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Chapter 1 

The puzzle 

 

 

 
In the mid 1970s a spectacular process of social change started in Northern Europe. During the 1960s and 

early 1970s Northern European countries developed  policies to recruit foreign labor from several 

Southern European and Mediterranean countries. Covenants were signed to bring ‘guest-workers’ from 

Greece, Portugal, and Spain, but also from Morocco and Turkey. In response to the recession that 

followed the oil crisis in 1973, most governments decided to abruptly stop this recruiting. Diverse 

incentives were offered to encourage guest-workers to return to their home countries. However, most 

guest-workers decided to stay and bring along their families, turning what was meant to be a temporary 

solution for labor shortages into permanent settlement. Family reunification became one of the main 

channels of migration to Europe.  

The rapid arrival of children and spouses of migrant male workers brought about a strong and unexpected 

societal change with profound implications for public policies. Social policies in different areas were 

affected, as demand not only grew but also became more culturally diverse: target-groups changed and 

new needs emerged. The pressure that the arrival of immigrants’ families put on public services and 

infrastructures was particularly noticeable in the realm of education. An extraordinary growth of demand 

led to overcrowding in schools in certain urban areas. Newcomer students were mostly concentrated in 

schools located in the working-class neighborhoods of large cities, as a result of immigrants’ housing 

patterns. Schools were overwhelmed with immigrant children who did not speak the host language and 

had been socialized in very different school traditions. Unlike previous waves of migrants coming from 

the colonies of Western European countries, the offspring of Mediterranean guest-workers were not 

familiar with the language of the host country. High-schools faced the greatest challenge because the 

educational goals for the 12-16 group are more demanding. 

Throughout the 1990s Southern European countries experienced a similar migratory phenomenon with 

comparable pressure on public policies. In the 1980s, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Portugal shifted from being 

countries of emigration to being destinations for inmigration. In the aftermath of dictatorships and 

political instability, this area experienced a large-scale economic growth spurt. The significant labor 

shortages that accompanied this process, particularly in the oversized informal economy of these 

countries, attracted growing economic immigration from Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe and Latin America. 

Foreign migration arrived at a remarkably fast rate. The growth of foreign population in Spain has been 

particularly outstanding, increasing between 1997 and 2007 from 1,6% to 11,6% of the total population, 

and in Italy, which for the same period grew from 2,1% to 5,8% (OECD 2007). Local administrations in 

large cities were overwhelmed with new challenges in order to accomodate foreign workers. The impact of 

family reunification affected this group of countries earlier than their Northern counterparts. Given that 

many immigrants brought their families along, immigrant children put considerable pressure on schools 

from the very beginning. The concentration of immigrant students in schools located in inner-city areas 

promptly became a public and political issue.  
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In response to these challenges Northern European countries formulated policies of first reception at 

schools. France developed its ‘classes d’initiation’ and ‘classes d’adaptation’ in the early 1970s to teach French 

to immigrant children in order to improve their integration in the school system. These remedial classes 

were in theory open for any child with educational difficulties, but in fact  they were primarily present in 

areas of immigrant concentration -at the initiative of local authorities- (Schain 1985). In addition to this, a 

program to teach immigrants’ native language was launched in 1975/ 1976 in order to encourage their 

future return (Schain 1985). Back in the 1950s, Germany had already put into place special programs for 

teaching language and culture of origin to foreign students (Schmahl 2001 in Subirats et al 2005). Besides 

this German federal program, the approach has varied considerably between different Länder: for instance, 

in Bavaria, bilingual classes (‘nationalklasse’) are organized by grouping pupils sharing the same native 

language (Will & Rühl 2002), while in Berlin foreign-born students are immediately included in regular 

classes alongside German students with support from special assistants (Subirats et al. 2005). The 

Netherlands launched ‘internationale schakelklassen’ in large cities; this program, initiated by schools 

themselves in the mid 1970s, set out to teach Dutch to guest-workers’ children before they joined regular 

classes (Fase & De Jong  1983). As in the Netherlands, in the UK, newcomer children were initially 

received in specialist teaching programs separate from mainstream education (‘EAL programs,’ later called 

ESL), though since the mid 1980s newcomers have been directly introduced in ordinary classes, regardless 

of their English language proficiency, with ESL teachers present in classrooms to offer teaching support 

(Leung 2002).  

Some decades later, Southern European countries have also organized first reception measures as diverse 

as the various approaches developed by their Northern colleagues. In some places like Italy, foreign 

students are directly included in ordinary classes together with the native-born students,  with certain 

special assistance always provided (EURYDICE 2004). A second strategy commonly followed is to 

provide temporary, full-time reception courses prior to starting ordinary education. Greece, for instance, 

has fully separated reception schemes (EURYDICE 2004). There, before attending ordinary schools, 

newly arrived students are enrolled in two-year special courses in which they are separated full-time from 

their native-born peers. Finally, other places have launched a mixed approach to reception, like the 

Spanish regions of Catalonia, Andalusia, Madrid or Murcia. In these regions, newly arrived immigrant 

students must follow temporary reception courses, in which they are only partially separated from their 

native peers, partially mixed. Students either go to a reception school in the morning and attend ordinary 

classes in the afternoon, or they receive reception training only during a limited number of hours per 

week.  

All of this shows that despite the similarities in the issues faced by schools, responses have differed 

significantly from one country to another. Differences increase at a sub-national level as only few 

countries manifest a clear choice between separated or integrated reception; normally different cities and 

regions within the same country adopt different reception models (EURYDICE 2004). Thus, the question 

raised is: Why are the ways of incorporating newcomers in the host educational system so different, if 

challenges faced by schools are so alike? 

One possible explanatory hypothesis could point to the idiosyncratic immigration/ integration regime of 

different countries. Although all European countries now have restrictive policies to regulate migration, 

their integration policies differ considerably in their goals, operational schemes, and foundational 

principles. The assumption here is that national integration regimes would determine the form and 

content of first-reception policies in education. However, the empirical cases described above do not 

allow direct correlations to be established between certain integration policies and certain models of 

reception (for example, countries with assimilationist policies do not always offer integrated reception, nor 

do countries with  multiculturalist policies always pursue  separated reception). Another problem which 

arises when explaining specific reception policies by national regimes of integration is that the latter 
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change considerably over time. In spite of changes in national policies, the specific policy instruments 

used for first reception in schools are not always modified accordingly or at the same pace. In fact, 

schemes for educational reception of immigrant students may not change at all regardless of all shifts and 

turns in national frameworks of integration.  

The relevance of national regimes is challenged mostly by the practices of policy implementation. 

Different national regimes do not correspond directly to cross-national empirical variations of policies-in-

practice. Comparative studies at local and practical levels show striking similarities between  immediate 

problems and the concrete policy responses adopted (Penninx & Martiniello 2006, Alexander 2003); 

studies done at other levels of analysis point in the same direction (Vermeulen 1997, Entzinger 2000, Rath 

2001). A closer look into the implementation of policies reveals inconsistencies between policy and 

practices in a number of policy sectors.  

Schools are not an exception. Teachers and other implementers of first-reception programs very often 

adapt, bend, and bypass written rules. The UK, for instance, is an interesting case, as it reflects a clash 

between its multiculturalist philosophy of integration and the measures actually applied for the reception 

of newcomer students. The initial response provided for the reception of newly arrived immigrant 

students –separate reception courses-  was criticized, as it was considered a form of exclusion from the 

mainstream curriculum that “amounted to an indirectly discriminatory practice contrary to the Race 

Relations Act, 1976” (CRE 1986: 5). In 1986, the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE 1986) 

recommended that foreign students be incorporated into mainstreaming classes together with English 

native speakers. Apparently, the CRE report had a far-reaching impact, and since then newcomers have 

been directly placed in ordinary classes. Reality, however, was very different, as language centers for 

reception continued functioning until at least 1992 and schools continued using separated classes for new 

arrivals (Leung 2002).  

In my experience at schools in other countries, I also came across many examples of practices which bend 

the rules and the goals defended by policymakers. The norm often prescribes that only students who 

comply with certain requisites –in terms of nationality, mother-language, age, or date of arrival- are 

allowed into reception programs. Nevertheless, some schools open to newcomer students accept students 

who do not fall into the policy’s official target. In the Netherlands, undocumented students were recently 

eliminated from the scope of educational reception programs, following the hardening of national 

migration policies for admission. Despite these regulations, schools keep their reception classrooms open 

for undocumented students. 

Reception programs are now meant to be temporary measures designed to smooth immigrant students’ 

transition into the general education system. This holds even for those countries and cities that have opted 

for a separate reception course; reception education is not intended to constitute a permanent institutional 

provision, parallel to the mainstreaming system. Hence, rules are set to determine a time limit to the 

transitional course period. However, schools frequently bend official recommendations regarding the 

expected length of reception trajectories. Newcomer students often remain in schools’ reception programs 

longer than what regulations prescribe, regardless of the fact that schools stop receiving subsidies after a 

certain time limit. Schools may also cheat. They can pretend to obey the rule, but instead water it down or 

neutralize it altogether through additional strategies that contradict its effect. For instance, some mixed 

reception programs establish a minimum number of hours for immigrant students to attend ordinary 

classes. However, some schools cluster pupils in ordinary education so that immigrant students end up 

separated many more hours from their native peers than what the policies propose.  

Schools may also apply one same rule in quite different ways. Despite the intentions of policymakers to 

deal with all newcomer students in a uniform way, schools may apply in fact different treatment to various 
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categories of students. Such differential treatment may be motivated by the intention to create equity, 

however, it may rather produce discriminatory side-effects. In Catalonia (Spain), for example, because 

Latin American students are expected to learn Catalan in a shorter time than students speaking non-Latin 

mother tongues, schools often transfer these students to regular classes earlier, many times even before 

they have acquired minimum notions of Catalan.   

These school practices which modify official policy do not seem to be incidental. This is suggested by the 

stubborn attitude of some schools which overpass official regulations, as in the earlier example of Dutch 

schools keeping students in special classrooms for a longer period than the duration of the subsidy. The 

most startling aspect of this behavior is the financial implications of this extensive, flexible criteria for 

enrollment, particularly in times dominated by the discourse of market efficiency. Keeping these students 

for longer periods in reception schemes is costly for schools since past the established time limit they no 

longer receive special subsidies. Could this paradoxical behavior be the result of teachers and 

administrators endorsing particular professional or personal values and putting these before specific 

national regulations? 

 The former examples of inconsistencies between formal models and practices of school integration raise 

a number of questions. How can we make sense of these inconsistencies? Do school practices have more 

to do with pragmatic considerations or professional ethics than with philosophical standpoints regarding 

integration? Is there a gap between national policy models and practices of reception at schools?  

These are the central questions addressed in this book. I will investigate these puzzling issues by 

comparing two very different cases of national integration, Spain and the Netherlands, and two local cases 

within them, Barcelona and Rotterdam. The Dutch case represents a Northern European country with a 

post-war recruiting policy; currently, its national integration policy pursues goals of cultural assimilation. 

Interestingly, in this case, a separated form of school reception persisted throughout both the 

multiculturalist decade of the 1980s and the assimilationist shift in recent policies, without generating 

apparent contradictions (as in in the British case). The Spanish case represents a Southern European 

country with recent immigration and a prolonged integration non-policy. Spain is also the Southern 

European country with the largest immigrant population growth during the 2000s (decade); it is thus 

reasonable to expect  the presence of strong inconsistencies between its national policies and practices. A 

cross-national comparison of school practices in these two countries offers valuable insights into all these 

puzzles and helps us to distinguish between the common and the specific. 

Moreover, to gain a better understanding of these issues the present research will contrast the abstract 

models of integration with what really happens in practice in schools that deal with newcomer students. 

This means not only reconstructing the legal-political and ideological constructions which frame the 

educational reception of immigrant children, but also following the process of implementation of national 

policies at lower levels. In contrast with the majority of studies in the field of integration policies which 

focus on policy documents and regulations, this thesis dives into daily practices in schools, and introduces 

the perspective of teachers and other school actors. Given the relevant role that front-line practitioners 

have in this story, specific attention will be given to their leeway in executing policies.  

 
Two bodies of literature: national regimes of citizenship and migration policy gap 
 
In order to assess the determinants of practices, two reasonable scenarios must be considered. If national 

regimes of integration influence school practices, then the ways of doing things should vary in Dutch and 

Spanish schools. This would mean that nation-specific schemes of integration matter. On the other hand, 

if abstract policies do not determine practices we should then find practices which follow principles 

dissimilar to national ones. In other words, school practices should show a gap with respect to national 
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models. This would mean that national models of integration do not really matter, and that other elements 

of different nature shape school practices. If there is a gap, we should also be able to  find similarities in 

practice across countries, despite the different national integration ideologies.  

Pre-existing literature promoting each of these premises presents some flaws that need to be solved. 

Conventionally, studies on integration policies have been based upon the first premise, understanding 

both the policy practices and their results as fundamentally shaped by national regimes of citizenship and 

integration. This approach emphasizes the divergence of integration policies in different countries. 

According to this literature, the national policy regime accounts for the specific ways different countries 

address issues of migration, integration, and citizenship. However, this assumption is challenged by 

empirical studies at a local level, which reveal more cross-national convergence than expected. Above all, 

studies on national regimes of integration policies fail to explicitly address the causal link between regimes, 

practices of implementation and integration outcomes. They typically tend to underemphasize the 

practical level and the connection between micro- and macro-processes.  

Within the field of migration policies, a tradition of studies dealing with the  ‘gap hypothesis’ argues that in 

all liberal democratic States a gap can be perceived between migration policy goals and policy outcomes. 

The restrictive goals of migration policy, which aim at reducing or curbing migration flows, paradoxically 

lead to expansionist policy outcomes, as migrants keep arriving in large numbers. The ubiquity of this 

policy gap in all types of citizenship regimes suggests the generalized inability of states to regulate 

migration, and highlights the non-rational character of policies. Intended goals of curtailing immigration 

cannot be achieved either because the policies are flawed by structural factors beyond their reach, or 

because of inadequate implementation or enforcement. 

The literature on citizenship regimes presupposes too much determinism and compliance between policies 

and outcomes, while the literature on the gap hypothesis, on the contrary, presumes too much 

inconsistency. However, they share a pervasive trend towards simplistic views of causality. As a 

consequence, a great deal of theoretical uncertainty prevails regarding the relationship between state 

institutions and policies on the one hand, and practices and outcomes on the other. 

My study challenges the mechanistic conceptions of the relationship between integration policies and 

actors’ practices at a lower level which appears in prevailing scholarship. This research agenda hopes to 

redress an over-emphasis on the nation-state, placing it as ‘one among several potential structuring 

variables’ (Favell 2001). In the quest for other answers we need to focus attention on the practices of 

actors involved in the process of implementation. Recent contributions to the gap debate point in this 

direction. Conveying a more sophisticated view on policy outcomes, new studies conceive the gap as the 

product of struggles between actors in different fields, trade-offs made by elected leaders, and existing 

structures for implementation (Lahav & Guiraudon 2006). Despite its valuable contribution, this line of 

research also presents shortcomings. Although the role of specific policy actors is interrogated in this 

approach, most of the attention is directed to an analysis of the actors involved in the formulation of 

migration policy, while actors at the level of policy implementation and in the field of integration are 

ignored. 

Institutional actors in charge of implementing integration policies are the crucial link in the chain, but the 

nature of such a link needs to be critically examined as it is related to the thorny sociological dilemma of 

structure and agency. On the one hand, policy practitioners are the practical enforcers of formal rules and 

institutional principles; it is through their practices that the principles of national integration regimes are 

enacted and reproduced. On the other hand, practitioners’ actions go beyond the neutral application of 

rules. It is crucial, particularly in welfare states confronted with growing migration, to draw a line between 

members and non-members, between recipients and non-recipients of welfare benefits. The responsibility 
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for drawing this line is increasingly shifted down to policy implementers in direct contact with immigrants 

(Guiraudon & Lahav 2000, Van der Leun 2003). As ‘gatekeepers’ of the welfare state they must make 

(discretional) decisions about the distribution of resources with determinant consequences for the 

integration of their (immigrant) clients. Therefore, when investigating practices of implementation, two 

urgent questions prevail: to what extent do practitioners function as mere carriers of institutional orientations? To what 

extent do they interpret, selectively apply, or even contradict institutional norms? My research intends to address these 

essential questions. 

Outline of the book 

This book deals with this enterprise in the following way. Chapter two elaborates the theoretical tools to 

be used in the analysis of the empirical material. The research questions and theoretical framework 

structuring this study are also presented in that chapter. Chapter three discusses the methodological design 

of the research. Chapter four reconstructs the institutional context of the two case studies. It sets the 

scene for the discussion of findings by outlining the most prominent features of national integration 

regimes, educational systems and reception programs. Chapter five and six respectively communicate the 

empirical evidence drawn from the cases of Rotterdam and Barcelona.  Each of these chapters offers a 

school-to-school description of the most prominent procedures of reception for newly arrived immigrant 

children. Chapter seven compares the two city cases and highlights the main findings of the research. 

Finally, the discussion of the findings and conclusions of the research is brought forward in chapter eight. 

In that final chapter the answers to the research questions proposed in chapter two will be elaborated. 

 




