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 POLICY FORUM - “STRENGTH THROUGH DIVERSITY”: INFORMATION NOTE 

   

Background 

1. Even though the current migration crisis in Europe is the largest since the Second World War, 

migration flows had been steadily increasing over the last decades. About 5 million permanent migrants 

arrived to OECD countries in 2015, an increase of about 20% relative to 2014, with family reunification 

and free movement accounting for around two-thirds of these permanent entries. Immigrant source 

countries have also become more diverse since 2000. These trends constitute major challenges for 

communities, education and training systems in OECD countries, which are still dealing with the 

consequences of the recent economic crisis.  

2. The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) shows that in 2015 13% of 

15-year-old students in OECD countries came from an immigrant background, compared to just 9% in 

2006. However, the European Social Survey reveals that in some countries there are negative attitudes 

towards immigrants, which can impact immigrant students’ sense of belonging in new communities.  

3. Education plays a central role in promoting the successful integration of migrant youth by 

fostering good cognitive, physical, social, and psychological outcomes that support both a sense of 

belonging and participation in society. At the same time, education can teach students to value diversity 

and tolerance, making the native population more welcoming towards migrants and, as a result, support 

their successful integration. 

4. Some education systems appear to be more successful than others in supporting the integration of 

migrants and, by extension, advancing the economic and social well-being of all members of society.  

Immigrant students’ performance and feelings of acceptance vary considerably across countries. For 

example, PISA shows that over 60% of first-generation immigrant students in Greece are low-performers, 

but only about 10 % are low-performers in countries as diverse as Singapore and Canada. Similarly, more 

than 90% of students in Spain feel a sense of belonging at school, but only 40% of students in France feel 

that they belong at school. This variation suggests both that education policy has an impact on integration, 

and that countries can learn from one other about how best to achieve that goal.  

5. The OECD project “Strength through Diversity: the Integration of immigrants and refugees in 

school and training systems” seeks to: 

 identify a new set of indicators to examine how societies have responded and are responding to 

the challenges to social cohesion posed large scale international migration;  

 create improved data infrastructure that supports the development of strong evidence;  

 identify policy responses that have been pursued by countries and their results;  

 collect evidence on the conditions under which such policies achieve or do not achieve their 

objectives; and  



 

 stimulate a discussion among key stakeholders to support peer learning and strengthen 

collaboration.  

6. The project has two primary strands: (1) data collection, indicator development and data analysis, 

and (2) policy review and implementation. 

7. The data collection, indicator development and data analysis strand aims to mobilise OECD’s 

expertise in exploiting in detail OECD-led data initiatives (such as PISA and PIAAC) and integrating them 

with other data sources to: develop key indicators of successful integration; and enhance current OECD 

large-scale data collection initiatives to ensure that they provide strong evidence on the outcomes of 

migrants and refugees and their potential to integrate effectively.  

8. The policy review and implementation strand uses the results obtained in the data collection, 

indicator development and data analysis strand as the basis for convening a series of thematic policy fora 

of interested countries for the purposes of identifying country-specific challenges and policy responses and 

implementation strategies for ensuring that education systems effectively integrate migrants and refugees 

in schools and advance broader social integration and social cohesion goals.  This identification will be based on 

input from international experts, OECD Secretariat analysts and stakeholders from other participating 

countries who have been involved in similar integration related decisions.  

Thematic policy forum series: Objectives 

9. The aim of the thematic policy fora is to: 

 identify country-specific challenges,  

 suggest promising practices and innovative approaches used by countries, 

 identify policy levers that could re-think how schools and education systems can help countries 

respond to migration challenges, and 

 facilitate peer-learning both within and between countries. 

10. For each policy forum, a background paper will be developed in consultation with subject-matter 

external experts. Participation in the forum series will be sought from innovators at different levels of 

government and from different OECD countries.  

11. The first forum will convene international delegates, academics and OECD analysts to identify 

common challenges for integrating immigrant students and promoting tolerance and diversity through 

education, examine promising practices and innovative approaches used by countries and facilitate peer-

learning between countries.  The themes for future policy fora will also be discussed and agreed upon. 

12. In Session 1, participants will explore what the main challenges are for integrating migrants into 

education systems, what policies have been implemented to tackle these challenges and how effective they 

have been. The growing number and diversity of immigrants pose challenges for integrating migrants into 

schools. More specifically, discussion could focus on countries’ challenges in such areas as academic 

performance among first- and second-generation immigrants, school drop-out among migrants, the 

concentration of migrants in disadvantaged schools, the participation of migrants in early childhood 

education and training, teacher preparation in instructing diverse groups of student, and diversity 

management.  



 

13. Countries have responded to these challenges with a variety of policies in such areas as funding 

arrangements, service delivery, monitoring and evaluation, managing concentration of migrant students, 

infrastructure development, training programmes, language support, inclusive teaching and learning 

environments and parental and community involvement. However, some policy instruments are more 

effective than others and how policies are implemented can further impact on outcomes. Therefore, it will 

be important, too, to discuss policy evaluation. 

14. Country representatives will be invited to share their main challenges in integrating migrants in 

education systems, and what policies they have implemented to respond to these challenges. More 

specifically, two country representatives will make a brief presentation on the main challenges and policies 

adopted in their respective countries followed by a Q&A session and small group discussions on common 

challenges and policy practices across countries. The session will offer a valuable opportunity for 

participants to share insights and learn from one another about what policies work for integrating migrants 

in schools. 

15. In Session 2, participants will explore what the main challenges are for promoting integration 

through education, what policies have been implemented to tackle these challenges and how effective they 

have been. Education can promote a deeper understanding of the value of diversity, fosters openness and 

an ability to communicate and manage relationships, and provides information about the challenges faced 

by immigrants. Yet the growing number and diversity of immigrants pose challenges for using schools as 

platforms for promoting tolerance and respect for diversity in society. More specifically, discussion could 

focus on countries’ challenges in areas such as teacher training, curriculum development, extra-curricular 

activities, diversity management, identity development and schools as platforms for shaping attitudes. To 

respond to these challenges, countries have implemented different policies, with varying levels of 

effectiveness.   

16. Country representatives will be invited to share their experiences with developing and 

implementing policies for promoting integration through education. More specifically, two country 

representatives will make brief presentations on the main challenges and policies adopted in their 

respective countries followed by a Q&A session and small group discussions on common challenges and 

policy practices. The session will offer a valuable opportunity for participants to share insights and learn 

from one another about what policies work for promoting integration through education. 

17. During Session 3, participants will discuss what key policy priorities should be explored in future 

policy fora. The OECD Secretariat would like to solicit input from countries on themes for future policy 

fora (six in total). Some possible themes include:  

 Teacher preparation: explore in-depth what type of teacher training and professional 

development can prepare teachers for a multicultural or multilingual setting.  

 Teacher diversity: while the student body has become increasingly diverse in OECD countries, 

teachers still tend to be a very homogeneous group. Do minority and disadvantaged students 

benefit from having teachers who come from similar backgrounds? If so, are there differences 

across countries in the representation of minority and socio-economically disadvantaged 

individuals in the teaching profession? What policies can promote greater teacher diversity?  

 Unaccompanied minors:  an increasing number of migrant children are coming without their 

parents which creates challenges not only for their academic but also their physical, social, 

psychological and material well-being. How can education systems respond to the particular 

needs of unaccompanied minors? 



 

 Language training and skill development of parents of migrant children: discuss how schools 

can provide language training and skills development of migrant parents (in particular mothers) 

to develop their own skills, learn about cultural norms, support their children’s development and 

improve school-parent communication and engagement.   

 Language support: discuss in what ways language training can be effective in supporting 

immigrant children, and where and how it is most effectively delivered. 

 Concentration of migrants and class formation: explore the impact of the high concentration of 

migrant children in specific schools has on their academic outcomes and integration efforts, in 

what ways this could be mitigated and how best classes within schools are formed.  

 Social and emotional well-being: examine how education systems can improve the social and 

emotional well-being of migrant children, in particular their sense of belonging in schools and 

communities. 

 Stress support: migration can create considerable stress for students. How can schools support 

the psychological well-being of migrants, and what structures can be most effective? 

 The role of arts and sports: consider the role of the arts and sports in facilitating tolerance and 

promoting diversity in schools and communities.  

 Diversity management:  examine the role of schools and communities in managing diversity, and 

what strategies can be employed to do so.  

 Schools as core social centres: explore in what ways schools can act as centres for engaging 

parents, teachers and students, and creating networks of exchange and learning for both migrant 

and non-migrant parents.  

 
 


