značaj, povezanost in skrb) učinkovito spod-
buja pozitivne vidike razvoja mladostnikov. Mladostništvo je obdobje po-
spešenega telesnega, intelektualnega in čustvenega razvoja, ki je lahko zelo 
stresno za mlade, še posebej pa za mlade priseljence, ki se hkrati soočajo 
še z drugimi ovirami, povezanimi z njihovim ozadjem (npr. diskrimina-
cija, iskanje novih prijateljev, neznanje jezika itd.) Prispevek se osredotoča 
na razlike v samooceni kompetenc, značilnosti in veščin kazalnikov pozi-
tivnega razvoja mladih med učenci, pripadniki večinskega prebivalstva, in 
učenci priseljenci prve in druge generacije, v kontekstu slovenskega izobra-
ževalnega okolja, njegov namen pa je ugotoviti, na katerih področjih učenci 
potrebujejo več podpore pri zagotavljanju optimalnih pogojev za vključe-
vanje učencev migrantov. Razlike v samooceni kompetenc med skupina-
mi učencev smo analizirali na nacionalnem vzorcu mednarodne raziska-
ve PISA 2018 s pomočjo programa IDB Analyzer. Rezultati so pokazali, da 
slovensko okolje ne zagotavlja optimalnih pogojev za uspešno vključevanje 
migrantov in opozarjajo na tri področja, kjer učenci potrebujejo več pod-
pore: (1) zaznava samo-učinkovitosti učencev priseljencev prve in druge ge-
neracije, (2) povezanost učencev priseljencev druge generacije z družino, 
vrstniki in učitelji ter (3) odnos učencev, pripadnikov večinskega prebival-
stva, do raznolikosti. Čeprav so rezultati preliminarni, pa služijo kot temelj 
nadaljnjega raziskovanja tega področja ter iskanja načinov za podporo po-
zitivnega razvoja mladih.

Ključne besede: imigrantsko ozadje, pozitivni razvoj mladih, PISA 
2018; izobraževalne politike; Slovenija.

Adolescence is a period in which young people experience great chang-
es (physical, cognitive, social, emotional, interpersonal), which put them 
under considerable stress. Such pressure is even greater for young people 
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with an immigrant background since they face several other obstacles like 
discrimination, learning a new language, finding money for survival, and 
creating new social networks (Wigfield et al., 2006). As a result, such ado-
lescents might feel socially isolated and even drop out from school (Correa-
Velez et al., 2017). However, the very difficult circumstances these students 
face might also lead them to develop a more flexible personality and there-
by strengthen their well-being (Fuligni, 2004; Quintana et al., 2006). Many 
studies focus on the educational gap between native students and students 
with an immigrant background in terms of academic achievement (Levels 
et al., 2008; Schleicher, 2015; Schnepf, 2007). Still, not many studies have 
considered differences between immigrant and native students in other di-
mensions of personal development and well-being like self-awareness, cog-
nitive flexibility, and resilience. 

The main aim of this article is therefore to explore differences in the 
personal resources and developmental assets of native and immigrant 
15-year-old students in Slovenia. First, the theoretical background on pos-
itive youth development relative to immigrant status and the context of 
Slovenia’s educational environment are presented. The paper then tries to 
connect and explain elements of positive youth development and differenc-
es in personal resources and developmental assets between native and im-
migrant students in Slovenia’s educational environment. 

Immigrant background as a framework for positive youth 
development

It is not completely clear whether an immigrant background is a risk fac-
tor in terms of personal development, acculturation and overall psycho-
logical well-being since several studies (Brough et al., 2003; Correa-Velez et 
al., 2017; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2017) in this field show mixed results. 
On one hand, these students often come from low-socioeconomic back-
grounds, face discrimination and racism, are socially isolated and more of-
ten diagnosed with mental health problems (Correa-Velez et al., 2017; Fazel 
et al., 2005). On the other hand, these children may develop a certain  level 
of adaptability and flexibility skills, such as establishing friendships with 
individuals from diverse backgrounds, learning new languages, forming 
new identities which can quickly shift the norms and values of original and 
adopted countries, and develop ways to manage their emotions. Moreover, 
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first-generation immigrant students1 often even demonstrate optimism for 
the future despite their sometimes very troubled past (Brough et al., 2003; 
Nunn et al., 2014). 

The phenomenon whereby first-generation immigrants’ adaptation 
is more successful than that of second-generation immigrants and even 
natives is called the “immigrant paradox” and (Garcia-Coll & Marks, 
2012) has mostly been explored in the USA and Canada, less so in Europe 
(Dimitrova et al., 2017). The phenomenon of immigrants displaying more 
adaptation problems and less favourable outcomes (e.g. higher rates of psy-
chological problems, school difficulties and disruptive behaviours) com-
pared to natives is named “migration morbidity” (ibid.). Both phenomena 
were explored in a research review of 102 studies conducted in 14 European 
countries by Dimitrova and colleagues (2017). Even though the review pro-
vided mixed results for paradox and migration morbidity, it confirmed that 
immigrant youth’s successful adaptation depends on three aspects: (1) close 
family and peer relationships, classmate support and supportive neigh-
bourhoods; (2) perceived discrimination; and (3) adoption of both the host 
and their own ethnic culture, while at the same time keeping a strong eth-
nic identity and maintaining their culture. 

While exploring young immigrants’ positive youth development, the 
questions of who adapts successfully and what are the preconditions for 
success remain unanswered (Motti-Stefanidi, 2017). One model which ef-
fectively promotes positive aspects of adolescents’ development and is used 
by several researchers to explore this area is the 5Cs of the Positive Youth 
Development (PYD) model (Fuligni, 2004; Kozina & Pivec, 2020; Lerner et 
al., 2012, 2015; Wiium & Dimitrova, 2019). Although a number of models 
of positive youth development exist, the 5Cs model is the most empirical-
ly supported and most commonly used as the framework for programmes 
supporting positive youth development (Heck & Subramaniam, 2009). Due 
to its flexibility in various contexts, in the present study this model was 
chosen as a framework to explore differences in perception of the 5Cs be-
tween native students, second-generation immigrants and first-generation 
immigrants in Slovenia.

PYD emphasises the importance of identifying and supporting 
strengths rather than preventing or treating deficits, which proves to be 
1 First-generation immigrant students are foreign-born students whose parents are 

foreign-born as well, whereas second-generation immigrant students are born in the 
country of destination, while their parents are foreign-born.
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a more effective way of enhancing positive development and resilience 
(Masten, 2014). It focuses on the positive, instead of the negative, resources 
that adolescents possess that can optimise their well-being, personal devel-
opment and life experiences if they are strengthened, applied and support-
ed appropriately (Lerner et al., 2015). 

Benson (2006) classified personal resources as developmental assets 
and divided them into two larger groups: internal and external assets. 
Internal assets include positive values, social competence, a commitment 
to learning and a positive identity, whereas external assets comprise sup-
port, empowerment, boundaries and expectations. Lerner et al. (2015), on 
the other hand, propose five indicators of positive development known as 
the 5Cs of PYD (competence, confidence, connection, character, caring) 
that are assumed to be interrelated. They reflect Benson’s developmental as-
sets and are defined as follows (Bowers et al., 2010): 

- Competence is understood as a positive view of one’s actions in 
specific areas, such as social, academic, cognitive and vocational 
settings. 

- Confidence is defined as an internal sense of overall positive self-
worth and self-efficacy, a positive identity and one’s global self-re-
gard, as opposed to domain-specific beliefs.

- Connection refers to positive relationships and bonds between 
the individual, people and institutions. These relationships and 
bonds are bidirectional and encompass exchanges between the 
indi vidual and peers, family, school and community in which 
both parties contribute to the relationship. 

- Character includes respect for societal and cultural rules, aware-
ness and internalisation of standards of appropriate and correct 
behaviour, a sense of morality and integrity. 

- Caring represents a sense of sympathy and empathy for others 
and the ability to see beyond oneself. 

It is assumed that the individual interacts with their surrounding so-
cial environment through their resources and characteristics. These inter-
actions go both ways and affect an individual’s personal development and 
functioning (Lerner, 2007). 
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Students with an immigrant background in the Slovenian 
educational environment

Many students in Slovenia with an immigrant background belong to the 
ethnicities of the countries of former Yugoslavia. In most cases, these stu-
dents and/or their parents are economic migrants and/or refugees who 
came to Slovenia during the war in the Balkans and then remained (Ribičič, 
2004; Vižintin, 2014). In recent years, however, the number of refugees 
coming to Slovenia from the Middle East (EMN, 2017) has been growing as 
well. In general, immigrant students come from families with a lower soci-
oeconomic status (Cankar & Zupanc, 2020).

Slovenia has only become a country of immigration in the last few dec-
ades and thus still struggles to establish the appropriate mechanisms for 
promoting a supportive environment for newcomers. In Slovenia, immi-
grants enjoy equal rights, but not equal opportunities. The Slovenian ap-
proach to integration negatively affects attitudes toward immigrants such 
that they are seen as strangers, not as equals. In addition, education is one 
area where the social integration of migrant students is not sufficiently 
supported (MIPEX, 2019). First-generation immigrant students are gran-
ted basic rights to compulsory education and several support mechanisms, 
such as learning of the Slovenian language and additional professional as-
sistance (e.g. remedial classes, individual learning support, and tutoring). 
Moreover, a two-stage model with introductory and follow-up workshops 
during the adaptation period are in place for newly arrived immigrant stu-
dents (Mlekuž & Vršnik Perše, 2019). There are also several very effective 
good practices at schools and different national and international projects, 
funded by the government, which offer support for immigrant students, 
their parents and their teachers (Gril et al., 2021; Mlekuž & Vršnik Perše, 
2019; Vižintin, 2017). These support measures are meant for first-generation 
and not second-generation immigrant students.

It is observed that students with an immigrant background (first- and 
second-generation) more commonly enrol in short upper secondary vo-
cational education programmes and less commonly in the more socially 
desirable upper secondary vocational education programmes (Cankar & 
Zupanc, 2020; Skubic Ermenc, 2015). Further, a longitudinal survey of stu-
dents’ achievements at national tests reveals that first-generation immi-
grant students achieve lower scores in mathematics than second-genera-
tion immigrant students and both groups of students achieve lower scores 
than native students. This is true even when the results are controlled for 
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students’ socio-economic status (Cankar & Zupanc, 2020). First-generation 
immigrant students are even frequently considered as students with special 
needs (Skubic Ermenc, 2015). 

Besides institutional discrimination in education, first- and sec-
ond-generation immigrant youth of an ex-Yugoslavian ethnicity face pre-
judice, stereotypes and ethnic discrimination in the spheres of work, social 
and political participation, access to the media and everyday life, all strong-
ly embedded in Slovenian society (Kralj, 2008, 2014). Moreover, since 2015 
prejudice against refugees and Muslims has been becoming stronger (Faces 
of Migration, 2020). The ICCS 2016 and PISA 2018 survey results show that 
Slovenian students hold less favourable attitudes to immigrants than the 
international averages in both surveys (Klemenčič et al., 2019; Pedagoški 
inštitut, 2020). 

Research into the personal or developmental assets of immigrant stu-
dents (compared to native students) in Slovenia is very scarce, with only 
three being found: 

First, the results of a survey (Slodnjak et al., 2002) among Slovenian 
adolescents and refugee students from Bosnia showed that Slovenian stu-
dents had lower self-esteem and greater feelings of inadequacy in the aca-
demic field, they did not feel loved and more often expressed suicidal 
thoughts. Bosnian refugees were more often sad, worried about the future 
and physical pain, yet their achievements were not lower than the native 
students’ nor did they engage in externalising behaviour more than their 
native peers.

Second, a case study was conducted at a high school centre in Velenje 
concerning ethnic identity and language use among all students (Peer & 
Medica, 2017). During the interviews, while students with an immigrant 
background were less prone to answer the questions about their ethnic iden-
tity, had no problems answering which languages they spoke, and chose to 
speak in the Slovenian language if a Slovenian was present. The  authors 
speculated that the question on ethnic identity was closely connected to 
the fact that for students with an immigrant background their non-Slove-
nian ethnic identity was mostly developed and maintained in private life, 
whereas public life was generally connected to a Slovenian ethnic identi-
ty. Further, by choosing to speak in the Slovenian language the students 
with an immigrant background expressed a level of pragmatism, showing 
 flexible and innovative identities.
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In the third study, a Slovenian sample of students formed part of a larg-
er sample of students from 29 European countries (Delaruelle et al., 2021). 
The results reveal that first- and second-generation immigrants reported 
higher levels of life dissatisfaction and psychosomatic symptoms than their 
native peers. The results varied across schools and countries. Further, the 
results also showed that social capital, peer and family support provided 
better protection against poor mental health for students with an immi-
grant background.

It can be seen that even if Slovenia’s educational environment does 
provide equal rights and language learning and learning support to first-
gene ration immigrant students, it is lagging behind in successful inclu-
sion and in providing equal opportunities for all students with an immi-
grant background. It can also be observed that intercultural dialogue in the 
school environment between the majority population and immigrant stu-
dents is missing (Vižintin, 2014, 2017). With high levels of discrimination, 
the social environment does not favour students with an immigrant back-
ground and only permits the expression of a non-native ethnic identity in 
the private sphere of an individual’s life. 

Aim of the study
The focus of this paper is the positive development of adolescent students 
with an immigrant background in Slovenia. The paper examines the out-
comes of native and immigrant students (first- and second-generation) as 
defined by the PISA survey2 in self-assessed competencies, characteristics 
and skills based on the 5Cs of the PYD model in the context of Slovenia’s 
educational environment. The overall goal of the paper is to determine 
which personal resources students with an immigrant background possess 
in comparison to their native peers. More specifically, this paper seeks to 
explore the differences in means of self-reported indicators of the 5Cs be-
tween native students, second-generation immigrants and first-generation 
immigrants included in the Slovenian PISA 2018 survey. Since Slovenia’s 
educational environment does not provide optimal conditions for the adap-
tation of immigrant youth, as defined by Dimitrova et al. (2017), we expect 
2 Native students: student and at least one parent born in the country of assess-

ment; First-generation immigrant students: student and both parents born outside 
the country of assessment; Second-generation immigrant students: student born in 
the country of assessment, the student’s parent(s) born in another country (OECD, 
forthcoming-a).
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the analysis will expose mixed results with a certain level of migrant mor-
bidity for Slovenian students with an immigrant background.

Method

Participants
The current study uses the Slovenian PISA 2018 student representative sam-
ple that involved 6,401 students aged between 15 and 16 years. The study fo-
cuses on the PISA sample of 15-year-old students regardless of their grade 
levels and the type of institution they were enrolled in and whether they 
were enrolled in full- or part-time education. Regarding the sample, 49% 
of the students were female and 51% male, with a mean age of 15 years and 
8 months. Their average achievement score for the PISA cognitive read-
ing test was 495 points, which is above the OECD average of 487 points. 
First- and second-generation immigrant students represented just 9% of 
the whole sample of students (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Sample characteristics by native and immigrant background.

Background N
Gender

Female % (s. e.) Male % (s. e.)
Native 5,730 49 (0.48) 51 (0.48)
Second-generation immigrants 250 45 (3.68) 55 (3.68)
First-generation immigrants 323 49 (3.38) 51 (3.38)

Note: s. e. – standard error

Instruments and included variables
Each sampled student answered a cognitive test and a background questio-
nnaire. Since PISA is a large-scale comparative study, the background 
questionnaires undergo a thorough quality assurance process (review by 
the countries, cognitive labs, linguistic translatability assessment, centra-
lised transfer of trend material, negotiation of adaptations and linguistic 
verification), which provides for the data’s comparability across countries 
and different cultural contexts. This assures the constructs used can be ap-
plied to other cultures and that different cultural contexts are considered 
(OECD, forthcoming-d). 

PISA 2018 focused on reading competence, although it also assessed 
mathematics and science competencies. In addition, the 2018 PISA cy-
cle included an evaluation of students’ global competence (their ability 
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to understand and appreciate the perspectives and world views of others) 
(OECD, 2019). 

For the purposes of this analysis, we used several scales derived from 
items in the PISA 2018 background and global competence questionnaire3 
(OECD, 2017) to describe each component in the 5Cs model. The selection 
of the PISA scales and their attribution to the 5Cs was based on definitions 
of each of the 5Cs (Bowers et al., 2010). Students’ immigrant background 
was used as a grouping variable. All scales used were constructed using the 
IRT (item response theory) scaling methodology and transformed to have 
a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 across OECD countries (OECD, 
forthcoming-a). Cronbach’s alphas are reported for the whole sample and 
for three student groups in Table 2.

Immigrant background. Students were asked in which country they 
and their parents were born. They needed to answer this question for them-
selves, their mother and their father. Answers were then recoded into three 
categories: native students, second-generation immigrants, and first-gener-
ation immigrants (OECD, forthcoming-a).

Competence
Self-concept of reading: Perception of competence. Students were asked how 
strongly (strongly disagree; disagree; agree; strongly agree) they agreed 
with three statements (e.g. I am a good reader; I read fluently, etc.) about 
their reading competence and their text comprehension.

Perception of the difficulty of the PISA test. Students were asked about 
their level of agreement regarding three statements on the difficulty of the 
reading tasks presented to them in the PISA test they had taken previous-
ly (e.g. Many texts were too difficult for me; There were many words I could 
not understand, etc.). Students answered on a 4-point Likert scale (strong-
ly disagree; disagree; agree; strongly agree). 

Self-efficacy regarding global issues was measured with a six-item ques-
tion on how easy the students thought it would be for them to explain or 
discuss several topics on global issues (e.g. climate change, economic crises, 
refugee crisis etc.) Students answered on a 4-point Likert scale (I couldn’t 
3 The questionnaire is available at the following link: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/

2018database/CY7_201710_QST_MS_STQ_NoNotes_final.pdf 
 For more information, also see the Technical report at the following link: https://

www.oecd.org/pisa/data/pisa2018technicalreport/PISA2018_Technical-Report-
Chapter-16-Background-Questionnaires.pdf 
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do this; I would struggle to do this on my own; I could do this with a bit of 
effort; I could do this easily).

Confidence
Resilience. Students were asked how strongly (strongly disagree; disagree; 
agree; strongly agree) they agreed with five statements on their capacity to 
successfully deal with and recover from stressful situations (e.g. I usually 
manage one way or another; I feel that I can handle many things at a time, 
etc.).

Eudaemonia: meaning in life. Students were asked how strongly 
(strongly disagree; disagree; agree; strongly agree) they agreed with three 
statements concerning the meaning of their life (e.g. My life has a clear 
meaning or purpose; I have discovered a satisfactory meaning in life, etc.).

Cognitive flexibility/adaptability. Students were asked how well the six 
statements on their capacity to adapt their behaviour to unusual situations, 
which also included intercultural situations, described them (e.g. I can deal 
with unusual situations; I can adapt easily to a new culture, etc.). The stu-
dents answered on a 4-point Likert scale (very much like me; mostly like 
me; somewhat like me; not much like me; not at all like me).

Connection
Teacher support in test language lessons was measured with a four-item 
question on how often teachers offered support to students in Slovenian 
language lessons (e.g. The teacher shows an interest in every student’s learn-
ing; The teacher gives extra help when students need it, etc.). Students an-
swered on a 4-point Likert scale (every lesson; most lessons; some lessons; 
never or hardly never).

Perception of co-operation at school. Students were asked to assess how 
true four statements on cooperation among students were for their school 
(e.g. Students seem to value cooperation; It seems that students are cooper-
ating with each other, etc.). Students answered on a 4-point Likert scale (not 
at all true; slightly true; very true; extremely true).

Parents’ emotional support perceived by the student. Students were 
asked to assess to what extent they agreed (strongly disagree; disagree; 
agree; strongly agree) with three statements about their perceived emo-
tional support from their parents (e.g. My parents support my educational 
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efforts and achievements; My parents support me when I am facing diffi-
culties at school, etc.).

Subjective well-being: Sense of belonging to school. Students were asked 
to assess to what extent they agreed (strongly disagree; disagree; agree; 
strongly agree) with six statements on their sense of connection and be-
longing to school (e.g. I make friends easily at school; I feel like I belong at 
school, etc.). 

Character
Student’s attitudes towards immigrants was measured with a four-item 
question on the level of agreement with statements about immigrants’  civic 
rights (e.g. immigrants should have the same opportunities for edu cation, 
the opportunity to vote in elections, the same rights as everyone, etc.). 
Students answered on a 4-point Likert scale (strongly disagree; disagree; 
agree; strongly agree).

Respect for people from other cultures. Students were asked to assess 
how well five statements on respect for people from other cultures in terms 
of equality, respect for their values and their valuing of the expression of 
their cultures described them (e.g. I respect people from other cultures as 
equal human beings; I respect the values of people from different cultures, 
etc.). Students answered on a 5-point Likert scale (very much like me; most-
ly like me; somewhat like me; not much like me; not at all like me). 

Global-mindedness was defined as a worldview in which one sees one-
self as connected to the world community and feels a sense of responsibility 
towards its members (OECD, forthcoming-a). It was measured with a six-
item question where students needed to answer to what extent they agreed 
with several statements describing the sense of activism and responsibility 
for different issues in the (world) community (e.g. poor living conditions; 
companies that are known to provide poor workplace conditions; the glob-
al environment, etc.). Students answered on a 4-point Likert scale (strongly 
disagree; disagree; agree; strongly agree). 

Caring
Perspective-taking. Students were asked to assess how well five statements 
on how far a student takes the perspective of others in different situa-
tions (e.g. to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement, to understand my 
friends better by imagining how things look from their perspective etc.) 
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described them. Students answered on a 5-point Likert scale (very much 
like me; mostly like me; somewhat like me; not much like me; not at all 
like me).

Awareness of intercultural communication. The students were asked 
to imagine themselves in a situation where they are talking in their native 
language to people whose native language is different from theirs. They 
were then asked to what extent they agreed with the statements on their 
observations and monitoring of the conversation (e.g. observing the re-
actions, checking the understanding, giving concrete examples), on how 
careful they are while expressing their meanings (e.g. listening careful-
ly, choosing words carefully) and on the success of their management of 
communication breakdowns (e.g. using other means of communication 
when a problem with communication arises). Students answered a sev-
en-item question on a 4-point Likert scale (strongly disagree; disagree; 
agree; strongly agree).

Procedure
PISA uses a two-stage stratified sampling design. In Slovenia, in the first 
stage all schools and educational programmes with 15-year-old students 
enrolled are included by default and thus 302 secondary education insti-
tutions, 43 basic school institutions and 2 adult education intuitions were 
sampled (Pedagoški inštitut, 2019).

In the second stage, around 42 15-year-old students within each 
school included were sampled. Students within the school were sampled 
with equal probability from the list of all eligible students at school. When 
there were fewer than 42 eligible students at a school, all 15-year-old stu-
dents at the school were sampled. These sampling procedures ensured the 
representativeness of the test population. It took approximately 35 minutes 
for students to respond to the student background questionnaire (OECD, 
forthcoming-b).

Ethical review and approval was not required since public databases of 
the PISA 2018 assessment were used in the study. Written informed consent 
to participate in the study was provided by the participants’ legal guardians 
or next of kin. Data collection for OECD-PISA studies is the responsibility 
of governments in the participating countries.
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Table 2: Cronbach’s alphas for the whole sample and by student groups.

Cronbach’s alpha

Whole 
sample

Native 
students

First-genera-
tion immi-

grants

Second-gene-
ration immi-

grants

Competence
Self-concept of reading: Per-
ception of competence 0.79 0.79 0.79 0.73

Perception of the difficulty of 
the PISA test 0.87 0.86 0.89 0.86

Self-efficacy regarding glo-
bal issues 0.88 0.88 0.90 0.86

Confidence
Resilience 0.80 0.80 0.78 0.83
Eudaemonia: Meaning in life 0.89 0.89 0.91 0.92
Cognitive flexibility/adap-
tability 0.83 0.84 0.84 0.83

Connection
Teacher support in test langu-
age lessons 0.85 0.85 0.86 0.87

Perception of co-operation 
at school 0.89 0.91 0.92 0.92

Parents’ emotional support 
perceived by the student 0.85 0.85 0.89 0.84

Subjective well-being: Sense 
of belonging to school 0.80 0.80 0.82 0.81

Character
Student’s attitudes to immi-
grants 0.86 0.85 0.92 0.92

Respect for people from other 
cultures 0.94 0.94 0.95 0.94

Global-mindedness 0.83 0.82 0.88 0.83
Caring

Perspective-taking 0.83 0.83 0.84 0.84
Awareness of intercultural 
communication 0.90 0.90 0.93 0.91

Statistical analyses
Data were analysed using the statistical programme IEA IDB Analyzer 
(Version 4.0.39). Due to the two-stage sampling in the study, this pro-
gramme uses individual student weights (W_FSTUWT) and sample 
weights. In this way, it can properly assess the standard parameter errors 
in the population using the Bootstrap method (OECD, forthcoming-c). The 
results were computed using “correlations” and “percentage and means”. 
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Note: Data were weighted with a Final trimmed nonresponse adjusted student weight (W_FSTUWT). 
All correlation coefficients in the table are statistically significant. Missing values were excluded from the 
analysis.

Table 3: Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for the 5Cs’ variables.
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To compute differences between groups, the IDB Analyzer uses a t-test tak-
ing sample dependency into account (IEA, 2016). Since the IDB Analyzer 
cannot perform a Bonferroni correction, it was not included in the analysis.

Results
Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations and Pearson correlation 
coefficient for the variables used in the analyses. All variables are signifi-
cantly correlated in the expected way. Namely, all variables are positively 
correlated, except for the Perception of the difficulty of the PISA test, which 
is negatively correlated to all the other variables.

In Table 4, the means and standard deviations of the scales used by the 
student groups organised by the 5Cs are presented.

The results (see Table 4) show first-generation immigrants repor-
ting lower levels of reading competence than native students. Similarly, 
first-generation immigrants believed the PISA test was more difficult than 
native students and second-generation immigrants did. On the other hand, 
there were no significant differences in the assessment of self-efficacy re-
garding global issues between native students and first-generation immi-
grants, although second-generation immigrants assessed their self-efficacy 
regarding global issues as significantly lower.

There were no significant differences between the student groups in as-
sessing their capacity to pass through difficult situations and their self-as-
sessed meaning in life. However, there was a significant difference in the 
self-assessment of cognitive flexibility/adaptability between first-gener-
ation immigrants and second-generation immigrants, where first-gene-
ration immigrants reported greater flexibility and adaptability in dealing 
with challenging or difficult situations (intercultural situations included) 
(see Table 4).

Second-generation immigrants reported the lowest perception of sup-
port from their teachers in their Slovenian language lessons as opposed 
to their native and first-generation immigrant peers. First-generation im-
migrants, on the other hand, reported the highest perception of support 
from their teachers in Slovenian language lessons, even higher than the na-
tive students. Similarly, second-generation students also reported the low-
est perception of cooperation at the school, which is lower than the na-
tive students’ perception. Yet, the first-generation students’ perception of 
cooperation at the school does not differ from either native students’ or 
second-gene ration immigrants’ perception. Similarly, second-generation 



com pon e n ts of posi t i v e you t h de v elopm e n t a mong nat i v e st u de n ts . . .

167

Table 4: Comparison of means and standard deviations by immigrant background by the 5Cs.

Scale
Native (1)

Second-genera-
tion immigrants 

(2)

First-generation 
immigrants (3)

Significant diffe-
rences between 

groups
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Competence
Self-concept of reading: 
Perception of compe-
tence

0.10 (0.91) 0.02 (0.92) -0.08 (0.94) 1>3

Perception of the diffi-
culty of the PISA test -0.05 (0.94) -0.02 (1.05) 0.41 (1.04) 1<3

2<3
Self-efficacy regarding 
global issues -0.09 (0.98) -0.30 (1.08) -0.23 (1.11) 1>2

Confidence
Resilience -0.05 (0.96) -0.03 (1.06) -0.03 (1.05) /
Eudaemonia: meaning 
in life 0.02 (0.98) 0.09 (1.03) 0.12 (1.01) /

Cognitive flexibility/
adaptability -0.01 (0.88) -0.05 (0.92) 0.12 (1.00) 2<3

Connection
Teacher support in test 
language lessons -0.62 (1.02) -0.72 (1.14) -0.44 (1.07) 1<3

2<3
Perception of co-opera-
tion at school -0.01 (0.96) -0.28 (1.04) -0.11 (1.01) 1>2

Parents’ emotional 
support perceived by 
student

-0.01 (0.97) -0.30 (1.01) -0.14 (1.00) 1>2

Subjective well-being: 
Sense of belonging to 
school

-0.10 (0.84) -0.08 (0.80) -0.28 (0.94) 1>3
2>3

Character

Student’s attitudes to 
immigrants -0.08 (0.91) 0.20 (1.04) 0.32 (1.04)

1<2
1<3
2<3

Respect for people from 
other cultures -0.05 (0.96) 0.10 (0.97) 0.23 (0.96) 1<3

Global-mindedness -0.09 (0.94) -0.11 (1.00) -0.25 (1.09) /
Caring
Perspective-taking 0.05 (0.93) 0.09 (1.02) -0.01 (1.10) /
Awareness of intercul-
tural communication -0.19 (0.94) -0.17 (0.99) -0.20 (1.08) /

Note: Data were weighted with a Final trimmed nonresponse adjusted student weight (W_FSTUWT). The 
statistical difference between groups is computed using the t-test, where |t| > 1.96 applies for statistically 
significant differences. Missing values were excluded from the analysis.
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immigrants reported the lowest parental emotional support among the 
three groups of students, although the difference is significant only for na-
tive students’ perception. On the other hand, first-generation students re-
ported the lowest sense of belonging to the school, whereas there were no 
significant differences in the sense of belonging to the school among the 
second-generation immigrants and native students (see Table 4).

As may be seen in Table 4, native students reported the most positive 
attitudes to working hard to achieve success at school and later in life (atti-
tude to school: learning activities) among the three student groups, where 
the difference is significant only for first-generation immigrants. First-
generation immigrants also have the most positive attitudes to immigrants 
among all three groups (the difference is significant for all three groups). 
Moreover, this group of students also reported the highest respect for peo-
ple from other cultures (the difference is significant only in comparison 
to native students). There are no significant differences in global-minded-
ness, which means there are no differences in students’ connectedness to 
the world community and their sense of responsibility to its members.

There are no significant differences in the self-reported scales of the 
caring construct between the three student groups (see Table 4).

In general, first- and second-generation immigrants assess their own 
competence as lower than their native peers. In terms of confidence, there 
are no differences between the students, except in cognitive flexibility/ad-
aptability, where first-generation immigrants reported greater flexibili-
ty/adaptability than second-generation students. In terms of connection, 
second -generation immigrants reported the lowest levels of connection 
with their teachers, peers and parents than their peers, although first-gene-
ration immigrants reported the lowest levels of belonging to the school 
among the three groups. As for character, first-generation immigrants 
show the most positive attitudes toward diversity among the three groups. 

Discussion
Although, as expected, the analysis showed mixed results for the 5Cs, it is 
possible to draw certain common conclusions. Significant differences were 
found among native students, first- and second-generation immigrants in 
the self-assessed 5Cs’ indicators that reveal interesting aspects of adoles-
cents’ development in the light of an immigrant background. 

For example, the results for the competence component showed 
first-generation immigrant students assess the PISA test as more difficult 
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than their peers do. One reason for this might be that the PISA 2018 test 
focused on reading comprehension of Slovenian texts, which is not a lan-
guage in which immigrant students are proficient. The PISA results gene-
rally reveal that the gap between immigrant and native students is larger in 
reading achievement than in mathematics or problem-solving and associ-
ate this gap with the language barrier (Schleicher, 2015). Moreover, the low-
er perception of self-efficacy (self-efficacy regarding global issues, self-con-
cept of reading) among students with an immigrant background in our 
survey could be attributed to the extent that other students with a similar 
background and their own struggles at school are observed because stu-
dents with an immigrant background in Slovenia do not thrive compared 
to native students with respect to academic achievements.

There were no significant differences among the student groups con-
cerning resilience and meaning of life. Still, the PISA 2018 results show 
that on average immigrant students are more resilient (OECD, 2019a) 
and express a weaker purpose in life than native students (OECD, 2019b). 
Nonetheless, first-generation immigrants express higher levels of cogni-
tive flexibility/adaptability than their second-generation immigrant peers, 
which may be explained by the fact that first-generation immigrant stu-
dents were directly exposed to two cultures, while their second-generation 
peers have grown up in Slovenia and thus had only indirect exposure to 
their cultural heritage. As shown in Peer and Medica’s (2017) case study, the 
development and maintenance of immigrant students’ non-Slovenian cul-
tural identity are limited to the private sphere of their lives. This might af-
fect their level of cognitive flexibility (Tadmor & Tetlock, 2006).

As regards connection, Slovenian second-generation immigrants 
show the most concerning results. Their perception of teacher support, pa-
rental emotional support, and co-operation among students at the school is 
the lowest among all three student groups, which might indicate some  level 
of social alienation. These results are even more concerning in the light of 
Wortley’s (2009) findings that social alienation is a risk factor associated 
with immigrant youth criminality and Silber and Bhatt’s (2007) process 
model of radicalisation where social alienation is one of the triggers for the 
pre-radicalisation phase. 

First-generation immigrants, on the other hand, express the highest 
perception of teachers’ support in Slovenian language lessons, which may 
be attributed to their poorer comprehension of the Slovenian language and 
the fact these students are entitled to different forms of support as part of 
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the country’s educational policies (Mlekuž & Vršnik Perše, 2019). At the 
same time, these students express the lowest sense of belonging to school, 
which might be a due to discrimination and prejudice within the school 
 environment and in wider Slovenian society.

On the contrary, as concerns the character component, it is the  native 
students who come into the limelight by expressing the lowest levels of 
openness to multiculturalism given that their attitudes to immigrants and 
respect for people from other cultures are the least favourable among the 
three student groups. These findings confirm the general attitudes toward 
immigrants and diversity in Slovenia (Klemenčič et al., 2019; Kralj, 2008, 
2014; Pedagoški inštitut, 2020). Several studies have corroborated the view 
that negative attitudes toward immigrants and other cultures are gener-
ally considered to be the origin of discriminative behaviour, bullying and 
 harassment targeting immigrant students, which then affect such students’ 
academic performance, motivation and well-being (Dessel, 2010; Glock, 
2016), thereby making it important to shift students’ attitudes to immigrants 
in the direction of being more open to diversity and multiculturalism.

We may conclude that the results regarding immigrant students’ suc-
cessful adaptation to the Slovenian environment are mixed and slightly in-
clined to migration morbidity, especially in the area of competence and 
connection, where the second-generation immigrant students are at a loss. 
These results also confirm that the Slovenian environment and policies do 
not provide the optimal conditions (as described by Dimitrova et al., 2017) 
for immigrant students’ successful adaptation and point to the high level of 
discrimination, the lack of opportunities for immigrants to keep a strong 
ethnic identity, and their weak relational support at school and home.

Limitations and Recommendations
All things considered, we must bear in mind that this study was intend-
ed to be a preliminary one and, as such, is limited to use of the PISA back-
ground questionnaire whose primary function is not to test the PYD 5Cs. 
To gain data more in line with the components of the PYD 5Cs, the 5Cs 
questionnaire should be used to ensure comparability with similar stud-
ies relying on this instrument. Further, the Slovenian version of the PISA 
2018 questionnaire did not specifically ask in which country an immigrant 
student’s parents were born, meaning no control for country of origin was 
possible. This opens up new avenues for research on this topic based on 
differences among immigrant youth as well. It would also be interesting 
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to explore how these 5Cs indicators predict risky behaviours and/or stu-
dent achievement and whether in addition differences exist among these 
student groups in this area. Moreover, this paper should be regarded as 
a starting point for further research on the topic, especially in those are-
as where students in Slovenia need greater support, and thus as a platform 
for developing suitable and effective educational policies and effective PYD 
programmes for youth in the field of including immigrants in Slovenian 
society and their adaptation. Since the PISA 2018 database was used an in-
ternational perspective, the paper could also be explored to shine a light 
on differences among young immigrants throughout European Union or 
OECD countries. 

Conclusion
In this paper, differences between immigrant and native students’  personal 
resources in terms of PYD were explored. The research’s main aim was 
to identify differences in indicators of the 5Cs between native students, 
 second-generation immigrants and first-generation immigrants to detect 
areas in need of special attention. Like with other surveys in this field (e.g. 
Dimitrova et al., 2017), while the results are mixed and somewhat incon-
clusive we can still highlight three areas where Slovenian students need 
more support: (1) first- and second-generation immigrants’ self-efficacy; 
(2)  second-generation immigrants’ connection to their family, peers and 
teachers; and (3) native students’ attitudes toward diversity. Given that all 
of these areas are interconnected, it is essential to support the weaker ones, 
which should also bring a positive effect to other areas and the well-being 
of all Slovenian students. 

Nevertheless, considering the limitations on comparing the native 
and immigrant student groups, this paper’s findings are merely prelimi-
nary and should only be seen as a starting point for further research on the 
 topic, particularly in those fields where immigrant students need greater 
support. Such research would facilitate the identification of effective ways 
to support the positive youth development of adolescents with an immi-
grant background and to develop policies that ensure immigrants’ optimal 
adaptation into the Slovenian education system and broader society. 

To conclude, immigrant students’ positive youth development de-
pends on numerous factors, many of which are not fully controllable or 
 easily defined. This makes it vitally important to further explore this field 
and bring attention to those aspects of youth development we can support 
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and practices we can spread to the system level to thereby provide students 
with a platform on which they can thrive and develop to their full poten-
tial. The SIRIUS report concluded that the successful inclusion of immi-
grant students in Slovenian schools shares four common characteristics 
stemming from good practices, which may serve as guidance (Gril et al., 
2021). Namely, to reduce discrimination and strengthening ethnic identi-
ty (1) multilingualism in schools should be recognised and considered. To 
strengthen relational support, (2) the entire school staff should be involved 
in Slovenian language classes for immigrants, which should be part of reg-
ular classes; (3) partnerships with the local environment; and (4) an open 
relationship of mutual trust and acceptance between all school stakehold-
ers (students, teachers, parents, local community), which allows for respon-
siveness and adaptability to different situations should be established.
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