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Chapter 2 

Framing the study of practices of 

educational reception 

 

 

This study sets out to explain schools’ practices of “educational reception” in a comparative way. From a 

political sociology perspective, the study aims to achieve a better understanding of implementation 

practices in the field of reception, that is, how schools apply existing policies for the reception of 

immigrant students. Particularly, it tries to discern to what extent these practices hew to policies and to 

what extent they diverge from them in basic principles.  

The present chapter describes the concepts and the hypotheses1 which structure the study. To introduce the 

theoretical tools that will be used I will start by reviewing the existing scholarship on the issue. This study 

is located at the crossroads of two bodies of literature, on the one hand the literature on “citizenship 

regimes” and on the other, the “gap hypothesis” already introduced. This thesis stands out critically 

against both traditions of research. A critical review of these scientific literatures allows me to describe my 

alternative focus and analytical approach. In both cases, the prevailing scholarship axiomatically focuses 

on abstract state responses at the national level while concrete policies on the ground remain largely 

unexplored. By contrast, I focus upon the dimension of policy implementation and the level of action, 

placing the institutional actors themselves under the magnifying lens.  

The two bodies of literature show an explanatory deficit in accounting for the link between institutions 

(policies) and behavior (practices).  In this thesis I use an alternative analytical lens that draws on elements 

from three different bodies of theory: the tradition of ‘new’ historical institutionalism, the school of 

implementation that analyses institutional practices from the bottom up, and Bourdieu’s theory of social 

practices. The first of these fields of scholarship allows for a top-down approach to the study of practices 

while the second and third advocate a “bottom-up” perspective. I will use both approaches in order to 

reconstruct the complexity of practices and their institutional connections, such that two rival perspectives 

structure my empirical pursuit. 

From the historical institutionalist literature I will borrow tools to reconstruct the institutional setting 

relevant to my object of study. Reconstructing the historical struggles that have shaped such institutions 

allows me to grasp their legacies, in terms of dominant logic and organizational arrangements. This 

analysis takes the assumption that politics structure policies (Laumann & Knoke 1987) as its point of 

departure. 

                                                           
1 I use the term hypothesis in the sense of an ‘informed hunch’ (Yanow 2003), or a proposed explanation for my 
research question “grounded in the research literature and in some prior knowledge of the study setting”. I do not 
mean a formal hypothesis susceptible to be verified or disproven by quantitative empirical data. My research 
approach is genuinely qualitative but it uses theoretically-informed expectations to guide the collection of empirical 
data. 
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The implementation literature centered on street-level bureaucrats will allow me to capture other elements 

which determine working practices besides institutional legacies.  By focusing on front-level practitioners, 

street-level research has been celebrated as a useful strategy to attribute outcomes in the causal chain and 

to approach the structure-agency dilemma (Brodkin 2000, Hargreaves 1984). I will combine elements 

from this school of street-level research and from Bourdieu’s theory of social practice to reconstruct the 

micro-level determinants of reception practices. By introducing situational and organizational constraints 

from the perspective of the agents I hope to restitute the complexity of practices according to their own 

logic. Here the main assumption would be that ‘policies structure politics’ (Lowi 1965: 689, Pierson 1993). 

My theoretical framework goes hand in hand with an epistemological agenda. First, to capture the 

messiness of policies-in-practice I will not depart from a nominalist (a priori) definition of ‘educational 

reception practices’, but rather use a realistic approach which includes under ‘reception’ any activity in fact 

considered by practitioners as such. This implies that I do not include as ‘reception practices’ only those 

actions which strictly adhere to the policy goals of reception but also informal activities which arise from 

the interpretations of the law made by practitioners themselves, or their improvisation in response to the 

situation. This way of working implies that the specific topics in the research agenda have been 

determined not only in accord with scientific concerns but also significantly by issues introduced by 

teachers. 

Second, the analysis focuses on practices related to a concrete policy measure, i.e. school reception, against 

the context of its policy field. It sets out to reconstruct the motivations driving practices within the logic 

of the policy field of reception. This strategy, mimicking Elmore’s backward mapping approach (Elmore 

1979), allows us to use the actions of practitioners as a point of departure and to move upwards in order 

to assess the actual influence on practices exerted by specific philosophic principles or administrative rules 

from various relevant institutional arrangements.  

In sum, this chapter builds the frame of the study in four ways. It (1) gives a rough definition of the object 

of study, (2) reviews the existing scientific literature of the two bodies of literature mentioned above, (3) 

elaborates the analytical framework, and (4) presents the main research questions guiding this study. 

1. Delimitating practices of educational reception  

This study deals with the implementation of integration policies. In particular, the object of my study is 

the body of working practices of schools and teachers in the area of educational reception. The measures 

taken to target the first reception of immigrants on arrival are key elements  through which public 

authorities of receiving countries can facilitate immigrants’ settlement. Although they vary by country, first 

reception measures typically involve temporary services such as housing facilities, counseling, educational 

services for children in compulsory school age, and civic integration courses for adults. For school-aged 

children arriving to a new country, first reception measures specifically mean their incorporation into the 

host educational system, sometimes involving special preparatory courses for a transitional period. This 

last group of measures is what I refer to as educational reception, a `special policy´ which arises from the 

assumption that foreign students experience specific obstacles in following obligatory education in the 

receiving country. Synonyms of reception are ‘preparatory arrangements’, ‘preparation’, ‘adaptation’, or 

‘transition classes’ for new arrivals. 

Programs for the educational reception of immigrant students have adopted one of three ideal-types: 

immersion, parallel, or mixed (Penninx & Rath 1990, Hakuta 1999, Ritchers 2002, Stanat & Christensen 
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2006, 2007).2  Immigrant children may be required to pass a certain transitional course before they actually 

enter the regular educational system. This form of reception is called “parallel” because newcomer 

students attend separate classes specifically for newcomers during a certain period. In these special courses 

they study the language used in the educational system of the receiving country and sometimes other 

subjects, in order reach a level of knowledge on par with that of the regular classrooms. In another 

scheme, children may be received directly into the regular classes (“immersion”), with certain extra 

support provided (such as accompanying teachers to help them during the regular classes). Combinations 

between the two former models are also possible (mixed reception), such as part-time reception schemes. 

Broadly speaking, practices of educational reception are those educational activities specifically geared to improve 

the insertion of immigrant students into the educational system of the host country. Putting reception into practice 

involves not only the teaching of reception courses but  also various organizational tasks. In my study I 

have generally applied a realistic definition of educational reception practices which includes any activities 

understood by practitioners as ‘reception’. Depending on the particular distribution of responsibilities 

within each system, reception workers carry out some of the following tasks in the process of school 

reception: inscription of pupils, clustering of students in classes, definition of the curriculum and teaching 

methodology, schedule-making, teaching reception lessons, and evaluation/ transfer of pupils to regular 

education. Informally, however, other activities can be included here, as long as they arise from adapting 

ordinary educational activities to the perceived ‘special’ needs of recently arrived pupils3. 

Despite this flexibility of the notion of reception practices, my object of inquiry needs to be delimited in 

three ways in order to allow for comparison. First, I concentrate on actions carried out by school bureaucrats. 

Actions by personnel at higher levels of decision-making fall out of the scope of the study. My focus is on 

the practices of front-level officers, also called street-level bureaucrats, in their direct contact with the 

beneficiaries of policy. The specific practitioners concerned here, while varying by case, are generally 

teachers and other educators in managerial positions within the school such as coordinators of reception 

education or principals.  

Second, I refer exclusively to practices taking place at schools, although the influence of activities taking 

place in other settings (such as some municipal departments or committees having to do with the 

enrollment of newcomer students) must be taken into account as part of the whole process. My choice of 

the school as the basic unit in which to observe practices4 responds to my interest in practices as 

aggregated sets of routines and strategies within specific organizations rather than as the behaviors of 

individual practitioners. Individual actions are relevant only to the extent that they interact with other 

agents’ actions and aggregate into the specific repertoire of practices that characterize a school. I have 

dedicated my attention to secondary educational institutions providing obligatory education (ISCED 2).5 

                                                           
2 In Europe pure immersion or bilingual systems are exceptional. In the US and Canada we find a broader range of 
possibilities: immersion, immersion with systematic language support, immersion with a preparatory phase, 
transitional bilingual, maintenance bilingual (see Hakuta 1999 or Stanat & Christensen 2007).  
3 In the analysis of the practices I have distinguished the following five different tasks, based upon school 
practitioners' descriptions of their activities: 1)enrolment of students, 2) clustering in classes, 3) curriculum and 
methodology, 4)schedule-making, 5) evaluation of pupils and their transfer to regular education. The presentation of 
empirical material in chapters 5&  6 will follow this classification. 
4 To be more precise, I focus on the section within the school in which the reception itself and the decision-making 
on reception takes place. This means that the exact unit of observation will vary in each of my cases, as I am taking a 
realist approach, delimiting my units in order to make sure that I include the relevant actors within the network of 
each case. 
5 The International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) covers two variables: levels and fields of education 
with the complementary dimensions of general/ vocational/ pre-vocational orientation and educational/ labor-
market destination. The current classification distinguishes seven levels of education (from ISCED 0 to ISCED 6). 
ISCED 2 corresponds to lower secondary education. Usually, the end of this level coincides with the end of 
compulsory education (EURYDICE 2004). 
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This choice is justified on two grounds: first reception implies more challenges at this age as the 

curriculum is more demanding, and consequently, in both case-studies reception policies have appeared in 

this phase of education much sooner than for primary education.  

Third, my study focuses on educational practices targeting newcomers between 12 and 16 years of age, 

designed to promote their incorporation into the host school system, specifically during the transitional 

period prior to participating in ordinary education. Vermeulen (1997) has rightly signaled that it is not 

enough to define ‘special policy’ as any measure taken to tackle a specific problem, as such problems can 

also be tackled through general policy. He proposes instead that special policies be understood as those 

which address specific problems of specific target groups. However, identifying the intended goal behind the 

activities in which newcomer students are included is problematic; besides, sometimes activities designed 

to address reception do mix with general activities, as in the case of Barcelona, where students attend 

regular lessons as part of their integration trajectory. To solve the difficulties which this generates in 

delimiting the object of study, I include the additional criteria of the period (reception vs. post-transfer) as 

an indication of the general purpose of activities. We will assume thus that all activities attended by the 

newcomer students during their reception period would have a ‘special’ reception aim, regardless of 

whether they are general activities for any kind of students or specific activities only for newcomers. 

Despite this delimitation, the borders often remain blurry. The distinction between reception and general 

educational activities is a purely analytical distinction; in the day to day reality these elements are closely 

intermingled. 

 
2. Explaining compliance/ deviation of policy practices in the migration field 

a. National regimes of integration and citizenship 

The role of political institutions in social life has constantly attracted the attention of social scientists. In 

the last decades, as a reaction to the dominance of behaviorism in social science (Hall & Taylor 1996) the 

work of  neo-institutionalist scholars has approached the study of social practices in relation to political 

institutions (Di Maggio & Powell 1983, March & Olsen 1984, Skocpol 1985, Esping-Andersen 1990, 

Mitchell 1991, Skocpol 1992, Pierson 1993).  Studies of immigrant integration policies have typically taken 

a neo-institutionalist approach, understanding public measures for accommodation in relation to nation-

specific institutional frameworks.  According to this tradition of research, issues of migration, integration, 

ethnic minorities, and citizenship tend to be treated according to consistent, distinct national models.  

There is a broad consensus regarding the existence of ideal-type migration regimes that regulate 

immigrants’ inclusion in or exclusion from society. An ‘immigration policy regime’ has been defined by 

Thomas Faist as “the rules and norms that govern immigrants’ possibilities of becoming citizens, 

acquiring residence and work permits, and participating in economic, cultural and political life” (Faist 

1995a). This means that the immigration policy regime includes, among other institutional arrangements, 

the policies established to control migration and the policies designed to facilitate the incorporation of 

immigrants into their host societies. Such regimes are conceived as the product of specific historical 

patterns of nation-state formation. The specific features of each national model have been shaped by 

historical contingencies and organizational issues faced by each nation state throughout its history 

(Hammar 1990, Brubaker 1992). Distinct national regimes are rooted in national political cultures, which 

are seen as highly stable over time. Once established, national models are path-dependant due to self-

perpetuating inertias.  

There have been many attempts to identify the main abstract types of immigration regimes (Hammar 

1985, Brubaker 1992, Schnapper 1992, Todd 1994, Castles 1995, Wihtol de Wenden & De Tinguy 1995, 

Kastoryano 1996, Hollifield 1997, Joppke 1999a, Brubaker 2003). Most classifications made in Europe 
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have been inductive, based on a comparative evaluation of two or more countries. Despite the diversity of 

classifications, scholars agree that the conception of citizenship is the central characteristic of the 

immigration regime (Castles & Miller 1993, Baldwin-Edwards & Schain 1994, Castles 1995, Williams 1995, 

Kofman et al. 2000). The idea is that the basic understanding of citizenship and nationhood of a given 

nation-state shapes the rules of belonging and admission to that community.  Also, the way in which a 

national community thinks about itself shapes how resident ‘others’ are treated after settlement. 

The classification made by Castles (1995) is the most frequently cited. Castles distinguishes basically 

between three regimes according to their model of citizenship, e.g., differential exclusion, assimilation, and 

pluralism.6 In the differential exclusion regime the main criteria for belonging to the nation is ethnic 

membership and countries close to this model are therefore unwilling to accept new immigrants. Both the 

assimilation and pluralist regimes take a political definition of the nation as their point of departure, and 

see belonging to a political community as sharing a constitution, laws, and political rules. This implies the 

possibility of admitting new residents as members as long as they adhere to the rules of the polity. The 

main difference between these two systems concerns their attitude towards ethnic retention, which is 

tolerated or even promoted in the pluralist model, while in the assimilationist system a certain degree of 

cultural adaptation to the core culture and language is required. Although Castles explicitly focuses on 

citizenship (both in terms of rules of access and corresponding rights and entitlements) as the main 

criteria for classification, indirectly he also pays attention to the extent to which ethnic and cultural 

diversity is recognized and tolerated.7 

This classification, known as the ‘regime paradigm’, has received three fundamental sorts of criticism. The 

usefulness of the typology for empirical research is questioned because of its failure to explain change, a 

consequence of its over-reliance on fixed national models (Bousetta 1997, 2001, Joppke 1999, Favell 

2003). Several scholars have reacted against what Joppke (1999 b: 186) calls the ’ultrastability’ of national 

regimes once they are established in critical historical moments. The alternative is to view citizenship and 

integration traditions as “malleable and accommodative of cultural pluralism” (Joppke 1999 a: 631).8  

The applicability of this paradigm has also been criticized because of its choice of the nation-state as the 

basic unit of observation. Many authors have emphasized that regimes focus on the national level while 

most integration policies are formulated and/or implemented at the city level (Bousetta 1997, Ireland 

1998, Money 1999, Alexander 2003). This focus supposes an inability to grasp internal variation such as 

differences between political parties or between territorial tiers (Entzinger 2000). As a consequence, 

countries with very different policies are clustered within the same ideal-types (for instance, France, the 

Netherlands, and the UK fall within the ‘assimilation model’). This State-centric view also hinders the 

observation of social dynamics of integration that are independent of public policies (Favell 2003). 

Moreover, some authors defend that rights once reserved for citizens have been expanded to non-

nationals, as in the case of guest-workers in European host polities, and that this transnational form of 

citizenship challenges predominant conceptions of citizenship based on national and territorialized 

notions of cultural belonging (Soysal 1994, Bauböck  1994) and therefore the very notion of national 

regimes of integration. 

The regime approach takes as its point of departure the a-priori assumption of the difference between 

countries, thus hindering the identification of similar outcomes or processes across states. However, 

                                                           
6 The fourth model, total exclusion, is eliminated from the discussion for “…no highly-developed country has 
actually succeeded in completely preventing immigration in the post 1945 period”  (Castles 1995: 294). 
7 Koopmans and colleagues (2005) have explicitly combined in their classification the criteria of citizenship  (civic vs. 
ethnic) and accommodation of diversity (monocultural vs. multicultural).  
8 Illustrations of this flexible approach to integration regimes are Soysal (1994), Bousetta (1997, 2001), Ireland (1994), 
or Garbaye (2000, 2002). 
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despite deep ideological differences between countries, manifold empirical studies emphasize similarities 

in practices and a general tendency of European member states to converge in their policies (Hammar 

1985, Soysal 1994, Weil & Crowley 1994, Vermeulen 1997, Entzinger 2000, Rex 2000, Rath 2001, Favell 

1998, Jopkke & Morawska 2003, Lavenex 2005, Penninx & Martiniello 2006). Particularly, Joppke & 

Morawska (2003) speak of a convergence towards a ‘de facto’ multiculturalism –paradoxically in a time of 

devaluation of multiculturalism as political doctrine. 

The citizenship paradigm is problematic because it tends to generalize and mingle issues at different 

analytical levels, such as formal rights, philosophies, and programs (Bousetta 1997, 2001). However, 

experience teaches us that within any given polity these dimensions do not necessarily coincide. A 

frequently cited example is France, which in practice carries out targeted measures for socioeconomic 

insertion in urban areas with high concentration of immigrant, despite its official assimilationist policy and 

Republican policy discourse (Weil & Crowley 1994, Favell 1998: 41-91, Soysal 1994, Bleich 2001, Joppke 

& Morawska 2003).  This suggests that the conceptions of citizenship and political rhetoric need to be 

distinguished from the concrete policy instruments actually in use. In other words, while the regime 

typology is an effective instrument to identify distinctive ideological discourses at the national level, it 

cannot satisfactorily discriminate between national and sub-national actors in their practices of admission 

and incorporation (Bousetta 1997). That is why literature at the national level highlights fundamental 

divergence between integration models, while empirical studies at the local level suggest that in practice 

there are more similarities than differences.  

Above all, besides questioning regimes as heuristic tools, these criticisms cast doubts upon the explanatory 

role of regimes. In the literature regarding integration regimes we find a teleological bias similar to the one 

which Bousetta (2001) identified in relation to the concept of political opportunity structure. “Everything 

happens as if a straightforward causal link could always be established between immigrants’ political 

mobilization and institutions” (Bousetta 2001: 17). A comparable argument on the causal link between 

different regimes and policy outcomes is implicit in the citizenship regime literature. However, closer 

scrutiny reveals that such direct correspondence is an a-priori assumption rather than the result of 

empirical research (Vermeulen 1997, Favell 2003, Alexander 2003). The variation between national 

regimes in terms of outcomes has been the object of relatively few empirical studies. Despite the 

multiplicity of cross-country comparisons of integration policies and studies that compare immigrant 

integration, relatively few studies have explicitly investigated the connection between integration policies 

and outcomes (Ireland 1994, Koopmans et al. 2005, Bloemraad 2006, Kastoryano 2002a, Dagevos et al. 

2006, Doomernik 1998, Muus 2003, Berry et al. 2006, Tucci 2008, Heckmann & Schnapper 2003, Ersanilli 

2010).   

There is an urgent need for studies on the mechanisms and processes governing the link between actors 

and institutions. Studies in the migration field have not been very precise in identifying the specific 

mechanisms by which regimes influence behavior. The overriding majority of studies of the national 

regime paradigm have relied on macro-level analysis, leaving the connections with micro-processes 

unresearched. Moreover, researchers have generally opted to study how integration regimes influence 

immigrants’ behavior,9 but not how they influence the actions of state bureaucrats in charge of executing 

policies. Studies of this type are rare, and the few which exist focus on actors of migration policies. This 

means that more research is needed on the role of institutional actors as a link between the macro and the 

micro levels, particularly in the integration domain. Understanding micro-processes is crucial because 

ultimately it is through the actions of individuals that we can get an insight in the processes of institutional 

channeling and reproduction. Comparing micro-dynamics allows us to avoid the pervasive pitfalls of 

                                                           
9 For instance, cross-national literature about how different opportunity structures frame migrants’ mobilizations 
differently (Ireland 1994, Bousetta 1997, Koopmans & Statham 1999, 2000). 
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macro-level comparisons that lead to tautological explanations in which each regime leads to certain 

outcomes.  

b.  The policy gap in the migration field 
 
From quite a different angle, a long tradition of implementation studies has explored the ways in which a 

particular type of institutions - public policies - fail to produce compliant behavior.   Pressman and 

Wildavsky (1964) postulated the existence of a gap between policy goals and policy outcomes, pointing to 

implementation as the ‘black box’ of policies. What happens in implementation modifies the expected 

progress of policy from legislation to realization in such a way that policymakers’ goals are not achieved 

through the processes and structures they devise. However, pointing at implementation as the locus of the 

gap does not identify the causal mechanisms of the breach. Since the process of implementation is a 

complex one involving a chain of actions and decisions at multiple dimensions and levels borne out by 

various actors, scientific literature has diversified accordingly. Particularly, four traditions of 

implementation research can be identified according to the main aspect which they take into account: a) 

how action is achieved by various dynamic effects (negotiation, decision-making, communication and 

conflict), b) how actors’ goals and priorities influence outcomes, c) how relations and distribution of 

power among actors affect the implementation process, and d) how bureaucrats exercise discretion in 

implementing policies (Schofield 2001).  

After the boom of previous decades, implementation studies have presently reached an impasse, primarily 

due to sectarian disputes and poor empirical studies (O’Toole 2000). Nevertheless, in the field of 

migration a discussion commenced in the 1990s over the existence of a gap between policy objectives and 

outcomes (Cornelius et al. 1992, Hollifield 2000, Freeman 1995, Zolberg 1999,  Joppke 1998, Lahav & 

Guiraudon 2006). In 1992 Cornelius and colleagues noticed that despite restrictive migration policies in 

most Western countries, immigrants continued to arrive in significant numbers. Intended goals of 

curtailing immigration were not achieved either because policies were flawed by structural factors beyond 

their reach (such as international labor demand or migratory networks), or because of inadequate 

implementation or enforcement. According to these authors, the presence of a gap ultimately means a 

failure of policies and therefore places in question the regulatory capacity of the State. ‘Embedded 

liberalism’ - human rights incorporated in national constitutions - becomes the decisive element limiting 

the capacity of control of liberal democracies, beyond the influence of other elements such as the 

structural demand for low-skilled foreign labor or the transnational networks of migrants. Hollifield 

refined this explanation by characterizing this implementation gap as a paradox intrinsic to liberal 

societies, since the economic logic of liberalism is one of openness but the political and legal logic is one 

of closure (Hollifield 2000). Western states are thus inevitably trapped in this ‘liberal paradox’: 

international economic forces push them towards a greater openness of their borders while the 

international state system and powerful domestic political forces push them towards greater closure.  

More recent contributions to this debate have tried to restitute the rationality of migration policies at least 

partially by pointing out the constructed character of the breach (Sciortino 2000, Zolberg 1999), and 

problematizing the mechanisms, direction, and degree of causality between policies and outcomes (Joppke 

1998, Lahav & Guiraudon 2006). Since the implementation gap is socially constructed, its existence 

depends on the criteria of evaluation used. Particularly policy goals, which gauge outcomes and reflect the 

ideal vision of the State, determine whether or not -and to what extent- we can talk of a ‘gap’ in each given 

case. The gap can be understood as a result of the processes of policy formulation and implementation 

(Freeman 1995, Joppke 1998, Lahav & Guiraudon 2006) that lead to ambiguous, unfeasible or purely 

rhetorical goals difficult to translate into action. Thus policy outcomes are influenced by the struggles 

between actors, trade-offs between leaders, and practices and structures of implementation. According to 

this, Lahav and Guiraudon (2006) reformulate the gap hypothesis in three versions: formulation (outputs 
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vs. outcomes), implementation (outputs vs. practices), and policy-making arenas (domestic vs. 

international).  

Studies have tackled the policy gap in the area of formulation more often than in that of implementation. 

In this first orientation, studies have been based upon the idea that immigration policies are captured by 

powerful pro-migration interest groups and show an intrinsic discontinuity with the restrictionist 

preferences of the general citizenry. From this perspective, the gap is seen as a result of the policy-making 

process governed by client dynamics (Freeman 1995). This means that although the capacity of states to 

control immigration has not decreased but increased, for domestic reasons liberal states are kept from 

putting this capacity to use (Joppke 1998).  

Studies on implementation, for their part, have mostly centered their attention upon governance patterns 

and power distribution. Integration and migration policies represent a clear case of multilevel/ multisector 

governance, involving multiple social actors in arrays of negotiations, implementation, and service 

delivery. From this perspective, accounts of the implementation gap refer to the extension of dynamics of 

governance and decentralization in policy making. Following principal-agent theory models (Williamson 

1967), studies emphasize the inconsistencies created by the delegation of responsibilities to local and 

private agents, i.e. shifting down and shifting out (Guiraudon & Lahav 2000).  A majority of studies has 

focused on the role of specific actors: the judiciary (Joppke 1998), private companies such as air carriers 

(Scholten & Minderhoud 2008), municipal administration (Poppelaars & Scholten 2008), and civil servants 

in direct contact with the public in different sectors (Guiraudon 2001, Van der Leun 2006, Moreno 

Fuentes 2003, Jordan, Strath, & Triandafyllidou 2003a). 

Besides this emphasis on governance patterns, studies of the implementation gap have abandoned a 

pluralist approach to policy actors in favor of an institutionalist one. Authors start off from the idea that 

institutions play a role in determining which logic and which actor within each logic will prevail. The 

character of multilevel governance implies multilayered understandings, in which different levels and 

policy sectors can present distinct ways of “framing” the policy. The goals and priorities of principals and 

agents often collide, leading to inconsistencies. On the one hand, diverging interests and views between 

actors produce competition over the distribution of resources and responsibilities. The department and 

level of authority dominating the struggle thus determines which vision of integration prevails (Kamerling 

2007, Jordan et al. 2003). On the other, the actor in charge of implementation ultimately re-defines 

priorities and applies its vision of integration to the policy-in-practice (Kamerling 2007). 

The value of this line of research is that it has restituted the role of State institutions and bureaucracies. 

Even within the State the interests of different sectors and state actors do not coincide, as is illustrated by 

the divergent visions held by Ministries of Interior/Justice vs. Ministries of Labor/Social Affairs (Geddes 

& Guiraudon 2004, Gil Araujo 2002). This means that the location of actors within the state apparatus is 

crucial, determining distinct dilemmas and responses (Calavita 1992).10 However, a theoretical dilemma 

arises as studies embark upon more comprehensive approaches to the policy process and more nuanced 

analyses of different actors, sectors, and levels. Do findings point to sector-specific styles of 

implementation or to national implementation styles? If the outcomes of migration policies are influenced 

by the prevailing logic of each policy sector (e.g. education, health care, etc.) and by distinct points of view 

of the bureaucracies involved, then we might expect to find similarities between policy sectors even across 

countries (Van Waarden 1999). However, if the institutional make-up of receiving states determines the 

                                                           
10 For example, Poppelaars & Scholten (2008) emphasize the diverging priorities of national and local authorities in 
the Netherlands, the former primarily concerned with symbolic politics and the latter with pragmatic problem-
solving. Also, Engbersen et al. (2000) found a remarkable diversity in the application of the Linking Act 
(Koppelingswet), a law banning the delivery of public services to irregular migrants, by bureaucrats in different sectors, 
from more lenient to more to literal interpretations. 
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roles and responses of actors, it would be reasonable to expect cross-national differences and coherent 

national models (Lahav & Guiraudon 2006, Jordan et al. 2003a, 2003b). More cross-national comparative 

research is necessary to gauge whether and to what extent cross-sector similarities outweigh cross-national 

variations. 

Despite their valuable insight into the policy gap, the studies that have paid systematic attention to the role 

of those who implement policy continue to be relatively few (Gilboy 1992, Engbersen & Van der Leun 

1999, Van der Brink 1999, Engbersen et al. 1999, Jordan et al. 2003a, Van der Leun 2003, Moreno 

Fuentes 2003, Ellerman 2005, 2006, Martín Pérez 2009). Moreover, research mostly concentrates on 

migration policies and only to a lesser extent on integration measures (Engbersen et al. 1999, Moreno 

Fuentes 2003). Finally, most of these studies are case-studies despite the urgent need for comparative 

inquiries capable of discerning between context-transcending and context-specific mechanisms. In sum, to 

cover these explanatory deficits more studies of the implementation gap are necessary in the field of 

integration, with a cross-national comparative approach, and giving special attention to the low-level 

workers in direct contact with immigrants. 

3. Analytical framework to study coordination/ discrepancies between policies and practices 

To complement the two traditions of research described above, the present study uses an analytical 

approach that combines elements from three different corpuses of theory: the bottom-up school of 

implementation, Bourdieu’s theory of social practices, and the tradition of ‘new’ historical institutionalism. 

a. Bottom-up approach to the study of implementation  

This thesis continues a tradition in the study of implementation as the study of “policy-as-produced” and 

an inquiry into the mechanisms shaping this production. Although implementation can be defined as the 

transformation of policy into action, it is not a purely mechanical question of providing the means to 

execute the legislative objectives. Policies need structures through which to be put in action, but those 

structures are themselves political, because the ‘very institutions used as ‘delivery channels’ are in 

themselves result of particular patterns of social policies’ (Schofield 2001: 252). In fact, implementation 

problems represent a prolongation of problems of legislative politics by other means, since successful 

coalition-building strategies often produce policies full of ambiguities, conflicting objectives, and 

uncertainty (Brodkin 2000). Moreover, implementation issues reflect dynamics of governance and power 

distribution either on a horizontal (among different sectors) or on a vertical sense (between tiers and 

between principals and agents).  

In my work I adhere to bottom-up explanations of the implementation gap. Literature from this 

perspective introduces the discretionary power of ´street-level bureaucrats´ as an important analytical concept, 

understanding that workers in direct contact with clients use high levels of discretion and autonomy in 

their application of laws and policies. We can find a predecessor to this literature in the tradition of studies 

on ‘informal organization’, that showed how the norms and practices developed by workers effectively 

undermined the formal organization (Merton 1940, Blau 1955)11. Since its first appearance in the 1930s, 

the concept of informal organization has been seen in diverse ways: either as something that can work in 

conjunction with the formal organization, something that exists with relative independence from it, or 

even something that can take the form of deviant behavior that resists or defies managerial authority 

(Watson 2001). These studies offered a fundamental critique for Weber’s over-emphasis on the 

                                                           
11

 The concept of ‘informal organization’ was introduced as a critique to the dominant view of organizations as 
instruments rationally designed to achieve specific ends. Informal organization covers all those aspects (practices, values, 
norms, beliefs, unofficial rules, network of social relations) which are not part of the formally designed relations and 
procedures that constitute the formal organization (Roethlisberger 1968). 
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formalization and rationalization aspects of bureaucratic organization (Weber 1978). In a similar vein, 

street-level literature argues that the high degree of discretion that policy implementers enjoy modifies 

policy goals in decisive ways (Lipsky 1980, Van der Leun 2003, Moreno Fuentes 2003). In his path-

breaking study of street-level bureaucrats, Michael Lipsky argued that the specific working conditions of 

low level workers produce unsolvable dilemmas. It is the under-resourced and over-ambitious nature of 

their jobs that creates practical dilemmas for motivated employees (Lipsky 1980). Typically, five 

constraints characterize street-level bureaucrats: inadequate resources, increasing demand, ambiguous 

goals, difficult evaluation, and non-voluntary clients. As a response to these dilemmas, street-level 

bureaucrats develop so-called ‘coping strategies’ to salvage service objectives within the limits of the 

possible. Coping mechanisms are work-routines that allow bureaucrats to standardize and simplify their 

work-load by making discretional judgments. Coping strategies help to control clients and the work-

situation, to limit services, and to develop psychological dispositions that reduce the dissonance between 

worker expectations and actual service outcomes. For example, low level workers develop simple 

categories or labels (‘single mother’, ‘illegal immigrant’) to classify the potential beneficiaries and be able to 

make fast discretional decisions. 

Discretion or ‘practical wisdom’ is the ability to make situational judgments (in response to present 

contingencies) in the application of general rules. Situational judgments are a result of a structural caveat 

of universal rules. Practical choices cannot be fully and adequately captured by universal rules due to three 

features of practice, i.e., the mutability of the particular, its indeterminacy, and its non-repeatability 

(Aristotle in Nussbaum 1986). As a result, rules have to be applied, which necessarily implies the 

contextualization of procedures within the concrete circumstances of the moment. Moreover, discretion is 

a consubstantial element of the implementation of public policies. Discretion in this context can be 

defined as the autonomy of practitioners in direct contact with beneficiaries to make binding decisions concerning the 

distribution of public services and resources (Moreno Fuentes 2003: 71). In the educative sector this can be 

illustrated by what Jackson calls the “immediacy of the classroom”, or the pressing necessity of teachers 

with large numbers of students “to make innumerable instantaneous decisions which allowed little time 

for reflection or critical thought” (Jackson 1968 in Hargreaves & Woods 1984: 3).  

Scholars show a fundamental disagreement over the nature and cause of discretion. For Hargreaves (1978) 

and Lipsky (1980) discretion is essentially ‘coping’ in nature. Lipsky (1980) argues that the discretion exerted 

by low-level public officials sets out to cope with the structural constraints on their work. For teachers this 

means “to devise and enact (…) a set of teaching strategies which will make life bearable, possible and 

even rewarding as an educational practitioner” (Hargreaves 1984: 66). According to Hargreaves (1984) 

there are at least three types of institutional constraints that produce problems which the teacher tries to 

resolve with coping strategies: material constraints, constraints related to the educational ideology, and 

constraints resulting from the contradictory goals of the educational system in contemporary capitalist 

societies. Other authors understand discretion primarily as product of the relative power or autonomy of 

civil servants (Howe 1991).12 Autonomy would create room for discretion because it would give 

practitioners the option of deviating from the rules in certain situations (Van den Brink 1999). In line with 

this, other authors defend that higher degrees of discretion correlate with high levels of 

professionalization (Van der Leun & Kloosterman 2006, Engbersen et al. 1999) or with decentralization of 

competences (Feirabend & Rath 1996, Guiraudon & Lahav 2000, Kamerling 2007).13  Within the 

                                                           
12 In opposition to Lipsky, Howe (1991) argues that street-level bureaucrats do not have discretional power “except 
in matters of style, all substantive elements of their work are determined by others” (1991: 204). Literature is 
fundamentally divided between these two positions over the existence or not of discretion. 
13 However, autonomy cannot be taken as a given since political mandates vary both in the specificity of their goals 
and the provision of resources (Montjoy & O’Toole 1979). Crossing both variables, Montjoy & O’Toole(1979) 
produced a four-type typology of how new political mandates produce compliance or discretion. Mandates with 
vague goal definition and with ample resources would create the highest degree of discretion. 



 
 

31 

ethnographic tradition of education studies, Osborn & Broadfoot (1992) and Woods (1994) came up with 

a third source of discretion.14 Teachers sometimes are found to pose open ‘resistance’ to the application of 

certain policies contrary to their ideological values and educational preferences.  

All in all, we can find in the literature three main motivations behind discretional practices: tailoring, 

which tries to apply the general rules to the specifics of each concrete situation, coping, which seeks to 

escape structural constraints and improve work conditions, and ethical, which aims to adapt policies so 

that they are congruent with personal or professional values. 

Moreover, discretion can also be categorized by the institutional channels by which discretional practices 

are enacted. There is much dispute as to whether the origin of discretion is formal or informal. In the first 

case, discretion is ‘given’ -  a capacity  which some civil servants are granted - while in the latter discretion 

is ‘taken’ by using the ambiguities and loopholes of the system. Evans & Harris (2004) include all these 

alternatives in their classification of the main sources of discretion. According to these authors, discretion 

can be either: 1) the autonomy granted from the top down to allow bureaucrats to do their job, 2) the 

space created by uncertainty of rules, or 3) the ability of practitioners to subvert rules (Evans & Harris 

2004).  

Following them, I will conceptualize discretion as a graduated scale of freedom to make decisions (Evans 

& Harris 2004) ranging from formal autonomy to the informal use of the interstices between rules. In my 

study I will assume that the discretion of practitioners can be produced or intensified by any of these three 

mechanisms: by making use of autonomy which has been granted, by using loopholes in the system, or by 

taking bottom-up initiative to create spaces in which to act discretionally. I will label these three types of 

discretion granted, taken, and created.  

Figure 1.  Channels of discretion. 

  

 

Granted     Taken    Created  

       

Evans & Harris (2004) propose that the opposition discretion-absence of discretion be reformulated as  an 

empirical question about specific degrees of discretion. From this point of view, it becomes relevant not 

only to assess different degrees of freedom but also how that freedom is used and what the products of 

discretion are. Following their footsteps I will use two main indicators of discretion: variations in 

practice (different ways of implementing the same policy, school to school, client to client) or practical 

adaptations of the rule (practices diverging from official policy goals). The presence of generalized 

discretional practices would indicate the existence of a gap, particularly in the second case, when discretion 

systematically produces deviation from the intended policy goals and the means formally established to 

reach these objectives. 

In sum, to make sense of the empirical evidence I will use these three tools in my study: the indicators of 

discretional practice (variations vs. adaptations), the typology of motivations of discretion (tailoring, 

coping, ethical), and the typology of channels of discretion (granted, taken, and created). 

                                                           
14 Osborn & Broadfoot (1992) identified four teachers’ reactions vís-a-vís the implementation of new national 
policies: cooperation, retreatism, resistance, and incorporation. Inspired by this study, Woods (1994) outlined five 
categories of teachers’ reactions (resistance, appropriation, resourcing, enrichment, and relocation). 

FORMAL INFORMAL 
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b. The social embeddedness of political practices 

The analytical tools drawn from the bottom-up tradition of implementation research need to be 

supplemented by another classical approach to the study of practices. Teachers and school bureaucrats are 

political actors to the extent that they put in place policies created at higher levels. But they are also social 

actors that have specific family, social class, or ethnic backgrounds, and belong simultaneously to various 

social and political institutions (public administrations, schools, etc). The practices of teachers and schools 

in the reception of immigrant students thus have to be understood as ‘social practices’. 

The nature of human action has been the object of fierce debates, setting defenders of structure against 

defenders of agency, determination against freedom. Different theorists have attempted to reconcile the 

normative and instrumental aspects of social practices. Here I want to highlight three contributions in 

particular, as they are especially relevant to my research: Bader’s reformulation of Weber’s theory of social 

action, Emirbayer & Mische’s multidimensional conception of agency, and Bourdieu’s theory of social 

practice.   

Following Weber (1978), Bader (2001) distinguishes between four kinds of social action (traditional, 

affective, evaluative, and strategic) each of which has its characteristic mechanism for coordinating action 

(custom, solidarity, legitimacy, or constellation of interest) (see table 1). Each mechanism coordinates the 

actions of different actors by means of institutionalized expectations, e.g., “custom” presupposes that ego and 

alter expect each other to be traditionally orientated towards the rules of custom and will act in 

accordance” (Bader 2001: 8). Bader does not priviledge strategic or evaluative actions with the attribute of 

rationality, but rather postulates something like a rationality of ‘traditions or emotions’. Bader reckons that 

theories which privilege one of these orientations alone in order to explain social action are unable to 

explain the degree of stability and social integration of societies. For instance, Durkheimian and Parsonian 

sociology emphasize too much normative integration and the role of legitimacy. 

Table 1. Types of social action and mechanisms of coordination 

Orientation of action Types of social action Mechanisms of action 
coordination 

Traditional 
Affective 
Evaluative 
Strategic 

Traditional 
Expressive 
Evaluative affirmation 
Strategic 

Custom 
Solidarity 
Legitimacy  
Constellation of interest 

Source: Bader (2001)  

Two of the ideal motivations of discretion mentioned above (coping and ethical) seem to correspond 

respectively to Weber’s strategic and affective orientations of social action. However, in order to achieve a 

complete understanding of social practices we need to be open to the possibility of finding practices that 

enact both interest-oriented and value-oriented action. According to Weber each of these mechanisms of 

coordination is a pure type, thus in day-to-day reality we cannot find purely strategic nor purely affective 

actions.  

Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social practice (1984, 1992, 1993a) is an attempt to bridge the utilitarian 

dangers of rational actor theories and the deterministic risks of structuralism and norm-oriented 

approaches.  In this endeavor, social practice becomes the locus of the dialectic between structure and 

agency. Bourdieu understands social practice as the product of a particular habitus, or system of cognitive 

and motivational structures of agents. Such habitus is in turn the result of the external conditionings 

associated to a particular social position and conditions of existence. Agents interiorize those cognitive 

dispositions (habitus) in a non-conscious way, incorporating them as a motivation, and so they adapt their 

actions to structural conditioning without consciously following a norm or precept.  
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Bourdieu’s theory of practice is based on three pivotal concepts: habitus, field, and capital. The action of 

individual/ collective agents is a function of their habitus or cognitive and motivational schemes. In this 

line, I deem the practices of policy implementers not a merely mechanical reflex of reception policy goals 

and organizational rules, nor the product of rational calculus. Rather, the practices of individual teachers 

have to be understood according to their simultaneous (and successive) belonging to different social 

spheres. The plurality of teachers’ belongings implies that they enact various habitus, which can potentially 

give rise to inconsistencies between them. 

Moreover, the practices of schools and teachers take place within a given field of educational reception, 

characterized by struggle over a specific kind of capital. As we will see, the different power structures 

defining reception policies in Barcelona and Rotterdam indicate that there are distinct forms of capital at 

stake. It is within that specific field of reception that the practices of teachers take on meaning.  

These theoretical insights contribute to an understanding of the coordination and stability of societies. 

Equally important is to see how change takes place and how social action contributes to it. In principle, 

each of the mechanisms identified by Weber coordinates only those empirical actions that are congruent 

with its own orientation, e.g. solidarity would be empirically constituted only by purely affective actions of 

ego towards purely affective actions of alter. Nevertheless, Bader (2001) explains that it is possible to 

change from a system primarily based on one mechanism of coordination to a system in which another 

mechanism prevails. Within a society with institutionalized expectations based on custom, for instance, 

actors can orient themselves towards a constellation of interests; if this orientation becomes predominant 

it may undermine the stability provided by one mechanism leading to its substitution by another type. 

A more elaborate approach to change in social action can be found in Emirbayer & Mische’s (1998) 

multidimensional concept of agency. The authors disaggregate agency in three dimensions: iteration or 

habit, projectivity or imagination, and practical evaluation or discretion. From this perspective, agency is not simply 

the opposite of ‘norm’, nor it is the pure synonym of ‘freedom’ and ‘strategic’ action guided by self-

interest. Agency (i.e. social action) needs to be understood both as a habit, oriented by institutionalized 

expectations and norms,  and as a capacity for ‘reflective choice’ enjoyed by social actors. This implies that 

there is a permanent interplay between the reproductive and transformative aspects of social action. 

Emirbayer & Mische reckon that agency is the seed both for reproducing and for transforming the social 

order. The change of routines or strategic action is introduced by reflexivity, a property characteristic of the 

practical-evaluative dimension of agency.15 “As actors encounter problematic situations requiring the 

exercise of imagination and judgment, they gain a reflective distance from received patterns that may (in 

some contexts) allow for greater imagination, choice and conscious purpose” (1998: 973).  

Another valuable contribution of Emirbayer and Mische is their description of agency as a historical 

phenomenon, intrinsically social and relational. According to this description, there are varying degrees of 

‘agentic possibility’ for different moments, places and persons. Not only because imagination and the 

formation of personal projects are historically and culturally embedded but also because people in 

different places and periods understand that they have different degrees of freedom or determination. 

Agency is thus understood as “neither radically voluntarist nor narrowly instrumentalist” (1998: 984). 

The concept of field: micro, meso, and macro context of practices 

As the concept of field plays an important role in my analytical repertoire it deserves a more careful 

characterization. We can identify a specific set of individual actors and organizations which play a role in 

                                                           
15 Reflectivity, however, “can change in either direction through the increasing routinization or problematization of 
experience” (Emirbayer & Mische 1998: 973). Thus, when actors gain a reflective distance from habits that does not 
necessarily lead to a change of those customs. 
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any given area of institutional life (Di Maggio & Powel 1991). These actors are engaged in an ongoing 

struggle for control over a specific kind of capital or authority. At the same time, these actors share a 

particular way of framing the issues at stake and a common purpose. The relations between these actors 

constitute a “field of practice”, which is an arena both of conflict and of shared purpose (Di Maggio 1983, 

Bourdieu 1981, 1992, 1993a). Likewise the relations of a set of actors working in a particular policy area 

has been conceptualized as a “policy domain”, a sub-system identified by specifying a substantively 

defined criterion of mutual relevance or common orientation among a set of consequential actors 

concerned with formulating, advocating, and selecting courses of action (policy options) that are intended 

to resolve the delimited substantive problems in question (Laumann & Knoke 1987). The analogous 

structure of the concepts of field of practice and policy domain led Bousetta (1997) to use in his research an 

interpretation of Bourdieu’s concept of “field” joined with the concept of “policy domain” by Laumann 

and Knoke. My use of the notion of field follows Bousetta’s application. 

An important feature of fields is their dual nature. On the one hand, they are “structured spaces of 

positions whose properties depend on their position within these spaces and can be analyzed 

independently of the characteristics of their occupants (which are partly determined by them)” (Bourdieu 

1993a: 72). This means that the notion of field refers to a configuration of relationships not between the 

concrete entities themselves (individual actors and organizations) but rather between the nodes those 

entities happen to occupy within the given network (Emirbayer & Johnson 2008). A field is a terrain of 

contestation between occupants of positions differentially endowed with resources, and not so much the 

particular network of actors occupying those positions. But a field is also a semiotic system, since actors 

set out to distinguish themselves from others within the field by means of symbolically meaningful 

position-takings. They “derive their semiotic significance in relational fashion from their difference vis-a-

vis other such position-takings within the space of position-takings” (Emirbayer & Johnson 2008).  

The political actors engaged in the school reception of immigrant students in a given local space constitute 

a field, i.e. the policy field of educational reception. This field serves as a context for practices of reception 

at the ‘meso level’, which includes all the organizations (and individuals) that struggle to define what 

reception education should be. But the concept of field is susceptible to being used at the micro and 

macro levels of analysis as well. Thus in my research I will apply this conceptual tool in all three ways, at 

micro, meso and macro levels. Each school will be considered a micro field in itself wherein different 

actors contend in the struggle for certain capital. 

The application of the concept of field at the macro level in the analysis of national regimes of integration 

and educational systems, helps to account for the motivations driving certain practices. The working 

practices of teachers and schools are embedded in a given institutional and policy context - itself 

multilayered and multidimensional - formed by the coincidence of a diversity of institutional structures. 

The typical nested representation of this macro context of practices, in which institutions at lower levels 

of authority are embedded within arrangements deriving from higher levels in a hierarchical relation, 

assumes a high degree of systemic integration and coordination. This assumption should be questioned 

for several reasons. First, contemporary societies are better depicted as ‘loosely integrated patchworks’ 

(Bader 2001: 3) inasmuch as their characteristic structural differentiation –division of labor, social classes, 

organizations and institutions- goes hand in hand with cultural pluralism: class, ethnic, regional, national, 

religious, linguistic, ideological, and gender differences (Bader & Engelen 2003). Research has established 

the relative independence of institutions of diverse policy domains, each one tending to develop its own 

characteristic structure and policy network (Laumann & Knoke 1987, Lowi 1964).   

 Even if all institutions within a society were to share common principles these principles would still lead 

to different interpretations and institutional enactments due to the indeterminacy of moral and legal 

principles. A straightforward nested representation of the institutional context makes it difficult to 
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distinguish which dynamics pertain to the different dimensions and institutional areas of the context of 

actors’ practices. Implementation practices are often influenced by a variety of institutions and 

organizations but not necessarily by all those which might enter into play. Finally, a hierarchical 

description of the institutional setting provides a top-down view that hinders the identification of bottom-

up feedback or inter-sector influences. The study of practices from this perspective favors an emphasis on 

the reproductive, reiterative aspects of human action that comply with their institutional prescriptions, 

tending to overlook the more transformative aspects of action.   

As an alternative to nested representations I attempt to imagine the  context of practice in terms of a field 

of struggle among  a variety of organizations playing a role in a given area of human activity (Bourdieu 

1982, 1992, Bousetta 1997, 2000, Emirbayer & Johnson 2008). This assumes that there are independent 

processes and power configurations behind the formation of each institutional structure of a society. 

Given my understanding of institutions as entities which reflect and reproduce power disparities, it 

follows that my study should reconstruct the history of power relations which have given shape to the 

three institutional settings central to this study (i.e. integration regimes, education systems, and programs 

of educational reception). This requires questioning the assumption that there is an automatic trickle down 

through hierarchical levels (i.e. the national regime of integration influencing the program of educational 

reception) and opening the empirical question of how different institutions constitute each other’s fields, 

as when common actors participate in their respective fields of practice or when there are differences in 

timing (the one preceding can influence the other). 

c. Historical institutionalist approach 

Notwithstanding the flaws of the neo-institutionalist literature on integration regimes described above, I 

do use some institutionalist elements in my study. Within the (general) neo-institutionalist tradition three 

distinctive approaches can be identified: historical, rational-choice, and sociological. Scholars from these 

three streams are confronted with a controversy concerning two interrelated matters: how institutions 

affect the behavior of individuals16 and how the actions of individuals aggregate to form and reproduce 

institutions. Drawing on a historical institutionalist tradition of research I consider national integration 

regimes, educational systems, and reception programs as legacies of concrete historical processes with 

specific conflicts and configurations. Instead of emphasizing the coordinating functions of institutions, my 

focus relies on their particular characteristics and distributional effects as result of historical dynamics.  

Institutions do not constitute neutral coordinating mechanisms; they facilitate the empowerment of some 

groups while hindering the access of others to power. Institutions are legacies of political struggles which 

reflect and reproduce power disparities (Hall 1986, Knight 1992, Riker 1980 in Thelen 1999). Each 

institution embodies particular patterns of power distribution and has particular feedback mechanisms 

that reinforce those distributional effects.  

This implies that political processes involve crucial founding moments of institutional formation known as 

‘critical junctures’ (Collier & Collier 1991). The idea is that the temporal order of processes (and the 

interactions between them) influences their outcomes. Afterwards institutions continue evolving in 

response to environmental conditions in path-dependent ways that are constrained by their past 

trajectories. Two types of mechanisms of reproduction have been identified by the literature: incentive 

structures (also called coordination effects, North 1990) that stimulate actors to adapt their strategies in 

ways that reinforce the logic of the system, and redistributive mechanisms that facilitate and reproduce the 

empowerment of some groups and disarticulate others (Ikenberry 1994, Pierson 1997, Skocpol 1992). 

                                                           
16 “Central to any institutional analysis is the question: how do institutions affect the behavior of individuals? After 
all, it is through the actions of individuals that institutions have an effect on political outcomes” (Hall & Taylor 1996: 
7). 
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Despite path-dependency and institutional legacies, institutions do evolve and change over time. 

Institutions are actually in a constant process of change. From this perspective, change is not conceived in 

terms of a transition between two equilibriums, as rational-choice scholars see it, but rather as a continous 

process of interaction (Orren & Skowronek 1994, Thelen 1999). An illustration of this approach is that of 

Orren & Skowronek, who focus on the incongruities and intersections between different processes and 

institutional logics as they unfold over time. Not only processes of institutional formation are 

characterized by incongruities: in time, different processes and diverse institutional logics continue to 

interact and influence each other (Orren & Skowronek 1994). The plurality of institutional arrangements 

implies the existence of gaps between different arrangements from various levels and policy areas. These 

inter-institutional collisions and disjunctures can create avenues for change (Pierson 1996). However, as 

Thelen (1999) points out, only those gaps that affect the basic foundations and the reproduction 

mechanisms of institutions lead to institutional change. 

In sum, my approach to institutions questions functionalists’ assumptions of coherence, complementarity, 

and mechanical path-dependency. The institutional map of a society is incredibly dense and forms a 

complex interactive network: what North (1990a) calls “the interdependent web of an institutional 

matrix”. But such an institutional web does not per se constitute a consistent whole because “institutions, 

both individually and collectively, juxtapose different logics of political order, each with their own 

temporal underpinnings” (Orren & Skowronek 1994: 320). On the one hand, each institutional 

arrangement has arisen out of particular political struggles. On the other, the plurality of institutional 

arrangements within a polity emerges gradually, over a great deal of time. This means that each institution 

stems out of a different historical configuration, leading to dissimilar logics and mechanisms of 

reproduction. The juxtaposition of different logics implies that the “different pieces do not necessarily fit 

together into a coherent, self-reinforcing, let alone functional,  whole” (Thelen 1999: 382). Rather, the 

resulting system is full of incongruities, gaps and unintended consequences.  

Coordinating mechanisms: interpretive and instrumental dynamics 

State institutions influence the practices of public bureaucrats through two types of dynamics: interpretative, 

shaping cognitive and evaluative understandings, and instrumental, providing channels and material 

resources. Thus institutional arrangements do more than merely ‘channel’ action by offering resources 

and/ or constraints, they also shape goals, perceptions of problems and imagined solutions (Zysman 1994, 

Garbaye 2002, Bloemraad 2006). 

These two types of mechanisms coincide with the major dimensions of public policies which are 

constructed as much through techniques as through aims (Lascoumes & Le Gales 2007). The patterns of 

conflict at their origin shape substantive and instrumental dimensions of policy in specific ways, distinct 

for each institutional arrangement. Therefore, both dimensions need to be considered when describing the 

main features of policies (see chapter 4) and need to be viewed independently in the analysis.17 This 

implies assuming that changes and developments in policy may come through reforms in instruments, 

goals, or parameters (Hall 1986, 1993, Jobert 1994, Lascoumes & Le Gales 2007). Although the 

institutional logic of integration regimes and educational systems tends to favor certain techniques, we 

cannot a priori presume unambiguous correspondence between certain goals and certain instruments. For 

instance, France was one of the first countries developing ‘classes d’initiation’ and ‘classes d’adaptation’ (Schain 

1985) despite its hypothetical reluctance to tolerate special treatment of ethnic groups. 

                                                           
17 The intrinsic difficulty in distinguishing policy aims and instruments opens a debate on the possibility of doing so 
at all. As Lascoumes & Le Gales (2007: 16) point out, we must remember that in practice, what for some actors may 
be an instrument can be a goal for others.  
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Interpretative mechanisms influence cognitive and evaluative judgments of institutional agents either 

directly or indirectly. The core goals of each policy directly -normatively- affect individuals’ behavior by 

setting collectively sanctioned courses of action. By policy goals I refer to the long-term ideals or 

objectives as stated in policy documents, such as cultural assimilation or socioeconomic parity. Objectives 

are generally defined in negative terms with reference to the problem targeted or the main obstacles 

envisaged - such as segregation or discrimination - in the road towards an ideal end (Fermin 1999). 

Concrete ideals and presumed obstacles can be seen as elements of broader logical frameworks which 

convey rationales, rhetorical structures and policy goals.  

In addition to this influence, institutions also model individuals’ professionalism and their representations 

of their own work as civil servants. Their ideal conception of their jobs and duties mediates indirectly their 

perception of policy goals and thus the actions they take to implement policy. For instance, in a 

comparative study between teachers’ practices in primary schools of England and France, Broadfoot et al. 

(1988) found that national contexts deeply influence the work practices of teachers by fundamentally 

shaping their views on professional responsibility (restricted vs. expanded), their view of teaching 

(problematic vs. axiomatic), their focus (process vs. product), and the type of goals they set (universalist 

vs. particularistic). In another study these different educational cultures are explained with reference to the 

distinct forms of thinking that each national culture favored: the rationalist tradition of Descartes in 

France, and Locke’s empiricist philosophy in England (Planel et al. 2000).18 

Instrumental mechanisms coordinate the practices of institutional agents by providing specific channels 

and resources for action, which increase the probabilities of certain courses of action while diminishing 

others. Specifically, this channeling dimension defines the type of instruments available to pursue given 

goals. More generally, this dimension reflects primarily a preferred mode of regulation or degree of 

´statism´ (Jepperson 2002), e.g. a more or less direct manner in which the state institution tends to 

intervene to pursue policy goals. In this sense, the type of instrumentation applied reflects the extent to 

which the State intervenes to regulate issues or leaves room for society and/or the market to solve issues 

by themselves. Policies could be described as closer to Liberalism, Statism, or Corporatism (Meyer 1983, 

Soysal 1994, Van Waarden 1999) as a function of these differences. In the realm of education we can 

discern three types of regulation: governing by input, governing by curriculum rules, and governing by 

output (Fase 1994). In the first one, governments only intervene to define target groups and allocate 

funds, in the second governments provide rules and guidelines to schools about basically everything, and 

in the third case, governments reward or punish the degree to which schools comply with their rules. 

Institutional context of reception practices: integration regimes, education systems, and programs of reception 

Three institutional arrangements are expected to play a role in the study of the practices of educational 

reception: the national integration regime, the educational system, and the specific program of educational 

reception. Despite all the criticisms which have been mentioned, national integration regimes can still be 

valuable heuristic instruments to manage complexity providing that there is a minimum of internal 

coherence and continuity of policies (Favell 2001, Bader 2007).19 In my research I do not consider that 

these three institutional forms amalgamate in an unique institutional context; instead, I will treat them as 

independent forces making their possible interrelations (or even convergence) an empirical question.  

                                                           
18 According to these traditions, in France teachers would give crucial importance to the teaching method, as 
rationality is thought to be a universal human ability and learning progresses by successive stages, while in England 
more room would be given to individual solutions and learning by experimentation, since it is believed that 
individual children will reach different levels according to their ability. 
19 However, the actual degree of internal coherence and continuity of national regimes must pass the empirical test. 
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First, in my study national regimes of integration are defined, following Yasemin Soysal’s notion of 

incorporation modes, as “the patterns of policy discourse and organization around which a system of incorporation is 

constructed” (Soysal 1994: 32). According to this idea, the national regime of integration is comprised of two 

basic dimensions. The first includes officially stated policy goals but also the broader rationales concerning 

citizenship, nationhood, national identity, and ethnic relations. The discursive dimension of policy can be 

understood as a ‘philosophy’ (Favell 1997, 2000), a long-term goal or vision of integration of immigrants, 

or an ‘ideology’, or “set of values and beliefs that frames the political thinking and action of agents of the 

main institutions of a nation-state at a given point in time” (Van Zanten 1997: 352). The second 

dimension includes the concrete policy instruments and budgets, as well as the organizational and 

administrative structures for the formulation and implementation of policy. As pointed out before, a given 

polity’s rationale of integration might in theory imply a preference for certain policy instruments, but as 

the general regime and its various instruments arise from separate entities and pertain to different levels of 

analysis, their coherence cannot be presupposed.  

In addition to integration regimes, other institutional arrangements related to the integration of 

immigrants in specific sectors have been shown to be influential. Educational systems have been referred 

in the literature as sources of cross-national variation in integration outcomes (Crul & Vermeulen 2003b, 

2006, Thomson & Crul 2007) and in school practices (Van Zanten 1997, Osborn & Broadfoot 1992). Crul 

& Vermeulen (2003b, 2006) defend that educational systems rather than integration regimes make the key 

difference in terms of the socio-economic integration of immigrants. Elements like the degree of 

selectivity and the age at which pupils are tracked in different streams of the system have a decisive 

influence. In a different vein, research by Patricia Broadfoot and Marilyn Osborn and colleagues has 

shown that distinct educational and cultural values underlie different educational systems and that such 

educational cultures affect teachers’ practices (Broadfoot 1981, Broadfoot et al. 1988, Osborn & Broadfoot 

1992, 1993, Broadfoot et al. 1993). 

An educational system can be defined as a broad institutional arrangement regulating the incorporation of its members 

to the labor market through the acquisition of certain qualifications and certificates. The main function of the system is 

therefore not only to provide education in terms of a basic body of knowledge, but first and foremost to 

regulate the mode of access to and reproduction of the social stratification of a given society. For the 

purposes of our study we must pay attention to three aspects of these regimes: the general degree of 

stratification (selectivity), compensatory policies, and special measures to accommodate immigrant 

children. Educational systems often include provisions to compensate for social inequality, following a 

logic of positive discrimination. The question is whether these compensatory policies designed from a 

social class perspective (as the basis for redistribution) are also applied to immigrant population (and 

national cultural minorities) or whether and to what extent distinct arrangements are provided. If specific 

arrangements are applied, we must ask whether they correspond to an assimilationist or pluralist 

orientation. 

Finally, we need to distinguish the specific influence of the measures designed for the reception of 

immigrant students in schools. I already defined the program of educational reception as a special policy 

scheme specifically geared to improve the insertion of immigrant students into the educational system of the host country. In 

the literature, public policy instruments are generally depicted as neutral tools, but in fact they are bearers 

of ideological values and necessarily imply an interpretation of the relationship between politics and 

society as well as relying upon modes of regulation. Following Lascoumes & Le Gales I understand that a 

public policy instrument constitutes “a device that is both technical and social, that organizes specific 

social relations between the state and those it is addressed to, according to the representations and 

meanings it carries” (Lascoumes & Le Gales 2007: 4). By taking this view I distance myself from analyses 

that present public policy instruments in a merely functionalist way, as purely a matter of technical 

choices.  
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Classifying policy goals and policy instruments of educational integration 

My understanding that institutions shape practices mainly by means of cognitive and channeling 

mechanisms requires that such mechanisms be specified in each particular institutional context of 

educational reception. Prevailing scholarship has classified the institutional arrangements for the 

integration of migrants in host polities according to two main criteria. As we have seen, policy goals of 

integration vary according to national conceptions of citizenship. Presently most European countries 

converge towards an ius soli model (Joppke 2007, Bauböck 1994), making this criteria less relevant in the 

comparison of the cases presented here. Institutional arrangements for integration also differ according to 

the degree and form of accommodating diversity that they use (Koopmans et al. 2005). Castles´ classification 

identifies three visions of integration -differential exclusion, assimilation, and pluralism (Castles 1995) - 

which correspond to three distinct modes of dealing with diversity.20 Empirical evidence shows that in 

most European nation-states either assimilationist or pluralist orientations currently predominate. 

Assimilationist systems imagine a culturally homogeneous society as the final stage of integration, while 

pluralist ones tolerate or actively foment high degrees of cultural plurality.  

Assimilationist and pluralist objectives ultimately reflect specific conceptions of the relation between State 

and society. At a deeper analytical level, the modes of accommodating diversity correspond to distinct 

notions of membership in the social whole (Soysal 1994). Diversity models –assimilationist vs. pluralist - 

only refer to the socio-cultural dimension of integration. The wider view of models of membership, 

however, is better suited to the study of the multidimensional phenomena of integration. This is because 

membership models can be associated with repertoires of strategies available to actors in a wide range of 

institutions. Institutional provisions for the incorporation of migrants have principally applied such 

repertoires, hence they are isomorphic with membership models (Soysal 1994: 36). Soysal (1994) 

distinguishes between three basic modes of membership - statist, corporatist, and liberal - according to 

their degree of ´corporateness´. This criterion corresponds to the distinction between more ´corporate´ or 

more ´associational´ modes of social organization in classical sociology (Tonnies, Weber, and Durkheim) 

or the related dichotomy between universalist or particularist configurations of the society and political 

order in political philosophy (Rawls 1971, 1993,  Walzer 1992). 21 In corporate systems the components of 

society are groupings or orders, with group rights accorded to them, and society as a whole is reified as a 

communal order.  In associational systems with individualist and anti-corporate ideologies, society is 

imagined as composed by individual actors, and such actors –and not society- are reified and sacralized. 

Each of the imagined outcomes of integration (homogeneity/ plurality) corresponds to an emphasis on 

either individual (universalist) or communitarist (particularist) ways of organizing society. The universalist 

approach prefers neutral policies that provide formal equality for all citizens (procedural liberalism), while 

the particularist approach opts for policies specially geared to certain categories of beneficiaries (politics of 

difference).  

Following this line of thinking, Entzinger (1996, 1999, 2000) proposes a more nuanced typology of 

integration policies that combines the relative ´corporateness´ of a given polity (more individualist or 

more communitarist) with the way in which the migration phenomenon is primarily defined (either in 

socio-economic, ethno-cultural or political-juridical terms). The specific policy objectives pursued within 

different visions of integration can be better understood if we disaggregate them according to these two 

axes (Entzinger 2000, Fermin 1999). Six ideal-types of integration arise from putting the emphasis either 

                                                           
20 However, Castles´ models combine distinct approaches to manage diversity with distinct citizenship conceptions. 
21 Jepperson (2002) recommends distinguishing the dimension of relative ´corporateness´ from a related but different 
dimension of relative ´statism´ which differentiates between more centralist vs. more societal visions of collective 
agency. Literature about the paths of formation of European polities has tended to conflate elements associated with 
statism and elements associated with corporate social organization. Crossing these two axes, Jepperson constructs a 
classification of four ideal-type polities (liberal, social-corporate, state-corporate, and state-nation). 
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on individual rights or on group rights and on one of the three dimensions of integration (socio-

economic, socio-cultural, or political-juridical) (see table 2). We will apply this classification to the 

description of the integration policy goals of Spain and the Netherlands in chapter 3. 

Table 2. Long-term ideals of integration 

Emphasis on: Socio-economic 
dimension 

Socio-cultural dimension Political-juridical 
dimension 

individual Equal opportunities 
(Equality) 

Cultural homogeneity or 
Liberal pluralism 

Equal citizenship rights 

group Proportional distribution 
(Equity) 

Corporate or 
Institutional pluralism 

Differential citizenship 
rights (group rights) 

Source: Entzinger (2000:107), Fermin (1999: 197). 

 

The analysis of policy instruments requires another heuristic tool. Despite the usefulness of Entzinger’s 

(1996, 1999, 2000) and Fermin’s (1999) disaggregated overview of integration goals, their classification too 

readily suggests that objectives and instruments coincide. Each of the six goals for integration policy 

identified by them corresponds to similar instruments suited to achieve these objectives (Entzinger 2000: 

110).  

However, policies applying equal or unequal treatment for different groups can be used to different ends, 

for reaching either equal or unequal outcomes. Klauer (1969) crossed equal/ unequal treatments and 

intentions to obtain four potential combinations. Three possible types of aims can justify the unequal 

treatment of immigrant pupils: egalitarian, elitist, or pluralistic (Klauer 1969, in Fase 1994). The egalitarian 

motivation resorts to special arrangements on the assumption that in order to arrive to equal outcomes 

pupils must be treated differently. By contrast, differential treatment can also be pursued to achieve 

unequal outcomes. In this regard there are two possibilities. Elitist or anti-egalitarian principles are 

prompted by a desire to arrive at real differences in the final level of education. Pluralistic orientations 

respond to the belief that parents have different sets of ideological, cultural, religious or pedagogic 

orientations regarding what constitutes a valuable educational outcome (Fase 1994). 

Empirical research on policy-as-implemented also indicates that differential treatment can be applied to 

different degrees. Consequently, the universalist/particularist dichotomy can be reformulated in terms of a 

scale of special treatment of immigrants. My analysis of policy instruments for integration will apply Fase’s 

(1994) classification which crosses the intensity of special treatment (high vs. low) and its purposes (see 

table 3); however, I will add a potential ‘elitist orientation’ as in Klauer’s model. 

Table 3. Policy instruments, by purpose and intensity of special treatment 

 High categorization Low categorization 

Pluralistic orientation Mother tongue education 

Religious instruction 

Islamic-Hindu schools  

Nationality schools (Germany) 

New modern languages 

Intercultural education 

Language awareness 

Egalitarian orientation  (transitional) Bilingual education 

Preparatory classes (Reception)  

Compensation 

Anti-racism 

Source: Fase (1994: 134). 
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This heuristic tool is useful for thinking about educational systems and reception programs. Research 

about educational systems typically classifies them by their degree of stratification (Horn 2007, Green et 

al. 1999), identifying selective and comprehensive models. Selective models reflect an elitist logic since the 

system clusters, sorts, streams or tracks students into differentiated kinds of education at the lower 

secondary stage according to their abilities, socio-economic characteristics or interests (Green et al. 1999). 

Comprehensive models, on the other hand, correspond to an egalitarian or color-blind orientation, as they do 

not separate young people into specialized or selected tracks at the lower secondary stage. 

Educational reception programs are typically conceived as egalitarian instruments with a high intensity of 

special treatment (Fase 1994). However, a closer examination of these policy programs indicates that the 

degree of special treatment which they apply can vary widely. Empirical research has shown that programs 

for first reception of immigrant students have adopted one of three ideal-types: immersion, parallel, or 

mixed (Penninx & Rath 1990, Hakuta 1999, Ritchers 2002, Stanat & Christensen 2006, 2007). We may ask 

to what extent distinct programs of reception obey different orientations, not only egalitarian ones which 

attempt to compensate and provide equal opportunities, but also elitist or pluralist ones. Generally 

speaking, the programs in the two case-studies correspond to a compensatory-egalitarian orientation. 

However we may expect to see cross-national variations in the frequency and intensity of special treatment 

of students, as well as in the categorizations used. Applying this classification of ideal types to my 

empirical research allows me to fill in the cells with empirical observations, distinguishing the differences 

between the reception practices of schools or local cases.  

4. Questions guiding the study 

As I said at the beginning of the chapter, this study aims to explain school practices of first reception of 

immigrant students in a comparative way. This endeavor is structured around two major questions: To 

what extent do reception practices of schools comply with national integration policies? To what extent is there a gap between 

policy and practices?  This two-fold inquiry into the nature of reception practices hopes to establish the 

degree of compliance and/or divergence of practices with respect to formal policies. This question 

highlights the most fundamental concern of this research, that is, to determine whether practices are 

consistent with national integration policies or whether there is a gap between policies and the actual 

practices of schools and teachers. To answer this question my research endeavors to detect on the one 

hand school practices which reflect the national integration principles and on the other, school practices 

which show inconsistencies with such policies.  

Responding to these main research questions requires addressing four related issues. The first one 

involves empirically reconstructing the concrete activities and procedures followed in the schools. How do 

schools and teachers implement official reception policies? This descriptive effort works around two specific foci of 

attention: 1) the issues introduced by teachers and schools, and 2) the presence of practical divergences 

with respect to policies. Among others, the following questions arise: Which issues constitute a practical 

challenge? Which ones are problematized by teachers and schools and are addressed with specific 

strategies? Are there practical adaptations of the rules and principles? Are there variations between schools 

(within any given case study)? Are there variations in the treatment of pupils? 

A second sub-question attempts to explain the degree to which practices deviate from or comply with 

policy goals, identifying those mechanisms that produce congruence or incongruence. This can be 

formulated as: How can we explain practices’ compliance or divergence from policy goals? 

Finally, the third and fourth sub-questions concern the (cross-national, cross-local) comparative attempt 

to establish parallels and identify differences between the cases studied and to explain them. This 

comparison can be formulated in the following way: Are there similarities and differences in compliance/ discretion 

between Barcelona and Rotterdam? How can we explain similarities and differences? In accordance with the main goal 
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of the research, it is of pivotal importance to compare the extent to which cases evidence a gap between 

policies and practices, as indicated by the presence of diverging practices. Related issues are, therefore, 

whether practitioners use discretion to a comparable extent, whether they use similar or dissimilar types of 

discretion, and to what extent the resulting reception styles resemble or differ from each other. Seeking an 

explanation requires identifying either similar mechanisms at work in the two national cases or else 

national-specific elements which might account for different or similar reception practices.22 

 

                                                           
22 I am not presupposing here that similar mechanisms, present in both cases, must necessarily lead to similarities, as 
they may actually unfold in each context producing different results. Likewise, I understand that national-specific or 
local-specific features may lead at the end of the day to similarities in the practices. 




