
A study of immigrant skills gaps based on PIAAC data and 

AI-enabled intervention pathways

Weiyi Feng, University of Jyväskylä, Finland

fengwy1989@163.com



4. AI as a New Skills-Development Tool

From one-size-fits-all training to personalized intervention

Adaptive learning — adjust content, difficulty and practice to the learner's current skill level.

Automated assessment — identify specific gaps in literacy, numeracy, digital problem solving and 
workplace skills.

Language support — provide conversational practice, translation, writing feedback and occupation-
specific vocabulary.

Common advantage: personalization at scale.
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1. The Immigrant Human Capital Paradox

Why does a university degree not always translate into comparable labor market outcomes?

Many immigrants arrive with substantial formal education and professional experience.

Educational attainment alone does not guarantee that skills are recognized, matched, or effectively 
used in the host-country labor market.

Language, skill mismatch, qualification recognition, local experience, and institutional barriers can 
weaken the return to existing human capital.

Research question: where are the actual skill gaps—and can AI-supported learning help close them?
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2. What Does PIAAC Measure?

From educational credentials to directly assessed adult skills

PIAAC directly assesses key information-processing skills among adults.

Literacy — understanding, evaluating and using written information.

Numeracy — accessing, interpreting and reasoning with quantitative information.

Problem solving / adaptive problem solving — navigating complex, dynamic and technology-rich 
tasks.

These skills are closely connected to participation in modern economies and workplaces.
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5. Policy Recommendations

Use AI to complement—not simply replace—human instruction

1. Integrate AI-supported individualized training into immigrant employment and adult-learning 
services.

2. Use early skill profiling to identify actual needs beyond educational credentials.

3. Prioritize workplace language, digital literacy, numeracy and adaptive problem-solving.

4. Build hybrid human–AI models: AI for diagnosis and practice; instructors for judgment, mentoring 
and complex support.

5. Establish safeguards for privacy, algorithmic bias, accessibility and the digital divide.
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PIAAC: Why These Skills Matter

Illustrative OECD-wide Cycle 2 results, adults aged 16–65
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OECD averages: 260 literacy • 263 numeracy • 251 adaptive problem solving
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The Core Empirical Question

Do immigrants and native-born adults with similar education demonstrate similar skills?

Compare immigrant and native-born adults in literacy, numeracy, and problem solving.

Pay particular attention to highly educated immigrants: education may not eliminate skill 
differences.

Distinguish between differences in educational attainment and differences in measured proficiency.

Interpret skill gaps as potential barriers to effective skill utilization—not simply as deficits in 
education.
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What Does PIAAC Tell Us?

Skills ≠ Returns

Education ≠ Job Match

Qualification ≠ Proficiency
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What can we do using AI tools

Seeing Skills – From “Invisible” to “Explicit”: Intelligent Recognition and 

Assessment of “Invisible” Skills

Personalized learning 、skills enhancement and showcase

Efficient labor market matching
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Thank you for your 
attention

All tables are sourced from the OECD website.
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