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English summary 

 

Research topic and research design  

Schools across Europe face similar challenges in the incorporation of newcomer students, yet responses 

have differed significantly from one country to another. Conventionally, studies have understood that 

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

integration. However, national regimes of immigrant integration do not help to make sense out of these 

differences as they do not correspond directly to cross-national variations of policies-in-practice. 

Differences increase sub-nationally as cities and regions within the same country adopt different reception 

models. In addition, evidence from different countries suggests that schools often modify official policy. 

From a different angle, the tradition of studies dealing with the policy gap offers a possible way to make 

sense of inconsistencies between national policy models and practices of reception at schools. The “gap 

hypothesis” argues that in liberal democratic States, there is a gap between the restrictive migration policy 

goals that aim at curbing migration flows, and the expansionist policy outcomes, as migrants keep arriving 

in large numbers. Intended goals cannot be achieved, either because the policies are flawed by structural 

factors beyond their reach, or because of inadequate implementation or enforcement. 

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

(policies) and behavior (practices). The prevailing scholarship axiomatically focuses on abstract state 

responses at the national level while concrete policies on the ground remain largely unexplored.  By 

contrast to both traditions of research, this book focuses upon the dimension of policy implementation 

and the level of action, placing the institutional actors themselves under the magnifying lens. From a 

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

practices in the field of educational reception, that is, how (secondary) schools apply existing policies for 

the reception of immigrant students. Particularly, it tries to discern to what extent these practices conform 

to policies, and to what extent they diverge from them in basic principles.  

In order to explain schools’ practices of “educational reception”, the present study applies a specific set of 

instruments. First, to compensate for the shortcomings of the two literatures mentioned, this book draws 

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

school of implementation that analyses institutional practices from a bottom up perspective, and 

Bourdieu’s theory of social practices. 

Second, the study sets out to explain schools’ practices of “educational reception” in a comparative way. 

The book adopts a cross-national comparative strategy of looking at ‘the most different systems’. In order 

to look into the influence that the institutional context has on practices the study compares practices of 

educational reception embedded in very different policy contexts. The starting assumption is that if 

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

in practice should vary across different countries. Hence, the study juxtaposes the Netherlands and Spain, 

two cases which are very different in terms of their national policies of integration. In addition, to grasp 

real practices of educational reception, the research delves into the lower levels of the city and the school 

in each national case. To this end, the study selects one local case in each country (Barcelona and 

Rotterdam), and within each of these contexts, two secondary schools offering reception training for 

students aged between 12 and 16.  
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Third, to answer the research questions the study applies a combination of discursive, organizational, and 

ethnographic techniques, following a qualitative tradition of research. In order to research schools’ 

practices of reception, and the factors that account for them, in-depth interviews and observation in 

school sites are combined with analysis of policy documents, and interviews with policymakers and other 

key actors of reception.  

Findings 

For each case study, practices of educational reception are reconstructed against the background of three 

institutional arrangements:  the national integration regime, the educational system, and the specific 

program of educational reception for newcomer students in secondary education. During the period of 

the study (2004-2006), the National integration regimes of the national cases diverged strongly, as the 

Netherlands presented a culturally homogeneous or assimilationist policy while Spain held a non-policy of 

integration, substituted in 2006 by an equal opportunities policy. Also in their educational systems the two 

cases represent very different models, the Netherlands close to the differentialist system and Spain to the 

comprehensive one. Finally, as for what reception programs are provided, Rotterdam has adopted a clear-

cut model of parallel reception, by which four schools in the city offer full-time reception courses, keeping 

newcomer students in a separate program for an average of two years. Barcelona, on the other hand, 

represents a case of mixed reception: newcomer students must follow temporary reception courses in which 

they are only partially separated from their native peers, and are partially mixed. Mixed reception in 

Catalonia has adopted first a more segregated form (TAE program, 1996-2003), and then a more 

integrated version (LIC program, from 2004 on). 

The findings show that reception schools in Rotterdam and Barcelona present an array of reception 

practices which deviate from official policy. Schools in both cases develop discretional practices either as a 

reaction to material or organizational constraints (coping discretion), or to close the gap between ideological 

values and real outcomes (ethical discretion). Besides these two main mechanisms of discretion, schools apply one 

of three possible strategies which means that practices either remain at a lower level of aggregation, become 

collective strategies or even go beyond the school level and seize the most convenient policymaking 

venues in order to fulfill their interests. 

At the same time, the findings indicate that in each city either the first or the second of these motivations 

for discretion predominates (coping or ethical). Besides, the gap is larger in Barcelona than in Rotterdam, 

where school practices are in general more compliant with the reception program. Also different degrees 

of institutionalization and of collective action prevail in each of the two cases. How can we explain that in 

one case practitioners exert more discretion than in the other? And how can we explain that some 

mechanisms and/or strategies of discretion are more common in one city than the other?  

The main differences between the two cases can be associated with specific fields of reception, or local 

configuration of institutional arrangements. My basic argument is that different contexts with specific 

institutional arrangements favor different motivations for discretion and different strategies. In other 

words, each case shows a specific configuration of elements that serves as a trigger, pushing actors to take 

up coping strategies or else opening the door for ethical ones. This is why the discretional practices in 

Barcelona are mainly coping in nature, while in Rotterdam ethical practices have more relevance.  

Discretional practices are then the result of the interaction between discretion mechanisms, strategies and 

contextual factors. We need to understand the policy field as the direct framework of reference that 

practitioners use for their action, while broader institutional arrangements are only conveyed through that 

frame of action. The context mediates not only how agents perceive the problems, but also the solutions 

they imagine. Each context comprises a set of ‘contextual factors’ that simultaneously entails conditions of 

possibility and constraints. In the cases under study, the reception field comprised of seven ‘contextual 
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factors’: characteristics of the demand, material and organizational resources, enforcement mechanisms, 

autonomy of the reception staff, ideology, policymaking dynamics, and degree of consolidation of the 

field.  

Conclusions 

In conclusion, the present research shows the existence of a policy gap in both case-studies. Contrarily to 

what the scientific literature on integration regimes conventionally presupposes, national policies of 

integration exert little influence over the reception practices of secondary schools in Rotterdam and 

Barcelona. School practices in both local cases are carried out quite independently of national integration 

policies. The goals and rationale of national integration policies do not directly shape the objectives 

prioritized by schools in the reception of immigrant children. Also, preferred patterns of organization of 

national integration seem to have only an indirect relation to the instruments and budgets allocated to 

educational reception.  

However, the picture that arises from the comparison of reception schools in Barcelona and in 

Rotterdam is more complex than simply confirming the implementation gap or the citizenship regime 

theories. The findings reveal much more discrepancy than what the literature on integration regimes 

presupposes, showing a firm and institutionalized gap at different levels. Yet at the same time, the actual 

picture is one of more institutional congruence than what the implementation gap hypothesis anticipates, 

since the organizational channels and the ideologies of the educational system conveyed in the field of 

reception increase the probabilities of certain courses of action, and diminish others. The educational 

system, thus, does matter. 

Moreover, in the cases under study, the reception policy-practice gap is fundamentally linked to the 

institutional framework in which it is embedded, differing accordingly in each case. In Barcelona the gap 

is larger, and responds mainly to the coping mechanism of discretion and to the immediate pragmatic 

requirements of the situation. In Rotterdam, school practices are in general more compliant with the 

reception program and path-dependent, but schools make use of a few discretional arrangements 

motivated by the wish to improve students’ educational opportunities. 

Four conclusions of this study should be emphasized for their implications for future research. The first 

conclusion is the relevance of the local field as a framework for practices of policy implementation. The 

embedded nature of discretion is a second key conclusion, as discretional practices differ according to the 

institutional framework of each case. Institutional arrangements also have different capacities to influence 

practices in different spatiotemporal settings, therefore it is crucial to research which contextual 

conditions favor compliance or discretion in different cases. For future research on the relative influence 

of institutions on practices of educational reception, I propose to use as an heuristic model the particular 

contextual elements that proved influential for the cases of Barcelona and Rotterdam. A third conclusion 

is the convergent tendency in educational reception towards parallel reception and towards minimalistic 

style of reception (language training only). In spite of being embedded in very different policies of 

integration and programs of reception, the practitioners in Barcelona and Rotterdam prefer to receive 

newcomers separately from native students -although this preference is endorsed by the policy in one 

case, but not in the other-. In other words, the present comparison of very different systems has shown 

striking similarities of parallel reception practices, which are due to a great extent to the deviation of 

practices from policies in Barcelona. Finally, the last conclusion refers to the use of discretion as a collective 

strategy by schools, school departments or groups of teachers. Though institutionally embedded, policy 

implementers are ‘agents of history’. This study shows that the practices of teachers and school actors are 

constrained in important ways by the institutional context of the field of reception: the contextual 

conditions mentioned conform thus a milieu which favors certain actions over others. At the same time, 
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this comparison emphasizes that discretional practices of reception can partially transform the 

institutional context in which they are embedded. This is particularly true when discretion is used as a 

collective strategy of schools, or teachers, although this is always subject to politics of structural choice 

with diverse potential results.   




