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Chapter 3 

Methodological design 

 

 

1. Research design and comparative strategy of the study 

In order to study the influence that the institutional context has on practices I need to compare practices 

of educational reception embedded in very different policy contexts. My assumption is that if national 

regimes of integration influence school practices, then the way schools receive immigrant children in 

practice should vary in different countries. Hence, to fulfill my research objectives I have adopted a cross-

national comparative strategy of looking at ‘the most different systems’. I have applied a cross-national 

comparison juxtaposing the Netherlands and Spain, two cases which are very different in terms of their 

national policies of integration. During the period of the study (2004-2006), the Netherlands presented a 

culturally homogeneous or assimilationist policy while Spain initially held a non-policy of integration, which was 

substituted in 2006 by an equal opportunities policy.  

The need to compare practices of educational reception within very different policy contexts is also a 

consequence of the second possible theoretical scenario analyzed in this study. It is possible that a gap 

between school practices and national policies of integration may exist. And, if policies are not 

determinant of practices, such a policy-practice gap might be present in both countries in spite of their 

differences. But it is also theoretically possible that the policy-practice gap shows differences from one 

country to another. Hence, from this second assumption it is also necessary to make a cross-national 

comparison according to a ‘most different system’ approach.  

Moreover, to grasp real practices of educational reception in schools it is necessary to zoom into lower 

levels of the city and the school in each national case. To this end I have selected one local case in each 

country (Barcelona and Rotterdam) and within each of these contexts, two schools offering reception 

training. Below I describe in detail the selection of the cases. 

The direct outcome of my research interest is thus a multidimensional comparative design that comprises 

five dimensions (see table 4).  The study starts off with two intra-systemic comparisons: (1) a comparison 

of practices and (vs.) their corresponding policies within each national case, and (2) a comparison of 

schools’ practices in each national/ urban context. According to the ‘most different systems strategy’ as 

defined by Prezworski & Teune (1982), if resorting to national and local features is not enough to account 

for the practices of reception observed, we may introduce a cross-national comparison of the previous 

two dimensions, i.e. (4) practice vs. policy and school vs. school (5).  
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Table 4. Comparative dimensions of the study 

Type of comparison Dimensions compared 

Intra-systemic  
 

1. Practice vs. policy  
2. School vs. school 
3. Program of reception vs. program of reception (*) 

inter-systemic  
(Cross-national)  
 

4. Practice vs. policy 
5. School vs. school 

(*) In the case-study of Barcelona only. 

In addition to the comparative dimensions mentioned above, I have compared two distinct generations of 

reception programs in the city of Barcelona (3). Unexpected political changes allowed me to introduce the 

temporal axis in the comparison in a quasi-experimental way. As a result, I was able to compare two nearly 

identical cases given at two different time periods in which only the policy programs changed while all 

other characteristics remained constant. The substitution of the TAE reception program by the LIC 

program implied that some schools were no longer involved, and I had to adapt my sample accordingly 

(ending up with three schools). 

2. Comparative goals of the study 

In the description of the object of research I make clear that I am not concerned with the study of policies 

on immigrant integration or educational integration in a broad sense. Neither does this study set out to 

explain outcomes (vis-à-vis the analysis of implementation practices). While an in-depth analysis of the 

practices of actors may provide important insights for explaining dissonant outcomes,23 my efforts 

concentrate on the explanation of the practices themselves, remaining at the level of the process of policy-

making.24 My center of interest is thus the implementation of educational reception policy and particularly 

the working practices carried out by teachers and schools.  

The goal of this study is intrinsically comparative at least in two aspects. On the one hand, the study sets 

out to comparatively assess the extent to which institutional mechanisms shape educational reception 

practices. Particularly, the intra-systemic comparison mentioned above allows the influence of the 

institutional context on practices in each country to be assessed. At the same time, determining the 

influence of the institutional framework entails assessing the degree of discretion or compliance that 

practitioners put in practice. On the other hand, the study strives to discover to what extent practices are 

inconsistent with their (national) institutional arrangements and to explain this incongruence. In other 

words, the aim is to compare practices embedded in different national contexts regarding their degree of 

compliance/ discretion with respect to policies.  This involves searching for discretional practices and 

compliant practices within each system and comparing them. 

My research lies within the category of case-study comparisons.25  I compare two local case-studies, 

encompassing a total of five school cases. Consequently my study shares many of the advantages and 

limitations of case study methodology. Nevertheless, my study is a ‘truly comparative’ one (Pennings et. al 

1999) as comparison is crucial for answering the research questions. The role of comparison is vital both 

                                                           
23 In line with Lahav & Guiraudon (2006) I consider that the gap in outcomes is a product of several processes 
through which policy is shaped, elaborated and implemented. Assessing the hypothetical gap between policies and 
implementation practices would contribute to explain the dissonance between policies and final outcomes. 
24 I defend the intrinsic value of the process of policy-making, understanding it as social ritual which encompasses a 
non-finalist source of motivations for action. As March & Olsen (1984: 742) put it, politics are important social 
rituals that “seek to establish not only the moral virtue of events but also their necessity”. 
25 Existing research has acknowledged the potential confusion between comparative and case study methods. My 
research lies between these two extremes, within the category of case-study comparisons. 
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in answering the main research questions, and in understanding the cases themselves (Barcelona vs. 

Rotterdam), as each of the local case studies is comprised of several sub-cases (schools). Janoski and 

Hicks’s (1994) distinction between internal and external analysis contributes to frame the relationship 

between the different levels of comparison used in my study. In my study the internal comparison (intra-

systemic) - or that knowledge necessary to understand the examined cases which is derived from 

comparing policies and practices of different schools within a single local case - is functional for the 

external comparison (inter-systemic), or the analysis of the similarities and differences between the two cases. 

Figure 2. Vertical and horizontal comparisons 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both internal and the external comparisons are here applied to study the policy-practice gap. My study spans 

the breach between two apparently opposite goals that could be represented by either a vertical or a 

horizontal axis. One could easily ask whether the main interest of this study lies in comparing practices 

against the formal policies which frame them (vertical comparison, green arrow in figure 2), or in 

comparing practices of two different countries (horizontal comparison, line with dots in figure 2). In fact, 

my research takes on both issues as inseparable: my main interest is to study policy-practice gap in 

different institutional settings (yellow arrow in figure 2), in order to see in which ways different contexts 

account for specific degrees and forms of compliance and divergence. This requires detecting explanatory 

mechanisms – either context-specific or context-transcending - for both discretion and compliance. 

 This question has fundamental implications for the entire research design and comparative strategy. While 

a comparison of practices and policies within one country alone would be sufficient to study the policy 

gap, a cross-national comparison is indispensable to study the policy gap in different institutional contexts. 

Comparing two different national case studies allows us to discover whether the educational reception 

practices of the two countries converge or diverge, as well as to assess the degree of conformity with 

national policies. Also, the cross-national comparison helps to put in perspective the findings of each 

national case-study by separating case-specific particularities from shared traits.26 Since the ultimate goal is 

not to compare ‘practices’ themselves but to compare the policy-practice gaps in Barcelona and 

Rotterdam, the cross-national comparison is essential.  

                                                           
26 Cross-national comparison allows the researcher to pose a whole set of questions that otherwise would be 
impossible to answer. Do practitioners enjoy comparable degrees of autonomy in each system? Can discretion be 
attributed to mechanisms pertaining to street-level bureaucrats’ position or to each specific country? Which 
incentives are used in each country to ensure compliance? 

Policy 1 
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This means that, as my ‘most different systems’ design indicates, the main focus of this research is to 

explain differences across systems, hence, the attention to finding similarities is secondary, instrumental in 

supporting arguments based on difference. Finding similar practices embedded in countries with very 

different policies may lead to the logical conclusion that in at least one of the two systems practices do not 

correspond to policy. In other words, finding cross-national similarities can demonstrate the influence of 

practitioners’ discretion over the rule of law. Comparing the practices of two very different systems and 

searching for possible similarities between them is purely instrumental in my argument. 

3. Selection of the cases and comparability 

In a comparative study the correct selection of cases is key to ensure the internal validity of the research, 

allowing us to infer that the relation between two variables is causal. The methodological literature 

recommends several criteria for the selection of adequate cases to ensure comparability. In the ‘most different 

systems strategy’, cases are selected for comparison  in order to represent a  maximum degree of heterogeneity 

within the smallest number of cases possible. It is commonly advised to choose cases which differ in potential 

explanatory variables (King et al. 1994) so that they provide some variation on the dependent variable. Since 

two rival scenarios (i.e. influence of integration regimes vs. policy-practice gap) structure my research – as 

derived from the theoretical framework presented in chapter 2 - two possible explanatory variables can be 

seen to guide the selection of cases.  

According to the first explanatory variable, the countries were selected for my study according to their type of 

integration policy (assimilationist vs. non-policy/ equal opportunities) in order to compare two cases with 

diverse policy outputs or designs. Following the typology defined by Entzinger (2000) and presented in 

page 31, the Dutch policy during the 2000s can be identified as a cultural homogeneous or assimilationist one, in 

contrast to the Spanish non-policy of integration and its later equal opportunities policy (launched in 2006). 

Although Spain modified its policy during the period covered in this research (2004-2006) it still differs 

very much from the Dutch case. The comparison between the Dutch policy and the integration policy 

applied in the Spanish region of Catalonia also fulfills requisites of difference. As we will see, Spain is a 

federal state in which regional governments are responsible for their integration policies. In the case of 

Catalonia both the second (2001-2004) and the third Catalonian plans of integration (2005-2008) can be 

classified as equal opportunity policies. 

According to the second explanatory variable, the countries had to be selected in accordance with 

variations in the (possible) elements influencing the policy-practice gap, particularly the discretionary 

capacity of front-level workers. The translation of this theoretical expectation in the research design is not 

free of difficulties. Case-selection based on Lipsky’s (1980) five elements which ostensibly produce 

discretion (inadequate resources, increasing demand, ambiguous goals, difficult evaluation, and non-

voluntary clients) was hindered by the unavailability of cross-national data. Moreover, intra-national 

variation in the degree of discretion applied in different policy sectors, regions/cities, and schools 

produced further complications in making a systematic case-selection based on the potential explanatory 

variables of discretion. However, in the literature on implementation styles, Southern European and 

Northern European countries are frequently presented as reflecting contradictory traditions of 

bureaucracy, attributing more lenient styles of policy implementation to the south and more rigid ones to 

the north (Jordan et al. 2003). This would suggest that the conditions are more favorable for discretion in 

the Southern European countries than in Northern European ones. The cases of Spain and the 

Netherlands fit adequately with these general categories. Spain, in particular, presents an exceptionally 

intense growth of foreign population within a relatively short time span, increasing from 2% to 12,17% 

between the years 2000 and 2010 (Ministerio del Interior 2006, INE 2010). The consequent growth of 

demand and overcrowding of social services would seem to make Spain especially susceptible to 

discretionary practices (Moreno Fuentes & Bruquetas-Callejo 2011). Other considerations about the 
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potential differences in discretionary leeway between Southern and Northern European countries have to 

do with the  fact that the process of migration in the former is relatively recent, while the latter has a 

longer tradition of integration policies. Again, countries with a longer tradition of policy-making in this 

field in principle would have had more time to develop adequate measures and resources and sufficient 

means of assessment, while countries with a young tradition in this area would presumably be less 

organized and resourced and thus continue to be in an improvisation and trial-and-error phase. A longer 

tradition may then reduce the chances of discretion while a more recent engagement, might on the 

contrary, increase the chances. 

As in any other research undertaking, the choice of my cases was also informed by pragmatic 

considerations and by personal interest (Bendix 1978: 14). Indeed, my knowledge of the main languages 

spoken in these countries (Dutch and Spanish) and my familiarity with the cases has played a role in the 

selection process. Yet, the selection has not been purely accidental nor whimsical, and the two cases 

present sufficient differences to justify their comparison as most different systems. These external 

(pragmatic, personal) considerations are not expected to translate in any important bias for the results of 

the study. First, because my comparison does not intend to do theory-testing and also because both the 

Netherlands and Spain, Rotterdam and Barcelona, are worth being studied for their intrinsic value. From 

an interpretivist approach we could argue that irrespective of which cases are chosen, discretion would make 

its mark on all of them. 27 This is so, as long as we assume - informed by previous research - that discretion 

is as global a phenomenon as the influence of political institutions on social action. 

Further, the comparability of my national cases is justified by several features that make them sufficiently 

homologous to constitute meaningful comparison. Both countries are liberal democracies with a 

Constitution, separation of powers, and multiple political parties that compete for power. Both are 

members of the European Union, and are therefore influenced by the same supranational institutional 

structures and regulations, and share a heritage of Western cultural values. Also, the Netherlands and 

Spain are countries with high degrees of economic development, and are relatively strong welfare states 

that redistribute wealth through a number of social policies. Finally, both nation-states have considerable 

percentages of population of migrant origin (in 2010 Spain figures as having 12,17% and the Netherlands 

20,3%, of which 11,2% come from Non-Western countries) (INE 2010, CBS 2010).28 

As my research goals are to be fulfilled by a comparison which is both cross-country and cross-local 

comparison, after determining the national cases to be compared, I selected the cities and schools. In 

choosing cities within the selected countries I tried to pick cases of early policy initiatives in order to have 

cases with the longest possible tradition in educational reception policies. A policy with a relatively long 

tradition would ensure the availability of material for study. This was particularly important in the Spanish 

case, inasmuch as Spain has only recently become a destination for immigration, and its history of policy-

making in regards to integration is relatively short. The criteria of ensuring critical mass for the study also 

guided the choice to focus on major cities of each country, where migrant and ethnic minority students 

tend to be spatially concentrated and the problems of school reception appear more acute. Given this 

                                                           
27 Nevertheless, in general I do not endorse the typical methods of interpretivist case selection as described by Yanov 
(2003: 11-12): I have not chosen my cases with an eye on the dependent variable nor does this selection arise from 
methodological laxity. 
28 To refer to this non-authoctonous population, the Dutch Central Bureau for Statistics uses the concept ‘allochtoon’ 
in its migration figures which includes first and second generation of migrants. The definition says that an ‘allochtoon’ 
is a person residing in the Netherlands who was born abroad or at least one of his/ her parents was born abroad. 
The Dutch figure refers to non-Western ‘allochtonen’, originally from Africa, Latin-America or Asia, including Turkey, 
Suriname, and the Dutch Antilles, but it excludes Indonesia and Japan. 

http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afrika
http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latijns-Amerika
http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkije
http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indonesi%C3%AB
http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japan
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criteria, Barcelona emerged as the ideal candidate for the study given its long experience in first reception 

of immigrant students relative to other large cities in Spain like Madrid.29 

Having selected Barcelona within the Spanish context, I attempted to find its equivalent in the Dutch 

context. I opted for the city of Rotterdam. The city of Rotterdam can be generally identified as a 

trendsetter in policy-making, and it was one of the first cities where schools provided reception courses 

for newcomer students (mid 1970s).30 In addition, the two cities share a great deal in terms of status (both 

are ‘second’ cities within their respective countries), migration tradition (both are harbor metropolises with  

long histories of internal and external migrant workers), economic structure (both have economies 

traditionally based on the industrial sector), and political color (both are working-class cities with 

historically strong left-wing political parties).  

This implies that Barcelona and Rotterdam stand out as extreme cases in their national contexts in terms 

of avant garde policy initiatives, especially in the field of immigrants’ integration. In addition, these local 

cases have greater concentrations of immigrants. Rotterdam is the Dutch city with the highest percentage 

of population of immigrant origin (36,9 % non-Western ‘allochtonen’ in 2010, CBS 2010) and with the 

highest immigrant student population (more than half  the population younger than 15 years old is 

‘allochtoon’, CBS 2010). Barcelona also has one of the highest concentrations of immigrants in Spain (12,8% 

in 2004) and of immigrant students (8,15% in 2003-2004), besides bilingualism as an additional challenge. 

This implies that the cases are not strictly representative of other cities in their national contexts; instead, 

they must be taken as ‘most likely’ cases (Eckstein 1975). A most likely case is one that can almost 

certainly fit a given explanation. The argument for selecting such a case is that if a potential explanation 

does not work in a ‘most likely case’ it will not work in any other, that is, if under these pressing 

circumstances faced by schools, no discretional practices appear, then they will not come forth at all. 

Following the same logic, I have selected schools with high percentages of students of immigrant origin. 

This means that to ensure a critical mass for my study, in Barcelona I selected only publicly-funded, 

publicly-run schools. In Spain, segregation by class and ethnicity happens along the private/ public axes: 

2nd and 1.5 generation students concentrate almost completely in the public sector (only 2% of immigrant 

students in Barcelona attended private or semi-private schools during the academic course of 2004-05). In 

Rotterdam, choosing reception schools with high percentages of immigrant students goes without saying, 

as all four reception schools present comparable percentages: over 70% of ‘allochtoon’ students. 

The selection of these specific school cases followed a realistic strategy, with some flexibility in order to 

adapt the sample to the characteristics of each local case. Consequently, this process of selection was 

based upon a systematic mapping of the universe of reception schools in each city, and the advice of local 

experts. In Rotterdam the choice was relatively simple, partly due to its small universe (four schools) and 

its internal homogeneity. In the Netherlands, class stratification and segregation dynamics between 

schools do not happen along private/public school lines. Though in the early phases of reception policy 

public schools enrolled most of the immigrant students (Fase 1983: 23), nowadays both private and public 

schools in the Netherlands have ethnic minority population and ISK units. Therefore, choosing two 

public schools delivering reception per se would not have made a difference in terms of critical mass.  

The early tracking or streaming in the Dutch system, on the other hand, appears as one of the most 

important axis of educational stratification, and this was the main criteria contributing to the selection. 

                                                           
29 Madrid launched the ‘aulas de enlace’ only in the year 2002 while Barcelona had already started its TAE program in 
1996. The experience of Barcelona is much longer; during the 1980s it had already implemented measures for the 
reception of internal immigrants coming from other Spanish regions. 
30 For instance, Rotterdam was the first to acknowledge the permanent settlement of immigrants and their families 
(1978), in stating that immigrant issues were not the solely responsibility of the authorities (1989), or stating the need 
for a citizenship policy (1989) (Veenman 2001). 
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Out of the four schools delivering reception programs for newcomers, one of them offers training to 

highly skilled students expected to continue their education in HAVO or VWO, and the other three offer 

reception to students who will transfer to lower tracks of secondary education (VMBO in its various 

forms). Choosing one school for higher tracks and one for lower tracks allows me to compare school 

practices concerning these two categories of students. The choice between the three possible schools for 

lower educational tracks was made again following criteria of probability (‘most likely case’), that is, 

selecting the school with the longest tradition of reception (more than 25 years), as well as the one which 

stands out for its bad reputation in the past (low achievements, violent incidents).31 Coincidentally, the 

other school selected, the only one providing reception to high-achievers in the city, represents a ‘black 

school’ doing well and with a good reputation, and with a comparable long tradition of newcomers. 

The selection in Barcelona was more complicated. The sampling was based on the characteristics of the 

TAE program in force at that moment. As the TAE program had two types of reception classrooms with 

very different dynamics (area-based vs. school-based) I decided to pick one of each for my sample.32 

However, in the 2004-2005 school year, there were 13 TAE units in the city of Barcelona (in 10 different 

schools). Advised by several local experts,33 I decided to choose the Antoni Tapies School not only 

because it has, by far, the largest concentration of immigrant students in the whole city (85% in 2004-

2005), but also because it is the prototype of a school-based unit; as a matter of fact, as we will see, 

school-based reception classrooms were ‘invented’ by the Tapies school. Besides this “blackest” and most 

well-known school in Barcelona, located in the neighborhood of El Raval, I chose a regular area-based 

unit which draws pupils from different secondary schools (The Salvador Dalí School) in the Drassanas 

district. The Drassanas district, with the second highest proportion of immigrants in the city, has many 

more Latin American residents than El Raval, which has the highest percentage of immigrants in the city, 

housing considerably more residents from Africa and Asia (particularly Moroccans and Pakistanis): a 

fundamental difference in their immigrant population profile that may influence school reception 

practices. Both cases are two of the earliest reception classrooms, created in 1996. 

During my field work, reception policy changed in Catalonia, substituting the TAE program with the 

program LIC. One of the reception units of my sample disappeared while the second one was kept under 

the new framework. I was therefore forced to choose another school within the LIC program in order to 

complete my fieldwork. As a consequence, my study in Barcelona includes three school cases instead of 

two: two reception units belonging to the TAE program (the Tapies and Dalí schools), and two within the 

LIC program (the Tapies and Gaudí schools). Since one of my TAE units was converted into a LIC unit 

(the Tapies school) I simply kept it.   

Table 5 . Sample of reception units in Barcelona (by policy program) 

Programs School-based unit Area-based unit 

TAE Antoni Tapies Salvador Dalí 

LIC Antoni Tapies, Gaudí (Empirically inexistent) 

 

                                                           
31 One of the three schools for lower tracks declined to participate in the research. Fortunately I had not chosen that 
school in any case. 
32 The TAE program had two types of reception classrooms: area-based units collecting newcomer students from a 
range of schools in the vicinity, and intramural units providing reception only to students from that very same 
school. 
33 Particularly, Pepi Soto from the city Department of Education. 
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4. Collection of data and research techniques 

The core of my methodological approach follows the qualitative tradition of research, also known as 

constructivist-interpretive methods (Yanow 2003). In order to research policy practices of reception and 

the factors that account for them I had to apply three sets of research techniques: discursive, 

organizational, and ethnographic.  

Table 6. Three-fold methodological strategy 

Objective Research techniques 

1 Reconstruction of the national integration and 
educational systems.  

Analysis of policy documents 
In-depth interviews 

2 Reconstruction of the local policy field of 
integration and local policy networks. 

In-depth interviews 

3 Identification of practices of educational 
reception at schools. 

Observation 
In-depth interviews 

 
 

First, my research required that I assess the legal-political and ideological structures which frame the 

school integration of immigrant children in each location. To that end, I scrutinized policy documents 

concerning institutional arrangements for integration, education and reception, and I conducted in-depth 

interviews with policymakers. 

Second, my analysis also sets out to reconstruct the organizational structure which channels the practices 

of schools.  Once again, the analysis of the relevant documentation  was complemented by in-depth 

interviews with key informants. Here, I have used the strategy of ‘backward mapping’ (Elmore 1979) in 

order to reconstruct the effective network of informants and schools in the field of educational reception. 

I carried out in-depth interviews with three different categories of informants: national and local 

policymakers, school bureaucrats, and other stakeholders.34  

Third, to fulfill my research objectives it was also necessary to examine practices in schools. To this end, I 

applied systematic observation and in-depth interviews to follow the process by which national policies 

are implemented at lower levels, in an effort to grasp the perspective of  practitioners, teachers and other 

school actors. I used ethnographic observation of school bureaucrats’ routines related to organizing and 

providing specific instruction for newcomer children. Particularly, I used a ‘shadowing’ technique, 

following a main informant (coordinator of reception) in her/ his daily activities. The coordinator of 

reception was chosen as the main informant in order to obtain an overview of the organizational tasks 

involved in reception. Choosing a reception teacher/ mentor would have given greater insight into the 

teaching tasks and daily dilemmas in the classroom, but could also have relegated to the back the 

organizational decisions regarding the clustering of students in groups, etc. 

I also  tried to participate in as many activities as possible in each school setting: lessons with different 

teachers, internal meetings of the department or school, meetings with other actors, activities with the 

students, with the parents, etc. This way, I observed a wide range of activities involved in reception and 

accessed the views of actors in diverse positions in the process. 

In the framework of ethnographic observation, interviews allowed me to collect the existing discourse 

regarding the practices, the interpretation that practitioners make of their actions and of their motivations. 

                                                           
34 To keep anonymity I have not included a list of the persons interviewed. 
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Particularly, interviews with school practitioners allowed me to reconstruct the ideological logic in which 

reception practices are framed, complementing and sometimes contrasting the practices observed.  From 

the interviews I learned how practitioners give meaning to what they do, and which issues they explicitly 

problematize. The interviews also allowed me to understand practitioners’ institutional framework of 

reference (Which laws and policies do they use as reference for their actions? To what material or 

ideological constraints do they react?). Finally, the interviews allowed me to reconstruct the network of 

actors involved in reception and in the reception field. Starting with school actors, I applied a ‘backward 

mapping’ strategy to map those that work with reception actors at the schools.  

Interviews conducted with policymakers (at different levels of government, local, regional, national) and 

other stakeholders served to reconstruct the local field of reception in each of the cases. This was 

undertaken with a dynamic perspective that concentrated on the policy-making process (phases, laws and 

policies, decisions and changes, arguments behind) and on actors. These interviews also provided 

policymakers’ interpretation of their relation with school actors, which  could be compared with the 

practitioners’ perspectives. 

The ethnographic data collected from schools are not completely similar in all of the cases. This is partly 

due to the different nature and organization of the research units (reception classrooms vs. reception 

departments vs. reception schools), and the dissimilar functions of the reception actors. It is also the result 

of the different degrees to which each school was willing and able to commit to this research. In some 

schools I was invited to all sorts of meetings with internal or external actors, while in others, I was invited 

to certain meetings but not to others. In some schools I was welcome to observe as long as I wanted, in 

others, I had to literally beg every time I needed to do research at the school. Some coordinators of 

reception would inform me of their activities and decisions spontaneously; others would let me sit in their 

office while they worked while showing evident annoyance at my questions or my very presence. Luckily, 

even in the most reluctant cases I was always able to resort to other colleagues in the school who were 

more willing to participate and who often gave me important clues about their coordinator’s work. 

 




