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Chapter 4 

 The institutional context of reception 

practices 

 

 

The Netherlands 

a. Integration Regime 

 

Despite being conventionally depicted as an example of corporate pluralism, the Netherlands is currently 

closer to a cultural homogeneity or assimilationist regime (Entzinger 2003, Penninx 2006, Vasta 2007, 

Duyvendak 2005). The most prominent goals pursued by national policies in the period of this study 

(2004-2006) were strict migration control, return, and cultural adaptation of immigrants. The three main 

legislative efforts carried out in that period by the minister Verdonk  are a clear illustration of these 

objectives: the Policy of Return (Terugkeerbeleid 2003), the Policy Proposal on Illegal Migration 

(Illegalennota 2004), and the modification of the Law of Civic Integration (Wet Inburgering 2006). Policy 

measures reflect the same priorities. On the external front, additional measures reinforce border 

surveillance and impose stricter rules of admission, particularly concerning family migration and asylum 

seekers. New measures seek not only to punish those who stay illegally in the country but also those who 

assist them or benefit from them. On the internal front, obligatory civic integration tests have become the 

principle instrument charged with preserving national identity. These developments converge with a 

broader trend found in the last decade in many European countries (Joppke & Morawska 2003, Joppke 

2007). 

Currently national integration policies are framed from a conservative-communitarian and nationalist 

perspective, making use of discourses, causal explanations and normative values quite distinct from those 

applied in previous decades (Entzinger 2003, Scholten 2007). Throughout the 1990s and 2000s concerns 

about a “clash of civilizations” (Snel & Scholten 2005) and the fragmentation of the national community 

became pervasive in Dutch social and political discourses. These issues have been capitalized upon by 

political entrepreneurs with anti-immigration and anti-Islam populist positions, who claim the right of 

Dutch people to preserve their cultural traditions. First Fortuyn (2002), and then Wilders (2010), 

registered electoral breakthroughs and made their way (directly or indirectly) into the national government. 

This has provoked the realignment of established political parties, which have modified their agendas to 

co-opt some anti-immigration rhetoric, and has redefined preexisting electoral cleavages. This discourse of 

“cultural anxiety” (Grillo 2003) calls for a double policy agenda. For these parties, confronting the risks 

that cultural diversity poses for societal cohesion implies, above all, the need for restrictive measures to 

halt new migratory flows. In addition, they maintain, it has become indispensable to safeguard national 

identity. Both (conservative) communitarian and nationalist positions coincide in the demand to reduce 
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ethnic or cultural diversity and to promote a homogeneous national culture. Integration policies after the 

turn of the millennia require immigrants to adopt Dutch norms and values: “Whoever wants to settle for good in 

our country must participate actively in society and make the Dutch language his or her own, be aware of Dutch values, and 

follow the norms” (Hoofdlijnenakkoord 2003).35 

The point of departure for this new logic is the supposed failure of multicultural policies. In the decade of 

the 1980s the Netherlands applied a policy of institutional pluralism oriented to the promotion of equal 

opportunities among (certain) ethnic minorities while fostering the preservation of their cultural identity 

(Minderhedennota 1983).  Reports by the Scientific Council for Government Policy recommended a 

reorientation of this policy, with the argument that it had over-emphasized the emancipation of minority 

groups and under-promoted the socio-economic participation of immigrants in society at large (WRR 

1989). The association of institutional pluralism with the deficits of integration became quite widespread 

in social and political circles, despite the positive results of the parliamentary commission to investigate 

three decades of integration policy (Block Commission 2004, Rijkschroeff 2003). According to this logic, 

the emphasis on the emancipation of ethnic minorities not only did not serve to promote socio-economic 

equality but also had detrimental socio-cultural consequences such as ethnicization and segregation from 

the mainstream society (Joppke 2007). This diagnosis supposes that a misplaced tolerance for cultural 

difference has led to a highly disintegrated society, and to some immigrants deliberately refusing to 

embrace Dutch culture (Vasta 2007). This, they say, generates an ‘ethnic underclass’ which does not feel 

attached to Dutch society nor wants to integrate into it (Scheffer 2000). 

Thus integration policies in the 1990s took the supposed negative socioeconomic and socio-cultural 

effects of institutional pluralism as their point of departure. The corporatist focus on groups which 

previously characterized Dutch pluralist policies (Entzinger 2003, Soysal 1994) was replaced by an 

universalist approach.  Policies aimed at facilitating the incorporation of individual immigrants in the 

mainstream institutions of society, while measures promoting the development of parallel institutions were 

discontinued. In this universalist strategy of integration the concept of active ‘citizenship’ becomes central. 

According to the notion of ‘civic integration duty’, newcomers willing to join the political community 

must actively pursue their own process of civic integration. Civic integration programs were inaugurated in 

the late 1990s by the Purple Coalition, a political alliance made up of the Liberal Party, Democrats 66, and 

the Labor Party (Wet Inburgering voor Nieuwkomers 1998). Originally, mandatory language courses 

coupled with provisions for labor re-integration were introduced as a universalist policy of socio-

economic integration (“Kansen krijgen, kansen pakken” 1998). 

Despite their continuity, the old and the new civic integration policies present important differences. The 

2006 revision of the law emphasizes the acculturation of immigrants, and therefore the same policy 

measure changes from being universalist in nature (socio-economic policy directed to improve social 

mobility via universal paths) to being particularistic (monocultural policy oriented to ensure cultural 

adaptation). National policies in the 2000s take as a point of departure a concern with the persistence of 

‘problematic cultural differences’ and ‘cultural distance’ between migrants and natives, bringing about a 

frame shift from universalism to assimilationism. The pragmatic considerations that informed the accent 

on immigrants’ acculturation in the 1990s –meant to increase chances of social mobility- made way in the 

2000s for moral demands requiring integration by new members as proof of their loyalty to the nation 

(Duyvendak et al. 2005).  

Currently civic integration is considered a necessary first step for the socioeconomic integration of 

individual immigrants and for the maintenance of the basic social consensus. The civic integration test has 

become a requirement in order to be granted temporary or permanent residence permits. Immigrants are 

                                                           
35 My translation. 
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required to show their will to belong to and to identify with Dutch society by assimilating to Dutch 

language and liberal principles. Linking the authorization of residence permits to the passing of the 

integration test transforms civic integration into a de facto instrument of migration control. This indicates 

that a strong interrelation has developed between the immigration and integration policy domains, in 

which integration is subordinated to the priorities of migration control (Groenendijk 2004, Joppke 2007, 

Scholten 2007, Bruquetas et al. 2011). 

In addition, the current policy strategy highlights the socio-cultural dimension of integration, and takes the 

form of  monocultural communitarism.  Socio-cultural differences are seen as obstacles to the socio-

economic integration of immigrants. In this strategy, the role of the state is to ensure social cohesion and 

to preserve national identity/ culture, and civic integration becomes the essential instrument to pursue this 

aim. Integration into a new society is no longer perceived as a spontaneous process entailing a certain 

combination of acculturation and ethnic retention. The old liberal view of the state as a neutral arena has 

been substituted by a coercive state, leading to a much more aggressive view of this socialization process. 

Also the tone of policy rhetoric has become more authoritarian (Penninx 2005). This is why, in his 

comparison of civic integration policies in Europe, Joppke describes civic integration as an instance of 

“‘illiberal social policy’ in a liberal state” (Joppke 2007:14) because the state resorts to illiberal means in 

order to impose the basic liberal principles on immigrants. 

If in the 1980s an ideal of liberal and participatory citizenship was the norm, in the 1990s and the 2000s 

citizenship is more broadly associated with communitarist notions of civic duties and social cohesion 

(Fermin 1997, 1999). Policy discourses predicate the cultural adaptation of immigrants to Dutch cultural 

values and norms. As the first line of the Draft for the new Civic Integration Law says: “Participation in 

Dutch society starts with the mastery of Dutch language and knowledge of norms and values” (Herziening van het 

inburgeringsstelsel, 2004). In fact, however, apart from the primordial requisite of learning Dutch 

language, immigrants are principally required to embrace the basic stock of liberal principles –democracy, 

liberty, secularism, respect for fundamental freedoms and human rights, and the rule of law- (Joppke & 

Morawska 2003). The connotation of such principles is not neutral as the liberal-democratic order is 

interpreted as being in opposition to the presumed values of a specific group. Therefore liberal values are 

used here with a discriminatory intent, as “a device for excluding a specific group, Muslims” (Joppke 2007: 

15).36 This framing of issues takes the cultural codes of the White middle class as universal at the same 

time as it essentializes immigrants’ cultures “into subjects who cannot be reformed” (Uitermark & 

Duyvendak 2008: 3). 

Socio-economic integration is understood in a similar light, and measured in terms of autonomy and self-

sufficiency, or ability to make a living without public support. This is a sign of how these developments in 

integration policies form part of the transformation of the Dutch welfare state from a conservative-

corporatist model into a neo-liberal one. In the Netherlands, integration policies initially developed within 

the logic of the corporatist welfare regime and thus as a prolongation of the Dutch tradition of pillarization 

or institutionalized pluralism.37 Typically, the chief aim was immigrants’ collective emancipation, not only in 

the sense of decommodifying immigrants from market forces but fundamentally in the sense of fostering 

separate institutional arrangements for the emancipation of cultural or ethnic minorities. The assumption 

was that ethnic minorities “should be given a chance to emancipate themselves while preserving and 

                                                           
36 Sunier (2001) says that nowadays public and political debate in the Netherlands deals mainly with whether Muslims 
can be part of the nation or not. This implies a deeper discussion about the character of the nation and which groups 
are to be included in it or excluded from it. 
37 The term pillarization (in Dutch verzuiling) refers to the Dutch tradition of organizing the society around four 
major ‘pillars’ with specific social, political or religious denomination (Protestants, Catholics, Socialists, Liberals) 
(Hoppe 1987, Lijphart 1968).  Pillars  functioned like parallel societies with own institutions (schools, hospitals, trade 
unions, etc), while the coordination of the general society was glued at the ‘top’ by the elites. 
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further developing their own cultural identity”  (Entzinger 2003: 64). This fits well with the mode of 

functioning of corporatist welfare regimes, which tend to reify socio-cultural and socio-economic 

cleavages (Esping-Andersen 1990). From this perspective the goals of socio-economic equality and 

cultural emancipation were seen as interrelated and are expected to mutually reinforce each other; 

basically, with this rationale the government assumed that recognizing socio-cultural differences would 

help to achieve socio-economic equality (Rijkschroeff et al 2003).38 Even the introduction of a universalist 

approach by the Purple coalition of liberals, liberal democrats, and the labor party (Kok I & II, 1994-2002) 

which gave priority to socio-economic aspects, still defended the plurality of cultures and opinions.39 The 

idea behind this coalition was that mainstream institutions must work in a color-blind, equal way for all 

citizens (Fermin 1999). 

In the context of a shrinking welfare state, civic integration reflects neo-liberal attempts to minimize the 

state’s tasks and enlarge those of the market and the society. The responsibility of citizens is highlighted, 

and workfare policies are set up to bind welfare recipients. A crucial difference between old and new 

logics of integration is that while the old scheme made courses mandatory and provided them for free, in 

the new scheme the courses are the sole responsibility of the immigrant40 and what becomes compulsory 

is the test. In the latter, the accent falls on the outcomes, since the main concerns in this neo-liberal 

welfare state are the efficacy and efficiency of policy measures, and therefore the possibility of measuring 

the results. Joppke maintains that this new civic integration plays an ‘economic instrumentalist’ role, 

because autonomous citizens increase the competitiveness of nation states in the economic global 

competition (Joppke 2007: 17).  

Within the ‘citizenship’ paradigm there is an inherent tension between the universalistic view of the citizen 

responsible for himself and the communitarist views of Dutch monoculturalism,  between a neutral role 

of the state and a more intrusive one. Entzinger (2003) describes this tension as the pull between neo-

republican and communitarian-nationalistic views, and argues that only time will tell which of these forces 

will win. So far, the balance tips towards the communitarian-nationalist end and towards a recentralization 

of state control in civic integration matters, as the nationalization of the integration test demonstrates 

(Bruquetas et al. 2011). In fact, the current combination of neo-liberal economic views and nationalistic-

conservative ideas in integration policies is nothing new. A similar compound was emblematic of the New 

Right ideology that has gained ground in Western Europe since the 1980s (Fermin 1999).  

b. Educational system 

 

The Netherlands is characterized by a selective educational system, as is typical of conservative-corporatist 

states (Vermeulen & Crul 2003b, 2006). For conservative-corporatist (welfare) states, status preservation 

forms a priority (Esping Andersen 1990, 1999) and the  stratification of educational institutions 

contributes to that aim (Horn 2007, Horn et al. 2006).  

The Dutch educational system applies all the characteristic instruments of stratification: early selection, 

multiple educational tracks, free school choice, academic selection procedures, and vocational specified 

                                                           
38 The Scientific Council for Government Policy in its 1979 report recommended that policy focus principally on 
combating social-economic deprivation, and that this would indirectly lead to social-cultural emancipation. Reversing 
this advice, the government based Minority policy on the idea that social-cultural emancipation of minorities would 
lead to an amelioration of their social-economic position (Rijkschroef et al 2003: 36). 
39 The general whose motto of the Kok governments was “work, work, and once again work” (Molleman 2004). 
40 The law allows for a refund of up to 70% of the expenses upon successful completion of the integration test. This 
constitutes a considerable investment, particularly given the financial means of most newly arrived migrants. The 
investment has been estimated by Tineke Strik at about 1440 euros for the integration test to be taken at the Dutch 
Consulate in the country of origin and at 5000 euros for the civic integration courses and test in the Netherlands. If 
this last test is passed the immigrant gets 3000 euro back from the public administration. 
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training. At the age of 12 students are streamed into differentiated tracks for the lower secondary 

education. Secondary education is divided in four tracks hierarchically ordered from high to low: 

university preparatory education (VWO), senior general education (HAVO), junior general education 

(MAVO), and junior vocational training (VMBO). Depending on the advice of the elementary school and 

the score of a school achievement test (normally the ‘CITO test’), pupils are assigned to one of these 

tracks. The two programs of general education that lead to higher education are HAVO and VWO, taking 

five and six years respectively. While the main difference between the curricula of the three types of 

secondary school (VWO, HAVO, MAVO) is their difficulty and not the subject matter presented, the 

difference between VMBO and the other three is the subject matter (while the level of difficulty between 

VMBO and MAVO are similar) (Dronkers 1993). The VWO curriculum prepares pupils for university and 

the HAVO for universities of professional education (HBO). In the last two years of HAVO and the last 

three years of VWO (known as the ‘Second Phase’ or upper secondary education), pupils have to choose a 

specialization. Finally, the junior preparatory vocational education or VMBO lasts four years (from the age 

of twelve to sixteen) and comprises MAVO and VBO. The VMBO is divided in four sub-tracks, each 

with a different mix of practical vocational training and theoretical education: TL, GL, KL, BL and 

Praktijkonderwijs. TL is the more theoretical of these subtracks and prepares for middle management and 

vocational training MBO-level; at the other extreme, BL and Praktijkonderwijs are the more clearly 

vocational. Vocational training offers specialized skills that are useful only for specific industries/ sectors, 

providing them with well-trained workforce. 

Figure 3. Summarized structure of the Dutch educational system 

 

Source: Stam, 2006, with data from the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science41.  

The first year of secondary education students go to the so-called ‘bridge class’ (brugklas) where several 

levels are together; during this year the level of each student must be better determined. Schools make the 

definitive diagnostic of the educational level  of a student at different times: many do this after the first 

year of secondary education, others after the second year. Also, it is possible to move upwards from one 

educational track to another but it requires extra years of study: pupils with a VMBO diploma need to 

attend two years of HAVO education and pass the HAVO test in order to go to HBO, and pupils with a 

                                                           
41 For a more exhaustive diagram go to the publication of the same ministry Kerncijfers 2005-2009 (Ministerie OCW 
2010); Stam’s diagram omits some levels of special education for clarity.  
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HAVO-diploma need to complete two years of VWO studies and pass the VWO exam in order to be 

admitted to the University. In fact, however, the opportunities to switch from junior vocational training to 

secondary school are fewer than the opportunities to change among the three types of secondary school 

(VWO, HAVO, MAVO) (Dronkers 1993: 197). The reason is that although the majority of schools 

combine two or three different tracks only few include a broad array from junior vocational education to 

grammar school. We can thus conclude that the Dutch educational system is strongly stratified into two 

paths: the vocational one and the general education one (Dronkers 1993).   

Secondary schools make selectivity decisions based upon student’s academic records, ability or placement 

tests, and the advice of primary school teachers. Selection procedures are more determinant in the 

acceptance of a student than the opinion of parents or their place of residence. 

Selective education has been typically depicted as a major channel for reproducing social inequalities 

(Bourdieu & Passeron 1997, Bowles & Gintis 1976, 2002). Empirical research shows that the major tools 

of stratified education in fact reduce mobility between generations, thus advancing status reproduction.42 

Even those tools apparently introducing a meritocratic logic into the selection process – such as the 

student’s academic record or ability tests - in fact are shown to correlate largely with the family 

background and socialization. The Netherlands presents also a highly stratified labor market firmly 

anchored in the (selective) educational system. Empirical studies demonstrate a strong correlation between 

qualifications and occupation in countries with stratified educational systems. In these countries, 

educational outcomes determine more clearly the final occupational status of people (Allmendinger 1989, 

Kerckhoff 2000, Shavit & Müller 1998, 2000).   

A second trait of Dutch educational system is institutional pluralism. Corporatist welfare states not only 

tend to reproduce their socio-economic cleavages but also their socio-cultural ones. In the Netherlands 

the introduction of special treatment for certain categories of students obeys not only elitist orientations 

(upper classes’ strategy of distinction) or egalitarian ones (governmental strategy of compensation) but also 

pluralistic principles (socio-religious strategy of distinction). Free school choice is a constitutional right, as a 

legacy of the pillarization age: the notion that parents have the right to educate their children in schools 

which correspond to their ideological or religious principles. To ensure that, there is a dual educational 

system in which the state subsidizes  public and private schools equally, while privately-owned privately-

run schools are nearly inexistent. There are several distinct school networks offering a broad variety of 

school choice: public schools, Protestant-Catholic schools, Islamic schools, specific pedagogical styles 

(Montessori, Dalton, etc). Schools of special denomination, for their part, also decide which students may 

enroll, while public schools are obliged to accept all students.  

Parallel school networks of distinct denominations (public, Catholic, Protestant, etc.) reflect the 

corporatist logic of the Dutch pillar system. In fact, education was the battle horse in the struggles that 

lead to the consolidation of the pillarized society.43 As a result, the principle of proportional distribution 

was agreed upon, according to which all socio-religious denominations receive (financial) support from 

the State on an equal basis. This was meant to recognize the freedom of belief of all citizens and the right 

of parents to choose in which religious/ ideological values they want to raise their children. 

                                                           
42 About how stratification tools reproduce social status see for instance: Dustmann 2004, Shütz et al. 2005, Erikson 
& Jonsson 1996a, on the influence of early tracking of children; Horn, Balazsi, Takacs, & Zhang 2006, Shavit & 
Müller 2000, on vocational specifity. 
43 In the 19th century the so-called ‘School War’ (1806-1889) took place. As a consequence of it, in 1917 it was 
agreed that the state must support the emancipation of the different socio-political-religious pillars, and hence equally 
finance both public and religious schools: “The denominational schools that comply with the conditions established 
by the law are publicly funded to the same extent as the public schools” (article 13 of the Constitution).  
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The correlate of the principle of freedom of education, at the heart of corporate pluralism, is the principle 

of minimum intervention by the State in education. National law provides minimum standards in terms of: 

teachers’ certificates, curriculum in primary education and central examinations in secondary (Wet op  het 

Primair Onderwijs  1981, Wet op het Voorgezet Onderwijs 1963, Wet Educatie en Beroepsonderwijs 

1996). In fact, “curricula” in the usual sense do not exist in the Netherlands, but rather minimum pupils 

attainment levels have been set  since 1998 (revised in 2006) for secondary schools (EURYDICE 2004a: 

21). All remaining issues are left to the discretion of the schools’ boards of governors. 

Despite the general de-pillarizing of the Dutch State, the persistence of the corporatist structure in 

education is still very strong (Braster 2001, Dijkstra et al. 2002).44 This suggests that the persistence of the 

different networks serves a prominent function in the reproduction of social capital, still along the lines of 

the corporatist pluralism (Dronkers 1995). Esping-Andersen (1999) identified at least two different incentive 

structures at work in conservative-corporatist states: the corporatist establishment and the Christian 

democratic parties pushing forward conservative policies. In the Netherlands both elements are present, 

particularly a strong Christian-Protestant lobby and the Christian Democratic Party (CDA) which has been 

present in almost all governing coalitions since WWII and which holds the education portfolio. The 

party’s strong position as a crucial partner for governing coalitions has permitted it to maintain religious 

schools in spite of the secularization of Dutch society. The leading role of the CDA in educational policies 

for the last 60 years has supported the persistence of a pillarized structure in this sector, based on laws 

defending the freedom of education and support to the network of Protestant and Catholic schools 

(Dronkers 1995: 236).  

In sum, the extension of universalist principles in the integration regime does not have a correlate in the 

educational system, which continues to be informed by the logic of corporatist pluralism. Likewise, 

despite innumerable discussions and modifications in the structure of secondary education,45 the system 

continues to be separated into a rigid structure of tracks, functioning basically as a tool for selectivity and 

for reproducing social class. 

 

c. Policy against educational disadvantage  

 

The Netherlands has had a policy designed to offset educational disadvantages since 1985. The chief 

objective of the ‘educational priority policy’ is the promotion of equality of opportunities46 by facilitating 

the proportional participation of disadvantaged students in education.47 It also has two other objectives: 

the stimulation of social cohesion and the prevention of segregation (Ministerie van Onderwijs en 

Wetenschappen 1985). The idea is that by removing educational disadvantages, the opportunities of ethnic 

                                                           
44 However, although schools of different denominations do differ in the content they teach, this hardly makes a 
difference in the religious, social, and political values of their student bodies (Braster 2001). The only exception are 
Orthodox Protestant schools, which do effect a stronger imprint in the religious values of their pupils. 
45 Some of the most important episodes of reform were the enforcement of  the so-called Mammoth Law in 1968 
(that allowed students for the first time to transfer from MAVO to HAVO and from HAVO to VWO), the 
establishment of the basic subjects in 1992 (Basisvorming 1990), and the creation of VMBO in 1999 by fusing the 
MAVO and the LBO. Also, in 1975 the minister Jos van Kemenade unsuccessfully tried to implement a reform 
which would have had all students of all levels mixed in what was called a ‘middenschool’. 
46 This policy goal clashes with the general ‘logic’ of the Dutch educational system. If the general system is informed 
by a logic of selectivity, the measures put in place for immigrants respond to a logic of equity and positive 
discrimination. This makes it reasonable to expect that the outcomes of compensation policies would be challenged 
or modified by the dynamics of the general system (once the students are transferred). 
47 Before 1980 the Dutch government had already developed a weighting scheme to improve the chances of non-
Dutch speaking pupils (Eldering 1989). In 1980 the scheme was expanded to include pupils from Surinam & Antilles 
(who had been less than four years in the country and had a low proficiency in Dutch), so schools got extra funds for 
these children as well. 
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minority pupils should be comparable to those of native-born pupils from a similar socio-economic 

position. This way of framing the issue was inaugurated by the 1985 report and further emphasized by the 

1992 CALO48 report  (“Ceders in de tuin” 1992).  

In order to achieve these goals the policy introduces the principle of positive discrimination for 

disadvantaged students. Priority is given to schools and to urban areas with a high concentration of 

disadvantaged students. Differential treatment is, however, seen as a means to enhance socioeconomic 

mobility, and not so much as a strategy for the cultural emancipation of ethnic and other minorities. 

Although it is particularist in nature, this compensatory policy applies a single standard for all 

underpriviledged children in the Netherlands. The driving idea behind it is that the problems which ethnic 

minority students experience are essentially similar to those of Dutch working class students, and thus 

ultimately associated to their low socio-economic position. Specific ethno-cultural differences are not 

thought to contribute to disadvantage, with the exception of the language barrier (Jungbluth 2004, 

Rijkschroeff 2005).  

The main strategy proposed by the educational priority policy is the allocation of additional resources for 

schools in proportion to the number of disadvantaged students attending them. In secondary education 

funds go to ethnic minority students (CUMI funds) and in basic education funds go both to ethnic 

minorities and low-income autochthonous students (the first in a proportion of 1.90 while the latter 1.25). 

A school receives more resources for disadvantaged students belonging to ethnic minorities than for 

autochthonous ones, or did at least until 2006, as we will see below. These resources are mainly used to 

make smaller classes in which teachers can give more attention to each pupil, and to reinforce the teaching 

of Dutch.  

A second general strategy is the decentralization of compensatory education to municipalities (Local 

Education Policy memorandum 1995), as the municipality (and sub-local units) is considered the 

appropriate administrative level for combating the problem of educational disadvantage. In practical 

terms, decentralization implies that the municipality is given a managing role in education policy: it is 

enabled to design its own tailor-made priority policies and to distribute funds among schools. This allows 

cities to add municipal resources to the government grants and to direct part of the supplementary 

expenditure on public education to the (semi-)private school network as well (Vermeulen et al. 1997). In 

the city of Rotterdam, national policy crystallized in the municipal plan for combatting disadvantages in 

education or ROAP (Rotterdam Onderwijsachterstandenplan),49 which was to be periodically reformulated. In 

fact, this decentralized model lasted eight years, through the periods of 1998-2002 and 2002-2006. In the 

first period a total of 23,4 million euros were made available for education through the ROAP, of which 

18 went to primary education and the rest to secondary. During the same period, primary schools in 

Rotterdam with higher numbers of disadvantaged students received a total of 63 millions from the State 

(Veld & Van Beek 2002). 

Within this general strategy, Dutch compensatory policy has applied four basic instruments: Dutch (as a 

second language) language training, mother language education (OALT), intercultural education, and 

reception training for newcomer foreign pupils. In the educational policy of Rotterdam (ROAP) national 

policy translates into concrete programs such as: Courses for mother-tongue training (OALT), schools 

with pilot projects (Kwaliteitsimpuls Onderwijs), support facilities such as De Meeuw and CED, or reception 

programs for newcomers (ISK, PRISMA).  

 

                                                           
48 CALO stands for Committee for Students of Foreign Descent in Education. 
49 The general term for this policy is onderwijsactherstandbeleid later called onderwijsvoorrangsbeleid –OVB-. 
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While some aspects of educational integration policy have been consistent throughout the past 30 years, it 

has also experienced major shifts in its objectives (Rijkschroeff et al 2005), its policy instruments and the 

actors involved in its implementation. What has been consistent is principally the goal of achieving 

proportionality in the socio-economic position of minority students. But starting in the late 1990s and 

especially after 2002 we can distinguish within the same policy framework a gradual shift from liberal-

egalitarian views to more neo-liberal policies.50 This shift implies more emphasis on ‘freedom of 

education’, and consequently the transfer of decision-making power and resources to schools. Since 2006 

the decentralization process has been reversed and State funds for education priority policy are directly 

transferred to schools, bypassing municipal governments.  

Successive CDA Ministers of Education have devolved more and more powers to the local authorities and 

to schools.  The tendency that started in the 1980s of devolving compensatory policy to local authorities 

has been substituted by a shift towards a de-regulation (of power) and de-concentration (of resources) that 

gives schools a maximum degree of autonomy of decision. This de-regulation is paired with a greater 

emphasis on cultural assimilation (speaking Dutch) than on pluralist goals (such as mother-tongue training 

or intercultural education). Basically, we can observe a drastic shift in the conception of how socio-cultural 

identity and socio-economic integration interrelate (Rijkschroeff et al. 2005). The change is summarized by 

Rijkschroeff et al. (2005) who describe two major shifts: on the one hand, cultural identity has gone from 

being considered a factor which facilitates socio-economic integration to being considered an obstacle. On 

the other hand, minorities’ languages were first considered important in their own right, then later are seen 

only in instrumental terms, in order to help to learn Dutch language. The new equal opportunities policy 

places the emphasis on Dutch language and on early and pre-school education.51  

Particularly, the degree of differential treatment has varied over time. While a single policy was applied for 

all disadvantaged students, as we saw greater priority was given to ethnic minority students (in a 

proportion of 1.90 while authoctonous students 1.25). Since 2006, educational priority policy has 

abandoned definitively its focus on ethnic background, substituting this for universalist criteria in the 

distribution of extra resources according to the educational level of parents (Uitwerking Leerplusarrangament 

Voorgezet Onderwijs 2005). At the secondary level, the CUMI regulation is thus substituted by the 

Leerplusarrangament. In line with this, Fase (1994) argues that the Netherlands is moving in the direction of 

‘univalent’ (i.e. comprehensive) systems since responses by the government have been oriented towards 

decreasing the special treatment of immigrant students and reaffirming egalitarian objectives. Policies 

increasingly target all students, without differentiation according to origin or nationality (for instance, the 

‘schakelklassen new style’ in elementary education is directed to any student with a language disadvantage). 

In financial terms, reception education is also moving away from special arrangements for ethnic 

minorities and towards common arrangements for all. However, despite the apparent reduction of the 

degree of socio-cultural categorization, the degree of stratification of the system is still quite high, as 

reflected in the number of educational tracks and the early age at which students are channeled into these 

tracks. In general terms, selectivity according to socio-economic status is still the main institutional logic.  

The increasing emphasis on migrants’ assimilation led to a reduction in the teaching of mother-tongue 

languages, and eventually their complete suppression in 2002. Positive discrimination funds have been 

dramatically reduced, and funds for reception have been separated from educational priority policy and 

linked more closely to integration policies with emphasis on cultural assimilation (Beleidsnotitie Leerplichtige 

Nieuwkomers in Rotterdam 1-08-2005 t/m 31-07-2006: 5). Paradoxically, this has allowed reception 

education to be washed away together with the municipal education policy. 

                                                           
50 See reformed laws of primary and secondary education (2005, 2006). 
51 An example are the new reception courses for primary education, known as New Schakelklassen. 
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d. Program of reception for newcomer students in Rotterdam (ISK) 

 
As we have seen, the measures for welcoming newly arrived immigrant adolescents in secondary schools 

have been among the characteristic instruments of Dutch educational policies for immigrants. Large 

Dutch cities with a high percentage of immigrant population have opted for a parallel system for receiving 

their newcomer students, separating them from native-born peers during a certain period (Ritchers 2002).  

This measure has been known as “Internationale Schakelklassen” (ISK) what can be translated as “gear 

shift” classes because of their function as a  transition between the schooling system in the sending 

country and ordinary education in Holland. 

Reception programs have a longer history and have followed quite a different policy-making route than 

the policy of educational priority. In Rotterdam, as in other cities, the program of educational reception 

was developed in the mid 1970s by schools themselves, in particular by schools in deprived urban areas of 

large cities, in response to the effects of the family reunion of migrant guest-workers. Secondary schools 

affected by the rapid concentration of newcomer students created separate classrooms in which foreign 

students were placed full-time to learn the Dutch language. Earlier post-war migration flows coming from 

the Dutch colonies did not have such an impact on schools because their children were familiar to a 

certain extent with the Dutch language. But the unprecedented arrival of large numbers of non-Dutch-

speaking new pupils led schools in urban transition areas to adopt reception measures.  

In a second phase, schools organized themselves and started lobbying to get political support. A national 

organization – LCVOA - was created to coordinate and represent all the schools affected by the issue. It 

took some time to get the issue on the political agenda, but since 1977 schools with reception classrooms 

were subsidized by the national administration. In 1980 a more definitive policy note52 was approved, 

which politically sanctioned the parallel alternative initiated by schools without making major changes 

(Fase & De Jong 1983). A general statement of the need for school reception was also added to the Law 

of Second Education (1963). Annually issued soft policy documents (circulars) have been used to define 

the conditions for the allocation of funds, e.g. the requisites that newcomer students must fulfill in order 

for schools to have access to these funds.  

Presently, the main goal of first reception programs is established as “to teach migrant students Dutch in 

order to enable them to transfer into the regular education system as soon as possible”.53 In order to reach 

that goal, the government puts forward the money and the schools do the job. Understanding that newly arrived 

foreign youngsters face a specific language disadvantage relative to their native peers, the government 

allocates additional resources for schools which decide to tackle this drawback. In addition to general 

funds from the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science to fight educational disadvantage (CUMI 

funds and later Leerplusarrangament), schools receive specific funds for each newcomer’s reception during 

1.5 years. Entitlement to specific funds for newcomers depends on the schools’ compliance with national 

and municipal regulations, particularly with the definition of the policy target. The national regulation 

defines a “newcomer pupil” as one who: 1) does not have Dutch nationality,54 2) has lived in the country 

for less than a year, and 3) has legal status. Since 2002 youngsters with irregular status have been left out 

of the target group as a consequence of the tightening of migration policies. 

                                                           
52 ‘Plan van inzet voor leerlingen uit minderheidsgroepen in het voortgezet onderwijs’ 1980. 
53 Gemeente Rotterdam, Dienst Stedelijk Onderwijs, Uitvoeringsnotitie leerplichtige nieuwkomers in Rotterdam. 1 januari 
2004-1 augustus 2005, 2003: 5. 
54 Literally, the regulations establish  that the newcomer student would be an ‘allochtoon’, as opposed to ‘autochthonous’. 
The article 9 of the Foreigners Law (Vreemdelingenwet 2000) defines as ‘allochtoon’ every person born abroad or with 
at least one of his/ her parents born abroad. 



 
 

63 

Schools receive somewhat more than 4,000 euros extra per newcomer student in secondary education. 

Although the details of how this money is spent (curriculum, method, final evaluation) are in principle 

defined by the schools, the conditions under which schools receive additional funds are very well 

regulated. As we have seen, the target group is clearly defined as is the duration of the funds and the 

moment of the year when the payments are made. 

In addition, Rotterdam also has ‘informal’ regulations for reception teaching in secondary education. In 

1993 the School Council of Rotterdam developed the program STER for first reception, which 

standardizes the educational methodology and curriculum to be used in ISK training for all schools. 

Schools offering reception and the local Department of Education agreed at that time on the need for a 

general framework for reception education that would homogenize working procedures.  The elaboration 

of the pedagogical standards was assigned to the center for educational consulting CED.55 

Spain 

a. Integration regime 

Spain has had two different policy regimes regarding immigrant integration: a non-policy (1985-2005) and 

an equal-opportunities policy (2006-onwards). Until 2006, Spain was closer to a guest-worker integration 

regime such as those of Northern European states during the 1960s.56 Since the  first “Foreigners Law” 

appeared in 1985, national policies focused very much on the management of migrant workers, thereby 

relegating integration to a second place.57 The revision of the Foreigners Law issued in the year 2000 (OL 

8/2000) continues to frame the issue in this way, starting off from the premise that Spain “has become a 

country of destination for migratory flows.” The law 8/2000 sets out to formulate a coordinated approach 

to the migration phenomenon with three goals: control of migration flows, social integration of legal 

immigrants and co-development of sending countries. Despite the stated intention to balance the three 

objectives, the law 8/2000 focuses primarily on the control of migration flows.  

This general orientation can be also noticed in the national program for the integration of immigrants 

GRECO (2000) issued within the framework of the Law 8/2000, as reflected in its policy goals and in its 

actual allocations.58 The GRECO program had four main areas of attention: migration policy, integration 

of immigrants, control of flows, and refugees. In accordance with the primary goal of promoting good 

(labor) migration management, the main mechanisms become the strict control of flows and of asylum 

applications, and the promotion of migrants’ return to their country of origin. The key argument of the 

GRECO program is that Spain needs to manage migration flows well in order to match national labor 

demand with immigrant labor supply. Integration measures only target (legal) foreign residents who “actively 

contribute to our country’s growth” (GRECO 2000: 18). A soft stance making public services accessible for 

undocumented immigrants was rejected at this time, on the basis of its potential ‘call effect’: this would 

ostensibly make Spain attractive to other migrants. Clandestine arrival and illegal stay in Spain were not be 

tolerated because they promote a “vicious circle” leading to poverty, exclusion, and criminality. On the 

other hand, legal access to the country would lead ultimately to integration in the so-called “virtuous 

circle” (legal entry, residence permit, work contract, social rights, family reunion, integration and 

                                                           
55 Interviews  with: J.K. (PvdA), E.M. (Municipal Department of Education of Rotterdam), M.Z. (CED- Group). 
56 Some authors (Baldwin-Edwards 1997, Zincone 1999, Rimet 1997) consider this modified ‘gastarbeider’ model as 
a distinctly Southern European pattern. Southern European countries in recent years share a set of characteristics 
beyond those of traditional guestworker regimes, such as the recurrent regularizations. Also, they have tended to 
increasingly restrict the national citizenship requirements in an openly exclusionary manner (Baldwin-Edwards 1997). 
However, this could be just a step in the development of policies in Southern Europe. 
57 In that sense, strictly speaking it is a case of ‘non-policy’ and actually does not fit in any of the categories of 
Entzinger’s (2000) classification of integration policies (see chapter 2: page 12). 
58 Just like its predecessor, the Plan for Social Integration of Migrants (1994) which had a similar orientation. 
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multicultural co-habitation). The fight against illegal entry into the country is associated by this program 

with the fight against human smuggling and exploitation of migrants as “victims” (GRECO 2000: 7). 

The GRECO program is framed from both an universalist and an assimilationist perspective. GRECO 

sets up an array of measures aimed to promote socio-economic equality - such as vocational training and 

compensatory educational measures - and to adapt public services in order to facilitate immigrants’ access 

to entitlements such as health care, religious freedom, family reunion and enfranchisement. In addition, 

the socio-cultural integration of legal immigrants is defined in terms of adaptation and respect for the 

Spanish laws and (liberal) principles as established in the Constitution of 1978.59 In this context the 

program mentions ‘specific educative measures for immigrant students’ as a “mechanism for integration” 

and stimulation of the “acculturation process” (GRECO 2000: 17).60 

Nevertheless, all these instruments were merely symbolic as GRECO was not backed by any specific 

allocation of financial resources, nor did it establish concrete implementation guidelines for sub-national 

actors (Pajares 2004). The expenditures for 2002 on border controls, reception centers and first assistance 

to asylum and newcomer migrants was 252 million euros (Delegación de Gobierno para la Extranjería y la 

Inmigración 2002). In contrast, investments in integration were 21.6 million euros, considerably less.61 

In 2006 GRECO’s symbolic policy was replaced by an ambitious national policy known as  “Program for 

Citizenship and Integration” (PECI 2006).62 This policy change was brought about by the new 

government of the Social-Democratic Party (2004-present) and entailed a radical shift of orientation in the 

terrain of integration despite continuities with the previous period regarding migration management. The 

decision to move responsibility for integration from the Ministry of Interior to the Ministry of Labor was 

characteristic of this shift. PECI aims fundamentally at the equality of immigrants in terms of guaranteeing 

their full exercise of  “civil, social, economic, cultural and political rights” (objective 1), and “access of 

immigrants to public services, especially education, labor, social services, health care and housing, in equal 

conditions to the autochthonous population” (objective 3). The emphasis lies on individual rights and on 

the socio-economic dimension of integration. This supposes a universalist policy frame according to 

which migrants’ path of socio-economic mobility follows mainstream routes. 

At the same time, the PECI transmits a rhetoric of citizenship which is communitarian in character, in 

which immigrants not only have rights but also duties and are asked to “respect the values of the 

European Union” and “adopt a positive attitude towards the knowledge of the languages, laws, and social 

norms of their new country” (PECI 2006: 117-118). The integration effort is thus bidirectional: public 

policies have to adapt to the new needs that emerge along with immigrant population (objective 2), and 

within this framework immigrants “for their part” have to “pursue their own integration”. However unlike 

the GRECO program the PECI does not directly require the assimilation of immigrants to societal 

“common values and norms”; rather it invites them into the construction of a new society (“just, inclusive, 

and cohesive”) and an agreement upon a core of binding values.  The idea is that this would allow for the 

                                                           
59 The guidelines for living together are the Constitution and the Spanish laws to which - with greater or lesser effort depending upon their 
cultural origin - they will have to adapt themselves, respecting and enjoying these laws in a democratic society in which respect, tolerance 
and equality are values in which we firmly believe, which we teach our children and youth, and for which we struggle so that they may be 
respected by all (GRECO 2000: 6). 
60 In order to make education a mechanism for the integration of immigrants in our society, specific educational programs will be launched 
for those segments of the immigrant population for whom the process of acculturation is more difficult (GRECO 2000: 17). (My 
translation of the passage) 
61 The government reports the following expenses: 9 million euros for the covenants with regions; 12.6 million euros 
for subventions to social organisations offering services to migrants; and sundry funds given to refugee and 
immigrant reception centres (Delegación de Gobierno para la Extranjería y la Inmigración 2002). 
62 For a discussion of the processes of policy-making in the fields of immigration and integration see Bruquetas et al. 
(2011). 
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creation of a “sense of belonging on the part of the immigrants with regard to their new society”. 

Policymakers have tried to mark a distance from both the excesses of multicultural relativism and of 

assimilationist particularism by emphasizing on the one hand the respect required for a given set of core 

values and social norms and, on the other, the respect for the “diversity of people and social groups” 

(PECI 2006: 185). 

Nevertheless, within the Spanish federal ‘State of the Autonomías’, the national framework defined by the 

PECI was to be further developed within regional (and local) integration policies.  A general characteristic 

of the Spanish system is that the actual design and implementation of integration policies occurs on the 

sub-national territorial levels. This is partially a consequence of the division of tasks between levels as 

established by the system of Autonomous Communities. While the national government manages 

immigration, regional and local governments are responsibile for the main policy areas addressing 

immigrants’ integration (health care, education, social assistance, employment policy, and housing). 

Paradoxically, regional policies are strikingly similar in their integration goals, the majority pursuing 

primarily equal opportunities for immigrants (Martínez de Lizarrondo 2006, Pajares 2004).63 One 

important feature that regional and local policies share is that they do not distinguish between regular and 

irregular migrants, and if they do, this distinction tends to vanish in the implementation.64 This leads in 

practice to the inscription of irregular migrants in the municipal register, which functions as a sort of 

partial regularization (Tamayo & Carrillo 2002).65 Nevertheless, the legal status of migrants still implies 

different levels of access to social protection schemes. Also, the decentralization of integration policies 

implies considerable inequalities between regions and cities, as the Autonomous Communities with more 

financial capacity tend to develop more complete policies while the others not (Aja  2004, Tamayo & 

Carrillo 2002). As a consequence, immigrants experience remarkable differences in their access to welfare 

services depending on their place of residence (Martínez de Lizarrondo 2006). This leads to tensions 

between administrations concerning who has to pay the bill for integration.  

Without modifying this pattern of multilevel governance, the PECI program established for the first time 

an allotted budget to back the national guidelines. Particularly, it established an annual fund for 

integration, initially endowed with 188 million euros (2007) and later increased to 200 million euros since 

2008. The funding was to be proportionately distributed among the regions and municipalities according 

to their percentages of immigrant population. This means that the definition of concrete policy measures 

and policy goals are still the responsibility of the autonomous communities and municipalities which can 

each define their own Integration Plan. However, the national integration budget favors those regional 

policies that comply with national guidelines. With the PECI program national policymakers aimed to 

introduce a federal framework with a clear political vision in order to guide the highly technocratic policies 

of the regions.66 

Catalonia was the first Autonomous Community that developed its own institutional structures and 

programs for dealing with the needs generated by a foreign immigrant population. Already in 1993, more 

                                                           
63 The basic principles framing regional policies are: equality of rights and opportunities, normalization (mainstreaming), 
transversality, gender equality, decentralization, and social participation (Pajares 2004). 
64 Madrid is the only region that formally excludes irregular migrants from (specialized) services (Martínez de 
Lizarrondo 2006). However, Tamayo and Carrillo (2002) affirm that this tends to blur in practice. 
65 Solanes Corella (2004) found that local governments, in collaboration with regional ones, tend to use the municipal 
register as mechanism of inclusion (to extend several rights to undocumented foreigners) –which was sanctioned by the 
law 4/2000- and not as an instrument of control allowing the access of police to the data–as the law 8/2000 allows. Sub-
national governments ´survive´ by making irregular migrants visible so that they can develop policies and services for 
these citizens and protect their rights, which allows them also to negotiate economic compensations with the central 
government (Tamayo & Carrillo 2002). 
66 Interview with prof. L. Cachón,  president of the Foro for Social Integration of Immigrants. Prof. Cachón led the 
team of experts drafting the plan PECI.  
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than a decade before the national PECI, the government of Catalonia formulated the Interdepartmental 

Plan of Immigration (1993-2000). Informed by an universalist philosophy, the Plan set out to promote the 

equality of opportunities for all persons residing in Catalonia. This general objective meant in particular: 

combating social, political and economic exclusion, stimulating the participation of foreign migrants in 

Catalan society, and preventing discrimination. Within this framework, integration was defined as a 

situation in which “no foreign citizen is treated differently by virtue of the fact of being foreign, but that 

he or she has the same rights that any citizen of Catalonia” (PI 1993: 5). This represents the so-called 

‘Catalan approach to integration’ (by Secretary Angel Miret) which affirms that immigration holds great 

hope for the social and economic future of Catalonia but at the same time recognizes that it challenges in 

important ways the cultural uniqueness of Catalonia (Zapata-Barrero 2009: 134). However, the plan did 

not foresee brand new measures specifically designed for migrants. These aims were to be met through a 

set of 133 coordinated programs and services targeted to support the personal and social integration of 

immigrants (PI 1993). According to the Catalan policymakers, the regional plan lacked funding because 

the Central State was responsible for the funding of integration policies and, as we have learned above, the 

GRECO program had no budget (Pajares 2004). Also, as the 133 programs were general measures for all 

citizens there was not specific budget provided. 

The guiding principle of the Catalan Plan, the so-called ‘normalization’ or mainstreaming, establishes that 

every foreign-born person with legal status has access to the same services as any national-born person. 

NGOs are somehow expected to take care of the needs of foreigners whose status is irregular; public 

administrations allocate modest budgets for funding social organizations (Maluquer 1997, Moreno Fuentes 

2003). From the ideological point of view the Plan assumes a pluralist policy, but one which does not 

match with the kind of activities de facto carried out. The lack of policies specifically targeting the 

immigrant population is linked to an assimilationist or republican model (Cais 2004). The second Plan 

(2001-2004) roughly follows the goals and rhetoric of the first, but incorporates the element of self-

government into this Catalan integration model. The two main actions introduced by the second Secretary 

of Immigration – Salvador Obiols - i.e. the provision of Catalan courses for immigrants and the opening 

of Catalan ‘recruitment’ agencies in Poland and Morocco (Zapata-Barrero 2009: 134) serve as illustrations 

of this. 

The third (2005-2008) Catalan Plan introduces a shift towards a “citizenship perspective” understanding 

‘integration’ as the transition from immigrant to citizen based on equal rights and socio-economic equality. 

In this sense, the third Plan aspires to represent an ‘intercultural’ model, which would lie in between “the 

French assimilationist and the British multicultural model”  (Zapata- Barrero et al 2009: 53). In fact, the 

policy still promotes cultural assimilation into Catalan culture as a priority. Policymakers maintain that 

immigrants must learn Catalan not only as a condition for achieving equality of opportunities, but also in 

order to guarantee the social cohesion of society. This supposes a contradiction in terminis as assimilation 

into Catalan language becomes the requisite for the recognition and respect of other cultural identities. 

The Department of Immigration of Catalonia itself acknowledges that the policies are in fact closer to the 

French assimilationist model because of the importance given to the Catalan language (Zapata-Barrero et 

al 2009: 53). In Autonomous Communities like Catalonia, the Basque Country, Galicia, Valencia or the 

Baleares the integration debate is inseparably linked to the issue of cultural identity and nationalism. 

Spain can be described as a multinational state, with a considerable amount of cultural diversity. 

Particularly, the linguistic pluralism in Spain plays a relevant role in the debate over which model of 

integration should be applied to (foreign) immigrants.67 Cultural and national (regional) identities in Spain 

rely primarily on the mother language. Besides Castillian (Spanish) three other languages have an official 

                                                           
67 Around 25% of Spaniards have a mother tongue language different from Castilian (Spanish) (Ruiz Vieytez 2007). 
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status in Spain: Catalan, Galician, and Basque.68 Since Castillian predominates, people speaking other 

languages are considered linguistic minorities, since their languages are in a situation of subordination with 

respect to the former. Regional policies issued by the bilingual Autonomous Communities – particularly 

when these are governed by nationalist parties - have traditionally strived to solve this situation by 

promoting the “normalization”69 of these languages primarily via education.70 As language is also an 

instrument to promote national identity, Catalonian integration policy cannot conceal its driving 

nationalist interest in defending a language that is ‘believed to be in danger’ (Zapata-Barrero 2007: 191). 

In this context, the large inflow of foreign migrants has posed a challenge to the policy of ‘linguistic 

normalization’. Particularly, the arrival of Latin American immigrants in bilingual Autonomous 

Communities of Spain like Catalonia poses a problem. Since the immigrants already speak the dominant 

official language, their presence reinforces the weight of Spanish and can be perceived as a threat to the 

situation of the minority language (Ruiz Vieytez 2007). Also, the need for a lingua franca for 

communication between immigrant communities works to the benefit of Spanish (Ruiz Vieytez 2007). 

Internal linguistic minorities can perceive immigration as a threat to their claimed uniqueness or 

legitimacy, and also as a threat to the status of ‘minority languages’ entitled to protection (Ruiz Vieytez 

2007). In Catalonia there is a great deal of concern in this sense, which is clearly reflected in integration 

policies that strongly endorse the normalization of Catalan, and at the same time, keeping two balls in the 

air, speak of equal rights and opportunities for immigrants. These two policy goals are in fact in 

competition if only because the first applies a logic of group rights and the second a logic of individual rights. 

Policies of normalization foster the positive discrimination of internal minority languages (i.e. Catalan, 

Galician or Basque) over Spanish, and by extension, over any other language that comes to compete with 

them. To avoid weakening the status of Catalan, reinforced through more than two decades of 

normalization, the new minority languages of immigrants must be treated differently. Bonal (2000) draws 

attention to the double strategy used to deal with cultural diversity. While internal cultural and linguistic 

minorities (i.e. Catalan people) should be respected, recognized and even publicly promoted (‘internal’ 

multiculturalism), foreign cultural minorities are required to assimilate (‘external’ multiculturalism). This 

means that culture in the first case is understood in terms of ‘freedom of expression’ while the culture of 

foreign immigrants is associated with negative connotations of ‘marginality’ (Bonal 2000). 

As in the Dutch case, the Spanish arrangements for integration are isomorphic with the state’s welfare 

structures. In accord with the Mediterranean welfare regime (Ferrera 1995, 1996, Moreno 1997), Spain 

offers social entitlements based on insurance (unemployment benefits) as well as universal entitlements 

attributed by residence (health care, education) (Moreno & Sarasa 1993, Moreno 2001, Rodríguez Cabrero 

2004). The national framework PECI and most of the regional Integration Plans favor a mainstreaming 

(universalist) approach that extends pre-existing social rights to include immigrants (Martínez de 

Lizarrondo 2006, Pajares 2004). Despite this general approach, the majority of the regions combine these 

universal measures with some specific programs for certain collectives with specific difficulties. In this 

system immigrants are getting access to the welfare state either via their participation in the labor force 

                                                           
68 Euskera/Basque is spoken in the Basque Country and in the Fuero of Navarre, Catalan in Catalonia, Valencia and 
the Balearic Islands, Galician in Galicia. The Autonomous Communities have the right to their own language. The 
Laws of Linguistic Normalization (1983) gave Catalan, Basque and Galician an official status in their respective 
Autonomous Communities (Ruiz Vieytez 2007). 
69 The concept of linguistic normalization is used in Spain to refer to the processes of recuperation by minority 
languages of their presence in the public space and the effort to put them on equal footing with Castilian (Ruiz 
Vieytez 2007: 7). 
70 Each of the regions with its own official language besides Spanish has a distinct educational model in place that 
establishes a different role of that language in the education system. In Catalonia education is done in Catalan, in the 
Basque Lands parents may choose between three models of education (in Spanish, in Basque, or Combined), in 
Galicia teaching is done partly in Gallego and part in Spanish (Argelaguet 1998). 
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(insurance) or via the assistentialist schemes of municipalities and social organizations (Moreno Fuentes & 

Bruquetas-Callejo 2011).  

The institutional inertia of universalist measures is challenged in practice by NGOs’ particularized 

measures targeting specific immigration groups.71 In Spain, social organizations and NGOs have generally 

fulfilled functions of policy delivery and policy formulation in the domain of immigrants’ integration 

(Casey 1998, Moreno Fuentes 2003).  This role often has been the result of social organizations’ own 

initiatives in a context of public inhibition, sometimes directly stimulated by authorities in order that the 

latter might keep a distance from direct service provision and protect themselves from accusations of 

preferential treatment for immigrants (Casey 1998, IOE 1987, Gil Araujo 2006). This pervasive 

particularist trend has been strengthened by the emergence of specialized non-governmental expertise in 

certain domains of service provision, which, in order to defend their activities, adapt general social service 

functions to a specific clientele (Dietz 2000, Agrela & Gil Araujo 2005, Gil Araujo 2006).  

b. Educational system 

Spain is a clear example of a comprehensive educational system: its main goal is equality and it pursues 

that goal through a single system for all. Yet, this characterization is compromised by a fundamental 

tension. The basic principles of the Spanish educational system, as conveyed in the Constitution of 1978, 

combine two traditional conceptions of education: the liberal-conservative, that understands education as 

a freedom, and the social-democrat, that understands education as a social right (Carbonell & Quintana 

2003). The constitutional text is intentionally ambiguous in this regard, including both principles in order 

to achieve a consensus among the distinct political forces. As a consequence, education laws have suffered 

dramatic shifts of orientation, oscillating between these two ideological approaches to education (Bonal 

1998).  

The legacy of Franco’s regime was a profoundly unequal educational system, polarized between private 

schools that taught the better-off classes and public schools for those who could not afford the former 

(Calero & Bonal 1999). As part of the democratization impulse after the Francoist dictatorship, the first 

educational law, the LODE (1980), set out to break with the traditional dual system of vocational and 

academic education that existed before the transition to democracy. The LODE was followed by a new 

law enacted by the government of the Socialist Party which aimed to promote equal educational 

opportunities: the LOGSE (1990). The LOGSE was the first Spanish educational law that explicitly 

mentioned the need to fight ethnic-cultural discrimination (Terrén 2001), but it explicitly intended to build 

an education system that would compensate for inequalities without parallel structures (Grañeras et al 

1997).   

In the period under study (2004-2006) the conservative government of the Popular Party launched a 

reform of the educational system with the goal of introducing a system of tracks. In secondary education 

pupils would be channeled according to their level of skills (LOCE 2002). LOCE acknowledged for the 

first time the right of parents to the free choice of schools, while it questioned some aspects regarding 

equality of opportunities which were explicitly guaranteed by the LOGSE (Carbonell & Quintana 2003). 

The LOCE met strong opposition by teachers and schools and was finally never implemented: in 2006 it 

was replaced by the LOE, a new law formulated by the Socialist Party.72 The LOE eliminated the previous 

                                                           
71 We are speaking here of social organizations for immigrants or social organizations with a more general target (for 
example Caritas, Red Cross, etc) but not of organizations of immigrants themselves. In any case, Spanish authorities  
have not applied a corporatist approach which might encourage migrant groups to develop their own institutional 
structures of accommodation as the Netherlands did during the 1980s. 
72 The LOCE was passed in December 2002 but immediatly after winning the general elections of March 2004 the 
Socialist Party stopped the process of implementation of this law. The 29th of October 2002 there was a massive 
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reform which moved towards selectivity and introduced again the comprehensive character of the system, 

emphasizing the inclusive character of education, pursuing “quality with equity for all” (Website MEC 

2010/ LOE 2006). Education is seen again as a public service that must be provided under conditions of 

equality of opportunities. 

The Spanish federal system of the ‘Autonomías’, or partially autonomous regional govenments, establishes a 

gradual devolution of policy-making responsibilities in a number of policy fields to the regions. The 

devolution is demand-based (Aja 2003). Certain historical regions, with Catalonia as a pioneer, have shown 

particular interest in the devolution of federal responsibilities, and most of all, in the responsibilities of 

education.73 The management of education was a top priority for the successive governments of CIU, the 

conservative nationalistic party in power in Catalonia between 1975-2003, who used it to protect and 

promote Catalan language and culture. When responsibility for education was granted to the Autonomous 

Community of Catalonia in 1981, the regional Department of Education launched an active plan of 

‘Linguistic Normalization’ that aimed to solve the situation of disadvantage of the Catalan language with 

respect to the Castilian one. 

The management of educational policies in Catalonia has traditionally faced two fundamental conflicts. 

The first concerns the already-mentioned tension between freedom and equality. In Catalonia the 

government of the CIU adopted a liberal-conservative interpretation of the progressive national law 

LOGSE. Particularly, the lenient criteria by which school covenants could be established with private 

schools led to a clientelist-driven network of semi-public schools (Carbonell and Quintana 2003).74 The 

immediate consequence of this system was the acute concentration of lower-income students in public 

schools, since the semi-public schools tend to introduce conditions for the admission of students, such as 

additional fees that parents must pay (Bonall 2002, Alegre 2008).75 This economic discrimination violates 

the constitutional principle of free obligatory education that the publicly-funded privately-owned schools 

(concertados) are obliged to follow (Carbonell and Quintana 2003). This means that the conservative reform 

of the national law (LOCE 2002) simply tried to institutionalize what already existed de facto in Catalonia. 

Yet a second axis of conflict in the educational sector in Catalonia has to do with equality and diversity. In 

the construction of the Spanish federal state, the acknowledgment of cultural and linguistic identities was 

one of the central issues. The challenge for policymakers was to develop policies that could balance 

equality and cultural differences. The LOGSE (1990) deliberately opted for a concept of diversity that 

emphasizes individual diversity and conceals socio-cultural differences (Aja 1999) avoiding parallel 

structures. The tension between equality and cultural diversity makes the distribution of responsibilities 

between regions and State in the Spanish Federal system76 the source of much conflict, despite the clear 

dispositions of the law in this regard (LODE 1985). The responsibility for formulating educational policies 

is distributed between the regional level (60%) and at the federal level (40%). 77 The political conflicts 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
strike in education to protest against the LOCE reform; the strike was supported by the 50% of the teachers and 
70% of the students (El Pais 30-10-2002). 
73 The Spanish system of Autonomías also distinguishes between historical regions and others, the first having strong 
identities based on their own languages, cultural identities and a tradition of their own institutions with a recognized 
special status within Spain. 
74 The criteria for applying public subsidies to private schools was considerably overlooked. An illustration of this is 
the assignation of public funds to schools with a notably elitist orientation such as those of the Catholic movement 
‘Opus Dei’. The CIU government seemed to respond to the pressure of its clientele: the owning class, the Catholic 
church, and in general a population with more resources (Carbonell & Quintana 2003). 
75 Research has also shown that semi-private schools often try to dissuade certain families from registering and 
propose they consider public schools as a better alternative (Calero y Bonal, 1999: 134). 
76 Only between 1980-1993 the Constitutional Court has dealt with 39 cases between the central State and various 
Autonomous Communities (Martí 1993). 
77 The regional compentences established by law are three: developing the general laws, the regulation, and all the 
management of the system, while the central state leaves only the approval of the basic laws. 
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between State and regions contributed to shape the educational options, as the educational policies of the 

regions have set out to differentiate themselves from the rest of Spain and to support their regional 

identities (Bonal 2000). Immigration exacerbates this tension, as we have seen in the unequal treatment 

that national and foreign linguistic minorities receive. 

Decision-making on educational issues is considerably centralized in the hands of the regional civil servants 

of the Education Department, according to Fase’s (1994) category of  ‘governing by curriculum rules’. 

Regarding the treatment of foreign newcomer students, Autonomous Communities intervene strongly on 

the decision and instrumentalization of compensatory and reception education: programs, methods, 

teacher training, evaluations, teaching materials. Curriculum and organization is closely organized in a 

centralized way by the regional education department.  

Within this pattern of governance schools in Spain have a relatively low degree of autonomy. There are 

three types of schools: public, private, and semi-public (“charter” or “concertado”  schools). Public schools 

are publicly-funded and publicly-owned, have staff chosen by public civil service exam, follow the 

principle of ideological neutrality, and are managed by the regional administration. Private schools are 

owned by private persons or associations, hire their staff freely, and may have an ideological, religious or 

educational orientation. Private schools may sign a ‘charter’ with the educational authorities to be publicly 

subsidized, becoming  a so-called ‘charter school’. ‘Charter’ schools are publicly-funded but privately-

owned and –run. Since they receive public subsidies they are obliged to offer education at no cost, to 

respect all religions, and to accept the rules of enrollment of new pupils fundamentally based on 

residential criteria. 

Public schools have direct control of only a reduced budget which is considerably limited in its uses: 

furniture, teaching material, school excursions and celebrations, etc. Important chapters of expenses – like 

teachers’ salaries - are directly paid by the Department of Education. Decisions over personnel and 

curriculum are also made by high-ranking civil servants from the regional Department of Education. In 

matters of curriculum schools have limited autonomy: the government establishes the reference 

framework and the schools work out the details in terms of the concrete form that the contents take or in 

the number of teaching hours per subject established in the schedule of lessons. In personnel management 

public schools have no autonomy whatsoever; teachers are civil servants hired through a system of public 

exams and assigned to one or another school by the regional Department of Education. Schools are only 

free to decide certain things concerning teaching methods: the techniques and textbooks to use, the 

criteria for assessment and how to organize students into groups (EURYDICE 2004). Despite the 

ongoing tendency towards devolving more autonomy to schools,78 their actual degree of decision-making 

is still quite limited. 

c. Program of against educational disadvantage 

Inspired by the French “Educational Priority Zones”, a national program for compensatory education 

appeared in 1983 giving preferential attention to geographic areas or population groups with special 

educational deficiencies (CIDE 1992, 2000). This compensatory policy was developed to support the 

incorporation of Roma students into ordinary schools following a period of their exclusion from schools 

during the Francoist dictatorship, in which attending school implied acculturation into the ‘payo’ society,79 

and a period of segregation into the ironically named ‘Bridge Schools’ (Fernández Enguita 1996). 

                                                           
78 For instance, both the LOGSE and the law for Participation, Assessment, and Government of Educative Centers ( 
LOPEG) already contain articles establishing greater financial and academic autonomy for schools. 
79 Spanish Roma people use the word ‘payo’ to refer to non-Roma people. 
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Following the philosophy of the LOGSE, the program aimed to “develop compensatory measures in 

order to make effective the exercise of the equality principle in the exercise of the right to education” (Ley 

de Ordenación General del Sistema Educativo (LOGSE) 1990: art. 63). The policy set out to tackle social 

exclusion understood in a broad sense: “inequalities derived from social, economic, cultural, geographic, 

ethnic factors or factors of other nature” (LOGSE 1990: art. 63). However, although the program was 

implicitly directed at the Roma minority, in fact it did not refer to ethnic origin or cultural diversity as 

causes of educational inequality. Rather it focused mainly on socio-economic deprivation. To reach its 

goals the program of compensatory education applied a strategy of positive discrimination: special 

treatment for special students performed by specific teachers (Arnaiz & Soto 2007: 376).   

This national program was applied by the Autonomous Communities, and each of them made specific 

goals in the field of compensatory education. Catalonia assumed responsibility for compensatory 

education in the late 1990s. In this Community the goals of the program were defined as “the prevention 

of any form of social exclusion and the promotion of interculturality based in equality, solidarity and 

respect for diversity” (Decret 320/ 2000, September 27). It was in Barcelona’s neighbourhood El Raval 

where compensatory education classes were first opened in 1986-1987 to students of Moroccan origin 

(Ubero 1997). Since the program expanded its target population to include Moroccan students, the 

coverage of the program and its personnel continued increasing until its disappearance in 2003. This 

means that immigrant pupils were received in the educational system applying the available tools 

previously designed for Roma people (Garreta Bochaca 2006).   

In 2003-2004 half of the personnel of compensatory education in the area of Barcelona were assigned to 

teach Catalan to immigrant students in primary and secondary schools (conducting what was known as 

‘direct intervention’).80 Teachers in the field of compensatory education felt that their sudden change of 

function would create a vacuum in the public services and leave unattended students in severe situations 

of exclusion. Besides, this highly-professionalized personnel trained to detect situations of social exclusion 

of diverse kinds and to design and coordinate broad educational strategies to compensate this, felt 

somehow denigrated by their new function as mere language teachers. But more than anything, this shift 

in function symbolized the triumph of the views of the department of language normalization (SEDEC) 

over the view of compensatory education (PEC).  Despite the strong protests by compensatory education 

workers,  this meant the end of the program in Catalonia and the victory of efforts to frame the issue of 

immigrant students in terms of clash between Catalan and other languages rather than in terms of 

socioeconomic and cultural disadvantages. In the words of a document by  compensatory education 

workers, from the SEDEC perspective the reception of immigrant students “becomes reduced exclusively 

to the learning of Catalan” (“Reivindiquem un pla d’actuació del department d’ensenyament: educació per 

a les relacions intercultural I la cohesion social”, May 2003). 

d. Program of educational reception in Barcelona 

In Catalonia, school welcoming measures for recently arrived immigrant children have taken three 

successive approaches. During the 1980s, while Spanish students from other regions were subjected to 

Immersion Programs in the so-called Schools for Minimum Catalanization (1983), foreign students were 

segregated into classrooms for compensatory education together with students with other sorts of 

problems (Siguan 2000, Pascual 1998). It is notable that foreign immigrants received a different treatment 

than internal immigrants coming from other regions. 

                                                           
80  In Catalonia, the functions of the Program of Compensatory Education (PEC) were defined as: 1) Elaboration of 
projects and criteria and adaptation of teaching materials; 2) Counseling for teachers and schools; 3)‘Direct 
intervention’ in schools doing compensatory teaching with disadvantaged students; and 4) Measures of social and 
intercultural cohesion (Interview with I. Almécija, professional of the PEC). 
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Relevant for my study are the two subsequent reception programs. Between 1996 and 2003 the reception 

program known as T.A.E. (i.e. ‘Workshops for Educational Adaptation’), was applied to initiate foreign 

children in Catalan language, following the system of ‘immersion’ developed by the Schools for Minimum 

Catalanization. From 2004 onwards this was substituted by the program L.I.C. (i.e. ‘Language, 

Interculturalism, and Social Cohesion’).81 Despite their substantial differences in modus operandi, TAE and 

LIC schemes present an important continuity in their policy goals and rationales. Both programs are an 

extension of the 1980s Catalan policy of linguistic immersion. Linguistic immersion policies made schools 

into part of an effort to compensate for the Catalan language’s historical disadvantage vis-a-vis Castilian. 

Both programs take as a point of departure the idea that immigration challenges the Catalan language, 

representing a threat for the educational system and also for Catalan society. Accordingly, Catalan is the 

language taught in both reception schemes, and Catalan - not Castilian - is used as a vehicle to teach other 

subjects.82 Both policy instruments respond to the notion that the main barrier for the adaptation of 

immigrant students to the host educational system is linguistic in character.83 

This perception of the problem needs to be linked to the dominant role played by the department for 

“language normalization” (SEDEC) in the issue of immigrant pupils in the period 1996-2003. Later on, 

political shifts brought about a reconfiguration of actors and their relative forces within the Department 

of Education, allowing the issue to be framed in a different way (LIC program). The new vision 

introduces social equality for immigrant students as a goal in addition to the goal of defending the Catalan 

language and culture. That means that the two goals coexist and the second does not substitute the first, 

so the new version supposes a relative continuity with regard to the old one. 

Besides differences in the major objectives, the two programs present a crucial dissimilarity in their general 

strategy. The more segregated form of mixed reception that predicated the program TAE was substituted 

by LIC’S more integrated version of mixed reception. In the TAE program newcomer children from 

different high schools were grouped in area-based reception units; while only a few students were situated 

in school-based units. School-based units were exceptional, only allowed by educational authorities as a 

sort of political compensation in few schools ‘suffering’ from outstandingly high proportions of foreign 

students.84 Starting in 2004 the area-based system (TAE) was substituted by school-based reception units 

(LIC), located in every school with a minimum number of newcomer students (10 students). In this way 

policymakers tried to respond to criticisms of “segregating newcomer pupils” and “making a ghetto apart 

from ordinary schools.”85 By incorporating the reception unit within each school with newcomer students, 

policymakers intended to maximize the integration of immigrant children with their native peers and to 

incorporate more newcomer students into regular classes.  

A fundamental difference between the two subsequent programs of first reception in Barcelona is that 

TAE reception program was more prescriptive in character while its successor LIC devolved decisions in 

reception matters to schools to a considerable extent. The TAE program set out to regulate tightly every 

                                                           
81 In 2003 there was an attempt to launch a new reception program (PAANE), but this was never implemented. The 
PAANE established the objective of ‘Catalan normalization’ as the only one. 
82 The linguistic normalization law 7/ 1983 of April 18th, and the linguistic policy law 1/1998 of January 7th, art.20, 
and the Catalan Statute of Autonomy, art.6, all define Catalan as the language of Catalonia and of education at all 
levels. It is the language generally used as a vehicle and for learning in all teaching contexts.  
83 In the Spanish context ‘diversity’ is conceptualized with regard to regional cultures (Bonal 2000). Particularly, the 
mother tongue becomes the central distinctive trait of cultural diversity. One’s own cultural identity is defined in 
symbolical opposition to other regional languages; Spanish identity and language form the relevant ‘Other’ for the 
Catalan one. ‘Foreign ‘Otherness’ (cultural identities coming from beyond the Spanish borders) is perceived beyond 
the politically relevant conflict of cultural identities.   
84 Interviews T. Serra (coordinator of LIC program in Barcelona), M. Chamorro (mentor of reception classroom), A. 
Grau (school principal). 
85 Interview with  J. Valcorba, head of the Department for Language, Interculturality and Cohesion, within the 
Regional Department of Education , p.4. 
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aspect of the reception courses, from the inscription of students to their transfer to ordinary education. 

Only non-Latin-speaking students were beneficiaries of the program. During one academic year, students 

attended a special classroom in a separated location in the mornings, and in the afternoons they would go 

to their normal schools. The curriculum was also centrally established by the regional Department of 

Education and students received Catalan language and basic vocabulary of core subjects. After nine 

months, officers from the Department of Education would administer a test of Catalan to the students 

and transfer them to regular education. 

The LIC program, on the other hand, is much less prescriptive than its predecessor. Most rules limiting 

the freedom of schools to organize are actually mere recommendations. Policymakers have defined very 

ample and open margins so that schools “can adapt them to very diverse territorial and school 

situations.”86 This margin comprises only few norms. First, the assignation of a reception classroom 

within a school depends on the number of newcomers, as counted in June of the previous school year. 

Schools are to be assigned one mentor-teacher for reception of newcomers if they have 10 foreign 

students or more; a second teacher would be granted to schools surpassing 20 newcomer students. 

Second, the maximum duration of the transition period is two years. Third, newcomer students are to 

attend the reception classroom for no longer than a half-day, meaning 3 hours per day or 15 hours per 

week maximum, but this is stated merely “as a matter of suggestion.”87 Fourth, although no specific 

threshold of minimum number of hours of reception teaching has been set up, schools are encouraged to 

schedule newcomers for between 20-24 hours in the reception classroom and 6-10 in the regular 

classroom. In addition, schools are held responsible for the coordination between reception teachers and 

regular teachers and for the adaptation of the school curriculum to the specific needs of newcomer 

students.  

Under the LIC scheme regional authorities still manage the distribution of resources; however, this is not 

used to enforce certain goals or ways of doing things. In the LIC program most decisions are directly in 

the hands of the schools themselves – clustering, curriculum, schedule, teaching methodology, transfer of 

pupils - but schools do not manage their budget. The lack of control over budget and personnel indirectly 

constrains schools, as their decisions are dependent upon the availability of human resources. However, 

the allocation of reception teachers depends only on the number of foreign students, and not on the 

compliance of schools with the basic norms of their reception scheme. Not even extreme deviations from 

the soft ideals established by policymakers are financially penalized, as we will see. 

                                                           
86 Ibid, p.4. 
87 Resolution of June 18th 2004, giving instructions for the organization and functioning of public teaching centers 
of Obligatory Secondary Education in Catalonia for the academic year 2004-2005. Also called ‘Instructions for 
schools at the beginning of the academic year” (in “la Full de disposicions i actes administratiuis del departament 
d’educacio,” 35). In Spanish, literally: De manera orientativa. 
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Table 7. Main characteristics of reception programs TAE and LIC 

 TAE LIC 
 

Objectives Teaching of Catalan language 
(normalization) 

Teaching of Catalan & equality of 
opportunities 

Location of reception classroom Area-based School-based 

Language taught  Catalan Catalan 

Target group Non-Latin speakers All immigrants (non-Catalan 
speakers) 

Decision-making  
(concerning: curriculum, schedule, 
methodology, clustering, transfer 
of pupils) 

Centralized at the regional 
department of Education (more 
prescriptive) 

Decentralized to schools (less 
prescriptive) 

Weekly schedule Reception training in the morning (5 
hours/ day); regular school in the 
afternoon 

Reception spread (max. 3 hours/ 
day) at school’s convenience 

Duration of reception trajectory 9 months 2 school years (max) 

Students/ teacher ratio 25 students (max)/ teacher (*) 10 students (min)/ 1 teacher  
20 students  or more/ 2 teachers 

(*) Initially, the TAE program established a maximum of 18 students for reception classroom with 2 teachers. This 

ratio was increased through the years. 

 




