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Forum Proceedings 
 

 

The first policy forum of the OECD/EDU’s Strength through Diversity: Integrating Immigrants and 

Refugees in Education and Training Systems project took place at the OECD Headquarters on 9/10 

May 2017. It was attended by over 45 participants from 19 OECD countries, in addition to TUAC, 

UNESCO and the European Union. The forum focused on identifying common challenges and good 

practices for integrating immigrants and refugees in education systems, and for promoting diversity 

and tolerance through education. Presentations and background papers from the meeting can be 

found at http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/strength-through-diversity.htm 

OPENING SESSION 

The forum was opened by Ms. Yuri Belfali, Head of Division for Early Childhood and Schools in the 

Directorate for Education and Skills at the OECD. She welcomed all the participants, and explained 

the first forum aimed 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 would also be discussed and agreed upon.  

The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) showed that in 2015, 13% of 15-

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

2006. 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 could teach students to value 

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

result, support their successful integration. 

Ms. Belfali further highlighted that the Directorate for Education and Skills has been examining the 

implications of international migration flows for education and training systems for a number of 

years. Given rapid changes in the policy landscape surrounding the issue of how immigrants and 

refugees can best be integrated into education and training systems, the Directorate is devoting 

time and resources to provide the evidence base countries need to effectively promote integration 

in schools in the context of its Programme for Work and Budget 2017-18 through the project 

“Strength through diversity - the Integration of immigrants and refugees in school and training 

systems”. The outcomes of the project will feed into OECD-wide initiatives aimed at providing 

member countries with evidence to help them deal effectively with the challenges of increased 

migration flows.  

Sessions 

Several sessions took place during the forum. In the following, the main points that arose from the 

discussions in the sessions are presented. Participants were divided into four groups and were led by 

table moderators from OECD/EDU. The list of participants by group can be found in the Appendix. 

Ms. Lucie Cerna (OECD/EDU) moderated the three sessions.  

Strength through Diversity 
1st Policy Forum, OECD, 9/10 May 2017 
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MAIN LESSONS 

 Education can promote a deeper understanding of the value of diversity, foster 
openness and an ability to communicate and manage relationships, and provide 
information about the challenges faced by immigrants. Yet the growing number and 
diversity of immigrants pose challenges for integrating students into schools and for 
using schools as platforms for promoting tolerance and respect for diversity in 
society. 

 Short, medium and long term approaches aimed at supporting immigrant and 
refugee students and promoting tolerance and diversity in society are needed and 
will become an increasingly important core activity of education systems given 
demographic, economic and environmental trends. 

 Teachers play a key role in helping immigrant and refugee students integrate and 
achieve higher learning outcomes. Since language-sensitive teaching is an important 
component for facilitating better integration and academic performance, offering 
coaching whereby a second language teacher works together with a subject teacher 
in the classroom is a promising practice. 

 Immigrant and refugee children tend to have unconventional educational and 
learning experiences, so introducing some flexibility and permeability into 
organisational and institutional arrangements, coupled with sustained second 
language support, can enable countries come closer to the objective of ensuring that 
immigrant and refugee children achieve their potential.  

 Providing greater guidance to immigrant and refugee students, their families and 
their teachers through active and targeted orientation programmes is also crucial. 
This can allow students better develop their skills in compulsory schools and beyond. 

 Engaging civil society actors can be a good practice for integration because it has the 
potential to involve local communities in the integration process and to share 
responsibilities among all stakeholders. This includes actively engaging immigrants 
and refugees in local communities, linking immigrant and local families, facilitating 
peer mentorship and involving parents in school activities. 

 Developing matching support initiatives designed so that financial support is 
allocated only if additional support is leveraged from multiple actors can be a good 
way to promote long-term sustainability, lack of dependency of programmes from 
single funders and identify initiatives that have a high degree of consensus.  

 School curricula should explicitly consider the multicultural context of classrooms 
and how best they can promote the adoption of shared values such as tolerance and 
respect. Teachers should also receive support and guidance on how best they can 
use pedagogical approaches and school resources in their classes.  

 Determining whether a practice is effective or not remains difficult. Therefore, solid 
evaluation of policy practices in the areas of immigrant integration and promotion of 
tolerance and diversity through education is needed to assess what works under 
which circumstances.  
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THE STRENGTH THROUGH DIVERSITY PROJECT 

Ms. Francesca Borgonovi, Senior Analyst for Migration and Gender in the Directorate for Education 

and Skills at the OECD, presented the Strength through Diversity project and outputs. The project in 

the Directorate for Education and Skills will combine in-depth data analysis and indicator 

development with thematic workshops and country reports of policies and practices in three key 

areas: 

 Integration into Education: Migrants’ integration processes into education systems 

 Integration through Education: Links between education and training systems, and skill 

development, an important determinant of migrants’ ability to integrate into their host 

communities 

 Education for Social Cohesion: The role of education systems in promoting social cohesion 

Ms. Borgonovi explained that the project aims to develop more detailed and fine-grained indicators 

on the academic and non-academic outcomes of immigrant students, on the information processing 

skills of foreign-born adults, and the role education plays in shaping attitudes among host 

communities. In-depth analyses of OECD-led data initiatives such as PISA and PIAAC and other 

international social surveys will be used to develop analytical reports and papers on the resilience of 

immigrant students, the labour market and well-being outcomes of foreign-born adults, and 

education for resilient societies.  

Results obtained in the data collection, indicator development and data analysis strand will form the 

basis for policy exchanges and discussions in a series of Thematic Policy Fora. The Fora will provide a 

venue for interested countries to be able to identify and share experiences on country-specific 

challenges, policy responses and implementation strategies aimed at ensuring that education 

systems effectively integrate migrants and refugees in schools, and advance broader social 

integration and social cohesion goals. 

The third component of the project is Country Spotlight Reports, which will draw on OECD data 

including PISA, the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) and 

Education-at-a-Glance (EAG), as well as other available data sources to identify a defined set of 

policy challenges for participating countries. The OECD team will propose up to three key challenges, 

which would then be discussed and refined in consultation with country representatives. The report 

will be made available in English as well as in the national language, and the OECD can support 

national dissemination efforts. Work will require around 5 months to complete. 

KEYNOTE ADDRESS 

The keynote address was given by Mr. Maurice Crul, Professor of Sociology at the Free University 

Amsterdam, entitled: “Children of Immigrants and Refugees – examples from Europe”. In the first 

part of the presentation, Professor Crul examined in what ways successful educational systems are 

incorporating the children of immigrants in schools, and focused his attention on a comparison 

between the education systems in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden. Prof. Crul 

emphasised that different educational institutional arrangements can either hamper or promote the 



 

educational success of the children of immigrants. Findings from PISA and The Integration of the 

European Second Generation (TIES) surveys for example show that the children of immigrants 

perform better when they attend pre-school, are exposed to more contact hours in elementary 

school and where the school system streams children into different programmes only at a late age. 

Furthermore, evidence from TIES, which considers the Turkish second generation in thirteen 

different cities in seven countries, can be used to identify how institutional arrangements in 

conjunction shape the outcomes of 

particular groups of second generation 

immigrant students. For example, the 

combination of low provision and take 

up of early childhood education and 

early tracking appears to be a 

particularly strong negative risk factor 

for the academic performance of 

second generation immigrant Turkish 

students.  The penalties associated with the lack of exposure to early childhood education are not as 

steep in countries where education remains comprehensive until a late age. Overall, Prof. Crul 

suggested that his experience indicates that the permeability of the school system and the selectivity 

during or after secondary schools are particularly important institutional arrangements for 

determining educational outcomes of immigrant children. 

The second part of the presentation focused on the children of refugees in Sweden, Germany, the 

Netherlands and Turkey. These four countries were chosen because they have different institutional 

arrangements aimed at integrating refugee children in education. 

Institutional arrangements partly work in the same way among the children of labour migrants and 

among refugee children, but others appear to have a specific impact on the refugee group. The 

institutional factors that differ the most between the four countries include pre-school 

arrangements, entrance into compulsory education, introduction classes, second language 

instruction, tracking and education after compulsory school. These institutional factors particularly 

influence school careers and final labour market outcomes of the refugee group. 

The interaction between national institutional arrangements and individual and group characteristics 

appears to be key for determining the outcomes of refugee children. For example, age at arrival 

appears to play a particularly important role for refugee children, because this characteristic 

interacts with access to different levels of the education system. Across the four countries, there is 

limited integration of children into secondary schools. Important differences in the characteristics of 

education systems exist among countries, which affect especially children arriving during secondary 

school.   

In Turkey, half of children considered are not integrated in secondary school. In fact, a parallel school 

system exists which follows the Syrian curriculum and is staffed with Syrian teachers, with limited 

language support offered so that children learn Turkish. In Germany, oftentimes the stated or 

implied expectation is that these children will enter vocational education tracks (and not the 

academic track which would allow them to continue studying and enter university). In both Germany 

and the Netherlands, immersion classes for newcomers last between one to two years, and refugee 
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children are separated into specific classes where they learn German or Dutch as a second language. 

Upon completion of such classes, they are transferred into regular classes, where no or only limited 

additional second language support is provided. In addition, when children complete immersion 

classes, they are generally transferred into the lowest vocational tracks, without a comprehensive 

assessment of their academic potential and ability to succeed in academic tracks. As a result, 

Germany and the Netherland are countries with large between-school segregation, which mostly 

results from the tracking policies and the expectations that refugee children will only be able to 

benefit from vocational education so as to enter the labour market at the earliest possible age.  

In contrast, refugee children in Sweden spend as little time as possible in immersion classes. They 

receive sustained language support from University-trained second language teachers. In fact, 

Swedish as a second language is offered as an exam subject, so as to ensure that language fluency is 

not the factor that determines the opportunity children have to succeed in school. Additional 

teachers are provided support so that they can themselves support refugee children in schools with 

the aim of enabling them to study at the tertiary level, if they so wish and are capable to achieve. 

Professor Crul concluded that out of the four countries examined, Sweden appeared to be doing the 

best in providing refugee children with full access to the educational system and having the ambition 

to offer equal chances to refugee children to reach school outcomes on par with children of native 

descent. However, an inherent difficulty exists in transferring good practices from Sweden without 

significant adaptation efforts to other European countries, and the Swedish model requires 

significant investments, such that applicability on a large scale, given current flows, may prove 

difficult to sustain. Policies and practices aimed at promoting the learning outcomes of immigrant 

and refugee students in fact interact with the structure and organisation of education and welfare 

systems. For example, the good practice in Sweden of limiting the time in introductory classes could 

not be transplanted to countries such as Germany and the Netherlands. In Sweden, the transfer to 

regular education is combined with continued second language instruction. However, this is not 

offered in Germany or the Netherlands, and refugee children would fail by being transferred to 

regular classes too quickly. 

Overall, all countries could improve the outcomes of refugee students in their existing systems by 

granting refugees full access to pre-school and post-compulsory education, by shortening the period 

in introduction and welcome classes in combination with sustained second language support, by 

employing properly trained teachers and using specifically developed teaching materials, and by 

opening more second chance routes through adult education.  

Discussion 

After the presentation by Professor Crul, Forum participants had a chance to discuss the issues 

highlighted. Sweden mentioned that despite the positive picture painted by Professor Crul, Sweden 

is currently facing several challenges. In particular it is increasingly difficult for the school system to 

avoid the concentration of the most recent immigrants in particular schools, even though legislation 

has just been passed to ensure that municipalities share more equitably newly arrived students. The 

country also faces a shortage of teachers who are able to effectively teach Swedish as second 

language and who can offer instruction in the mother tongue language of new arrivals.  



 

Professor Crul acknowledged that school segregation is an important issue in Sweden. Therefore, to 

limit its negative effects, the message sent to newly arrived students is important. For example, this 

message includes that refugee children have the same chances as children of native descent and 

that these children will be mainstreamed into regular classes as soon as possible to avoid physical 

segregation.  Asked whether the systems were converging (for example, Germany and Sweden), 

Professor Crul replied that in reality large differences still exist between school systems. Even though 

both Germany and Sweden have long-standing experiences with refugees and labour migrants, 

second language teachers are not provided by the German system.  

Germany explained that most initiatives in integration are taken at the level of Länder and the 

country lacks 25 000 teachers for integration courses for refugees. As it is important for immigrants 

in vocational education and training tracks to find jobs, some initiatives have been created such as 

“Koordinierungsstelle Ausbildung und Migration” (Kausa by acronym) which brings together 

students in apprenticeships, families, enterprises, and trainers with migrant background in order to 

work effectively. Professor Crul responded that, while it is crucial for immigrant children to find 

apprenticeships, it is also important the immigrant students can enter or continue higher education. 

He further highlighted that performance gaps between immigrant and native students mean that 

immigrant children are often tracked into vocational education.  While the Netherlands has so-called 

long-routes, other systems do not offer such permeability for immigrant children to move between 

tracks.  

Turkey acknowledged the great challenges with integrating immigrant and refugee children in 

schools, but mentioned that the country was building schools and expanding access to education for 

refugee children. From the 3 million Syrians under temporary protection in Turkey, about 800 000 

are eligible for schooling. Around 200 000 are educated in Turkish schools and 200 000 are educated 

in temporary education centres, provided by nongovernmental organisations such as UNICEF, with 

the aim to transfer them into public schools after two years. School attendance rates vary by level: 

80% of refugee students attend preschool, 60% of students attend primary school and 30% attend 

secondary schools. Professor Crul replied that despite the efforts by the Turkish authorities, many 

refugee children are not attending schools and this could have severe negative consequences for 

their educational and labour market outcomes and general well-being.  

Key messages 

The key messages emerging from this session are that no easy solutions exist that can allow a quick 

and easy integration of immigrant and refugees into education systems, and that integration 

strategies interact with other features of education and social welfare systems to shape both short-

term and long-term outcomes. Institutional arrangements together with individual or group 

characteristics can importantly shape the educational outcomes and personal well-being of 

immigrant and refugee children and facilitate or hinder their integration in education and wider 

society. What appears clear is that, given that immigrant and refugee children tend to have 

unconventional educational and learning experiences, introducing some flexibility and permeability 

into organisational and institutional arrangements, coupled with sustained second language support, 

could enable countries come closer to the objective of ensuring that immigrant and refugee children 

achieve their potential.  



 

7 

 

ggg 

 

  

SESSION 1: DISCUSSION OF COMMON CHALLENGES 

AND POLICIES FOR IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION IN 

EDUCATION SYSTEMS  

 



 

SESSION 1: DISCUSSION OF COMMON CHALLENGES AND POLICIES FOR 

MIGRANT INTEGRATION IN EDUCATION SYSTEMS  

In Session 1, participants explored what the main challenges are for integrating migrants into 

education and training systems, and discussed some good practices to tackle these challenges. 

Representatives from Norway and Germany were invited to share their experiences with challenges 

and policies in integrating migrants in education systems.  

Ms. Anne Keilig (Ministry of Education and 

Research, Germany) highlighted that one in five 

Germans has a migration background. Most of the 

asylum applicants come from Syria, Afghanistan, 

Iraq, Iran and Eritrea and they are generally young 

and male. The challenge of co-ordination was  the 

focus of the presentation. Working collaboratively 

among different stakeholders - Federal 

government, Länder, municipalities, industry, civil 

society and humanitarian organisations that are 

responsible for providing basic needs (food, health, etc) - led to various inter-ministerial working 

groups, co-ordination units and joint strategies. This has allowed stakeholders to align and integrate 

different policy measures concerning migrants. For example, the 2016 joint strategy by the Federal 

Government and the Länder for the successful integration of refugees and the 2016 Integration Act 

had the guiding principle of ‘’support and challenge’’. The strategy focuses on further aligning 

integration policy measures by the Federal Government, the Länder and the municipalities, 

improving the efficiency and effectiveness as well as the visibility of the broad range of integration 

measures.  

Germany focuses on three key areas of integration: language learning; integration into training, 

employment and higher education; and social integration. However, implementation in all of these 

areas remains a challenge. The country has developed 

tools to help integrate migrants, such as mandatory 

integration courses, and assessments of skills and 

potential. Following the presentation, there was a short 

round of questions which touched on how Germany uses 

assessments of migrant students to place them in schools 

or training programmes, how to recognise skills and/or 

foreign qualifications and how to recruit more teachers 

without lowering standards. The main message arising 

from the discussion was that while co-ordination is of 

critical importance in a federal system, oftentimes, lack of 

co-ordination across different ministries, stakeholders, as 

well as national actors responsible for setting strategic 

directions and municipal/local actors, who are responsible for implementing such vision hampers 

the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness, of policy initiatives.  
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Ms. Synne Nordmark Børstad (Ministry of Education and Research, Norway) shared that in 2015, 

more than 10 000 asylum seekers were children and many were unaccompanied minors. The most 

common countries of origin were Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, Iran and Eritrea. In Norway, all children, 

including asylum seekers have a right and obligation 

to attend primary and lower secondary education. 

They also have a right to upper secondary education 

and if needed, adapted language education. Newly 

arrived students can be organised into introductory 

classes or schools for a short period of time (often 

one, maximum two years). The two main challenges 

include first, the need for improved competencies 

among school professional staff and second, 

integrating students who arrive late in their school 

age. To counter the first challenge, Norway has developed more recently a number of tools to build 

competencies and help guide teachers and school leaders in integrating refugee/asylum and migrant 

students. During the last years they have also initiated continuing education and improved the 

ordinary teacher training.  

To counter the second challenge, Norway has among others developed a curriculum in Norwegian 

for students in upper secondary education with low Norwegian skills and less than 6 years of 

residence in Norway. The curriculum is based on the ordinary Norwegian subject curricula, but is 

adapted to fit students with Norwegian as a second language.  It also places more emphasis on 

language learning than the ordinary Norwegian subject curriculum.  

The discussion focused on questions of feasibility of providing students with instruction in their 

native (or more familiar language). One proposed solution was recruiting teachers from within the 

refugee/migrant population to support these students. Norway also received questions on the 

length of time students are allowed to spend in language courses before being mainstreamed into 

the school system. Norway responded that learning adaptations depended on the student, and is 

often for one school year. Introductory classes cannot be longer than 2 years.   

Group discussions 

After the two country presentations, small group discussions followed on common challenges and 

good policy practices, and participants addressed the following two questions:  

 What have countries found to be particularly challenging for integrating immigrants and 

refugees in education and training systems? 

 

 What good policies have countries implemented to tackles those challenges? 

  



 

TABLE 1 (Moderator: Ms. Francesca Borgonovi, OECD/EDU) 

Two key challenges for education systems for integrating migrant students were: migrant 

concentration and the different layers of disadvantage experienced by migrant students.  

Migrant students are often concentrated in 

particular schools and classes within schools. 

Concentration arises because of residential 

segregation, the fact that families of non-migrant 

students may opt out of public education or may 

select schools with fewer migrants, structural 

features of education systems which may tend to 

reinforce disparities and choices of schools and 

academic programme. Concentration appears to be a particular problem at the secondary school 

level and in vocational education and training programmes. While in urban centres’ public policy can 

try to remedy very high levels of concentration of migrants in some schools, this is harder in rural 

areas or where few schooling options exist.  

A second key challenge for immigrant students’ integration into education and training systems is 

represented by the fact that migrants often experience multiple sources of disadvantage. Migrant 

children often experience difficulties in multiple domains and this means that they are constantly 

challenged and have areas in their lives through which they cannot sail easily. For example, many 

migrants experience economic hardship, several have poorly educated parents, experience the 

stress of moving country and education systems as well as, in many occasions, the traumatic 

experiences that led them to leave their country of origin. They often study in schools and classes 

where other students are similarly disadvantaged and where most other students were either non-

native language speakers or had poor language skills in their mother tongue. This is a particular 

challenge for education systems because it means that helping these students integrate in the 

education system and make the most of their potential requires addressing several factors that put 

them at risk of low academic performance and social integration. 

A number of policy responses are such as guidance and permeability.  Many migrants have little 

knowledge of the options they have in education, in particular with respect to adult education. 

Offering greater guidance through active and targeted orientation programmes developed for 

migrant students, their families and their teachers could 

help migrant students better develop their skills in 

compulsory schools and beyond. For example, many 

teachers expect migrant students to be more suitable 

for vocational education and training (VET) rather than 

academic programmes, because of the language 

barriers many migrant students experience or because 

they perceive that these students want to enter the 

labour market as soon as possible. Oftentimes, migrant 

students and their families do not know about support 

programmes to help disadvantaged youngsters succeed in academically oriented educational 

programmes and in tertiary education. They are often not aware of all the micro-level decisions and 
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steps that they have to take in order to qualify for such programmes and/or the expected labour 

market benefits that pursuing more academically challenging pathways have. Developing targeted 

programmes for new arrivals and their families, with a particular emphasis on students who arrive in 

a country in the critical transition phase of age 12-18 is fundamental is important. When students 

arrive in a country and start schooling after the end of primary school, they have specific challenges 

in meeting the more challenging academic requirements of lower and upper secondary school, learn 

a new language and finding their way in the school system. Similarly, when migrant students who 

start their schooling in their host country reach the age at which formal or informal selection occurs, 

stereotypes and expectations on suitable study and career decisions can lead migrant youngsters 

into study and career paths that do not allow them or their host communities to reap the full 

benefits of their potential.  

In addition, many migrant students do not have conventional or expected education pathways 

because they may have moved to their country of destination during the school years. Oftentimes, 

they speak a language at home that is different from the language spoken in schools and many have 

to change home (and schools) because their families experience greater labour market instability 

and less community ties than students without a migration background. Many have little experience 

and/or knowledge of what educational and training pathways best respond to their needs. Often 

their needs also change more rapidly than the needs of native students, because gaining proficiency 

in the host country language, catching up academically with their peers or changing family 

circumstances may lead them to revisit their educational and training choices. This means that while 

migrant students and their families can benefit from non-heterogeneous learning environments that 

place greater emphasis on the specific interests and expectations students have, for example 

through participation in VET programmes, they may also be more likely to disproportionally benefit 

from porous education systems which allow individuals to revisit their educational, training and 

labour market goals over time. Designing education and training systems that allow permeability, 

with flexible pathways that students can choose to revisit past choices and make the most of their 

evolving circumstances is important to ensure that migrant students remain motivated to learn and 

engage with schools despite the challenges they face, and progress at a pace that follows the 

individual circumstances they and their families encounter.  

  



 

TABLE 2 (Moderator: Ms. Özge Bilgili, OECD/EDU) 

Table 2 considered training teachers for multicultural settings one of the main challenges to 

integrating migrants and refugees in education systems. Just as it is important for teachers to have 

the opportunity to develop skills to effectively lead and organise diverse classrooms, so is having 

teachers who speak more than one language. Ideally, multilingual teachers would be able to provide 

tailored teaching to students who speak the same languages they speak but just having the 

experience of speaking more than one language and having had to learn a foreign language would 

be an asset when it comes to understanding some of the barriers that immigrant students face in 

integrating in schools and social life. Besides teachers, other school staff (such as teaching assistants, 

administrative officers) is often not trained to interact with diverse populations and create a positive 

learning environment. Lack of teacher preparation and preparation for non-teaching staff working in 

schools can exacerbate disparities in outcomes, 

particularly when immigrant communities are 

clustered in specific regions, cities and schools. 

Depending on the availability of teachers and their 

competences, the opportunities provided to 

students may differ markedly. Lack of mobility of 

teaching staff and lack of strong career incentives to 

ensure that those teachers who would make the 

most difference are allocated to the schools with the 

most needs mean that even in the absence of 

additional training opportunities, existing resources 

are not well-used. 

Another common challenge is the development of a system of assessment of qualifications, skills, 

and competences. Especially for young immigrants who join their host country at the age of 14-15, it 

is crucial to identify their needs and existing skills to provide them with appropriate education and 

training. Transition to upper secondary education or vocational training is also difficult.  

Some of the countries hardest hit by the current refugee crisis (such as Turkey) are facing 

infrastructural and resource constraints as they do not have the capacity to deliver quality 

instruction to the number of new arrivals and to build capacity at the pace required to meet the 

needs of young refugees. Education systems are especially vulnerable to sudden changes in the 

characteristics of student populations and in how many students they serve as a result of migration 

flows. Especially when the number of immigrants and refugees is very high, it is very difficult to 

integrate all children in school systems. It is challenging to make drastic changes in an existing 

system in a very short period of time and prepare for a large number of new arrivals. Programmes 

focusing on teacher training can counter some of these immediate challenges.  

To address the challenge of teaching in multicultural settings, Italy enacted a policy make use of its 

oversupply of teachers to ensure that new arrivals can be integrated in mainstream classes thanks to 

the presence of additional teachers who can assist immigrant children. There is a large stock of 

teachers in Italy, and with the arrival of new immigrants, Italy explored how this resource could be 

used, which involved putting together a plan to accompany immigrant students with additional 

teachers and providing such teachers with the set of skills and competences to help them effectively 



 

13 

 

support the needs of immigrant children. In Sweden resources are allocated according to needs, 

which is important given that immigrants are often concentrated in particular regions or in particular 

schools. An important challenge reflects the (in)ability of education systems to adequately assess the 

prior skills and competencies of new arrivals. Even though some guidelines exist in this regard, and 

considerable work has been carried out in this area by the European Union, for example, many 

schools are ill equipped to make the most of these instruments and, as a result, do not place 

immigrant students in the most appropriate classes, given their prior learning. 

TABLE 3 (Moderator: Mr. Alessandro Ferrara, OECD/EDU) 

A major concern among many countries is the need to keep migrants involved in educational and 

training activities. This involves giving a recognized status to refugees as soon as possible and 

providing training opportunities for migrants 

beyond compulsory schooling. The first 

challenge is the lack of political acceptance of 

the issue of migration as a permanent condition. 

Several political and civil actors view it as a 

transitory phenomenon and thus tend to 

overlook its consequences and proposed 

inappropriate solutions. If countries do not 

recognise and accept the nature of the issue 

they are facing, there will not be any consensus 

to react with meaningful policies. The second 

challenge is inadequate teacher training for dealing with a highly diverse classroom environment. 

This includes the inability to handle multicultural groups, to cater to different linguistic requirements 

of students, and to take into account the extra stress and trauma that refugee students faced.  

The participation of civil society actors, often on a voluntary basis, is key to counter these challenges. 

Among good practices, the Greek volunteer 

programmes, the German policy of re-hiring retired 

teachers, and the Dutch voluntary programmes to 

distribute students evenly in order to avoid 

segregation were mentioned. The advantage of 

these bottom-up practices is their low funding 

requirements, and their potential to integrate 

natives and locals more effectively than top-down 

policies.  The challenge of inadequate teacher 

preparation can be addressed with ad-hoc training 

programmes. 

TABLE 4 (Moderator: Ms. Caitlyn Guthrie, OECD/EDU) 

Countries with high levels of refugees are faced with many political questions when considering how 

to integrate newly arriving students into the education system. Immigrant families do not always 

intend to stay in the host country and therefore do not want to integrate their children or encourage 

them to learn the host country’s language. Countries with smaller shares of refugees are particularly 



 

concerned about how to assess the skills of newly arriving students to be able to place them in 

appropriate classes. The lack of official documents - from previous school records to basic items like 

birth certificates - makes placing new arrivals with age-appropriate peers a major challenge. When 

students arrive and enter school at a later age, this often leads to counter-cultures or clusters of 

students from similar countries, making it even more difficult for them to integrate into the host 

education system and community. Another common challenge is that of psycho-social support for 

students who have lived through 

trauma, and for young people 

who struggle to develop a sense 

of personal identity when 

feeling divided between their 

home and host country.  

Policy and practices to address 

some of these challenges 

include giving teachers tools to 

teach their subject using language immersion pedagogies. For example, some countries offer 

“coaching” whereby a second language teacher works alongside subject teachers and provides 

ongoing support to develop teachers’ capacity to instruct non-native speakers. Other countries also 

include school leaders so that there is buy-in from the top on policies to integrate migrant students. 

Canada has the concept Universal Design for Learning (UDL), whereby consideration for migrant 

students, and other marginalised populations, is built into the design of the school, not added on as 

an afterthought. The principle shared is “what is essential for some is good for all.”  
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Summary of Session 1: 

Challenges and practices aimed at integrating immigrant students into education systems 

Session 1 offered an opportunity for participants to share insights on the specific challenges they 

believe their countries struggle the most with and learn from one another about what policies have 

been implemented and show promise for successfully integrating immigrants in education and 

training systems. All participants indicated that the growing number and diversity of immigrants 

posed challenges for integrating migrants into schools but also that it is a moral and economic 

imperative to develop effective policy solutions. Short, medium and long term approaches aimed at 

supporting immigrant students are needed and will become an increasingly important core activity 

of education systems given demographic, economic and environmental trends. 

Participants identified in the concentration of immigrant students in particular schools and classes 

within schools as a shared challenge. The concentration of disadvantage can create tensions 

between native and immigration groups but also create very difficult environments for teaching and 

non-teaching staff in schools and curtail efforts aimed at supporting the long-term integration of 

immigrant students. Immigrants also often experience multiple sources of disadvantage, which 

indicates that policies often need to target both immigrant specific factors, as well as other sources 

of disadvantage if these students. Many countries also found it challenging to make drastic changes 

in an existing system in a short period of time and prepare for a large number of new arrivals, 

especially in times of financial constraints.  

While countries shared a variety of challenges for integrating immigrants and refugees into 

education systems, it was much more difficult to identify good practice examples that bear the 

promise of promoting the successful integration of immigrant students in schools. Most of the 

practices considered have not been subjected to evaluations, so determining whether a practice is 

effective or not remains difficult. The key policy message emerging from discussions is that teachers 

play a key role in helping immigrant students integrate better and achieve higher learning outcomes. 

Since language-sensitive teaching is an important component for facilitating better integration and 

academic performance, some countries offer coaching whereby a second language teacher works 

together with a subject teacher in the classroom.  

Another practice that was considered as of potential benefit is to offer greater guidance to 

immigrant students, their families and their teachers through active and targeted orientation 

programmes. This can allow students better develop their skills in compulsory schools and beyond. 

Additionally, as many immigrants have non-traditional educational pathways, a good practice is to 

design education and training systems that allow permeability, with flexible pathways, in order for 

individual circumstances to be considered by the system.    

To counter the increasing pressures on communities in times of financial constraints, engaging civil 

society actors can be a good practice across countries. Civil society engagement has the potential to 

involve local communities in the integration process and to share responsibilities among all 

stakeholders. Developing matching support initiatives designed so that financial support is allocated 

only if additional support is leveraged from multiple actors can be a good way to promote long-term 

sustainability, lack of dependency of programmes from single funders and identify initiatives that 

have a high degree of consensus.   
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SESSION 2: DISCUSSION OF COMMON CHALLENGES AND POLICIES IN 

EDUCATION FOR SOCIAL COHESION 

In Session 2, participants explored the main challenges education systems face to promote social 

cohesion and what policies have been proposed or implemented to tackle these challenges. 

Representatives from Sweden, 

New Brunswick (Canada) and 

Education International were 

invited to share their experiences 

with challenges and policies for 

promoting diversity and 

tolerance through education.  

Ms. Camilla Holmberg and Mr. Christofer Lundin (both from Swedish National Agency for Education) 

presented the Swedish experience. They highlighted that between 2014 and 2015, the number of 

asylum seekers in Sweden increased significantly compared to earlier years. Since 2016, a new 

Education Act in Sweden regulates the education for newly arrived students and aims to help these 

children to be integrated through education as soon as possible. A student is considered to be newly 

arrived for four years and has the same rights and obligations as any other student, irrespective of 

his/her residence status. It is important to ensure that the newly arrived student takes part in 

regular education as soon as possible.  The act aims to promote equivalence regarding reception and 

education of newly arrived students, and to meet every student as an individual with different 

experiences, conditions and needs. This includes, for instance, assessing the previous knowledge of 

students, placing students partly in transitional classes, receiving study support in the mother 

tongue, and attending an introductory programme with a focus on Swedish language.  

The Swedish National Agency for Education has been tasked by the government to make 

interventions to improve the quality of education for newly arrived students (in areas including 

learning Swedish as second language, mother tongue tuition, student health care, study and career 

guidance). The aim is to offer high quality and equity in learning outcomes of these students. The 

National Agency for Education carries out these assignments from the government by general 

assistance and by targeted assistance. The general assistance is meant for all school organisers, 

while the targeted assistance is for school organisers with a large number of new arrivals and a 

limited experience in the matter.  

The Agency for Education emphasised some factors for success in teaching and integrating newly 

arrived students, such as granting resources to individual needs and circumstances of students, 

taking responsibility by all for these students, considering parents to be important assets for learning 

and seeing students as persons with great resources. Integrating newly arrived students is a long-

time process, and all staff in schools should be responsible for both language and subject 

development.  

The presentation sparked an intense discussion on the question of what is the optimal time 

immigrant students should spend in introductory classes since all countries struggle to find the best 

solution. Sweden indicated that, according to their experience, introductory classes should be as 



 

long as necessary but as short as possible. However, strong evidence is missing about the optimal 

length of these classes and how such length can be made to vary according to individual needs. 

Participants also raised the issue that while it is ideal to consider providing mother tongue language 

support and instruction, it can be difficult to identify appropriate teachers for all languages that are 

present on a territory, due to the large language spectrum spoken by immigrants. Furthermore, 

questions arose on how scarce priorities should be allocated between mother tongue language 

support and host country language support. The latter question is particularly difficult to assess as 

the research evidence is mixed. Some research indicates that acquiring fluency in the mother tongue 

can help individuals learn other languages, but it also crucial for immigrants to learn the host 

country language as soon as possible.  

Ms. Tammy Strong (Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, New Brunswick, 

Canada) then presented another example from New Brunswick, Canada. She highlighted that Canada 

was not a country of first asylum. Refugees who come to Canada are selected and there is a long 

period of organisation for the settlement of new arrivals. The case of New Brunswick is also unique 

for several reasons. The province experienced a population decline due to outmigration and low 

birth rate, which means that they needed to increase their population. In 2016, there were more 

than 25 000 refugees settled in this province. The province requires mainly low and medium skilled 

workers for their labour market and considers immigrants as an opportunity to revitalise their labour 

market.  

Unlike many other countries, there is no shortage of teachers. In fact there were not enough jobs for 

all the existing teachers. New Brunswick is the only Canadian province with a dual-language system. 

English and French are both official languages and the system is arranged in a way that both 

languages are actively used and recognised. This meant that all teachers are also bilingual and 

experts in language teaching.  

The main challenge for this province is the late arrival of refugees. It is very hard to close the 

achievement gap, attain comparable graduation rates and engage students in post-secondary 

education when they came to the country at a later age. For many immigrants, it is not simple to 

learn two languages at the same time. New Brunswick has a fully integrated system called ‘shoulder 

to shoulder with peers’. Peer relations are very important and students learn a lot from each other. 

The presence of welcome centres is crucial for assessing the prior learning of new arrivals. The 

centres also identify if a student has learning disabilities or mental health problems. The main 

challenge is to find the best tools to make these assessments.  

Among the policies available to tackle these challenges, New Brunswick is undergoing a 

reformulation of their funding and pedagogical structure to reinforce equitable means for language 

support. One of the solutions is to create ‘alternate high-school pathways’ (called the Universal 

Design for Learning). The aim is to develop a curriculum that is accessible to all marginalised 

students so that all students benefit equally from education. The motto is “what is essential for 

some is good for all”. This is also in line with the ‘one size fits’ all approach that is observed in 

Canada. New Brunswick emphasises the importance of social cohesion and pays a lot of attention to 

mental health promotion and resilience. Many children are already very resilient, feel very 

connected to the school and highly value education. It is an opportunity that they have such positive 



 

19 

 

attitudes and educators should help them in the most effective way. In some cases, immigrant 

children even outperform their native peers.  

While immigrant children are doing well in classes, they have more difficulties with connectivity and 

social inclusion, for instance, in terms of making friends and new connections. For new arrivals 

especially there is no ethno-centric community and at times children feel at a loss. It is important 

that the school environment supports all these children and creates e welcoming schools.  

When asked to provide an example of which alternative pathways are organised for children, Canada 

indicated that the country is developing a more focused future oriented programme, which 

incorporates a high level of career guidance in order to understand where the child is headed. The 

programme is open to all children but also targets immigrant children. Additionally, specialised 

teachers will be hired to work with immigrant children in the long term.  

Ms. Dominique Marlet (Education International) emphasised that education is not only about 

accumulating knowledge, learning new skills and competences for the job market, but it is also 

about learning how to think critically, appreciate differences, value living together and become 

global citizens. Education International initiated a new project in 9 European Union countries which 

has three main components: research, capacity building and advocacy. The objective is to address 

anti-immigrant attitudes and to work together with the whole community. Schools are important for 

supporting integration and social cohesion.  

Ms. Marlet also mentioned a wide range of challenges faced in the classroom.  Teachers and school 

staff are overwhelmed by the changes faced in school. They do not feel supported and 

knowledgeable about how to deal with refugee and immigrant children, as well as their families. 

Teachers are one of the most important contact points with immigrant children and their families; 

therefore it is crucial that they are well trained. School teachers and staff also need to manage the 

relationship with the parents of native children. In many cases parents worry about a variety of 

issues such as quality of education, health concerns and school safety.  

Teachers differ significantly in terms of their experiences with diverse classrooms. In an ideal world, 

teachers would be able to give individualised support, but there are many practical concerns 

including a reduction in public services and support of education staff, and increasing class sizes in 

many countries. Cultural issues create additional challenges in some subjects, in particular physical 

education and history.  

Group discussions 

After the three presentations, small group discussions followed on common challenges and good 

policy practices and participants addressed the following two questions:  

 What have countries found particularly challenging for promoting diversity and tolerance 

through education?  

 

 What good practices have countries proposed, adopted and implemented to deal with those 

challenges?  

 



 

TABLE 1 (Moderator: Ms. Francesca Borgonovi, OECD/EDU) 

A key challenge for education systems is to help individuals move from the recognition of diversity, 

to tolerance for individuals who differ from themselves in customs, mores, behaviours to accepting 

and welcoming diversity by respecting others and developing perspective taking skills. Tolerance for 

diversity implies a basic level that 

is necessary to avoid conflict, but 

does not entail active exchanges 

between different parties. 

Tolerance expresses individuals’ 

feeling of recognising that 

different groups could have a 

right to live in the same 

community, but does not 

necessarily mean that the 

different groups mix and see 

themselves as part of the same 

community or develop a shared 

sense of solidarity. Tolerance can coexist with the segregation of different communities in different 

parts of a city or neighbourhood. Respecting diversity means moving from a feeling of belonging to 

diverse communities who inhabit a shared space to a sense of belonging to a diverse community. 

The increasing diversity of migration flows is calling into question the definition of what could be the 

key values of such diverse community. Group threat pulls different groups apart by forcing them into 

defining what is unique about their group.  

Integration appears to be an inadequate term to characterise the experiences of migrant students 

because it inevitably assumes a process of “assimilation” that forces new arrivals to adopt a way of 

behaving and a way of being that reflects practices in the host community. The role of education 

systems is to facilitate the dialogue and the mutual encounter between different individuals and 

help them develop the set of skills, knowledge, attitudes and values that would help them 

appreciate what they have in common and what sets them apart, and find a common group for 

mutual benefit and understanding. At the same time, helping students develop a sense of belonging 

by embracing diversity represents a challenge because in the midst of diversity what are the core 

features of a community and society to which we should all belong?  

Important policy practices promote opportunities for the 

active engagement of migrant communities in holding the 

interests of the overall local community (including 

migrants and non-migrants). For example, in Sweden a 

group of migrant Muslim mothers wearing orange coats 

took to the streets of their local neighbourhood to 

monitor and prevent youngsters from throwing stones or 

ruining local amenities and facilities. This helped to create 

a sense of social solidarity and to show migrants in a new 

light, as positive figures in building community ties. 



 

21 

 

Another practice is to promote a whole child approach in 

schools to ensure that all students have the analytical 

and emotional capacities that are needed to interact with 

others. It is important to develop global citizenship 

education either in the context of existing curricula or by 

developing additional modules specifically aimed at 

fostering the development of perspective taking skills. 

 

TABLE 2 (Moderator: Ms. Özge Bilgili, OECD/EDU)  

One important challenge for social cohesion is the concentration of immigrant students in schools 

because it impacts the dynamics between immigrant and native students and their families. If there 

are more than about 40 percent immigrant students in a classroom, parents of native students 

believe that the quality of education decreases and education slows down in class due to language 

difficulties of immigrant children. Parents complain to school teachers that their children do not 

receive the highest level of education. It is challenging to keep parents satisfied and create a diverse 

classroom environment. In some countries such as Sweden, some schools are composed primarily of 

immigrant children. This creates barriers for these children to interact with native students.  

Providing guidelines for global citizenship and interculturalism is another common challenge as the 

contexts and situations in classes are very different. This entails adapting the existing curricula for a 

multicultural context.  

A policy practice to respond to the challenge of concentration of immigrants is to train and employ 

competent teachers who are able to foster social cohesion by promoting a positive and interactive 

environment. Introduction programmes and their organisation are key. It is crucial that the 

programmes are adapted to the needs of children, which 

impacts the duration, content and flexibility of such 

programmes.  

One good practice to counter the second challenge is to 

actively and consciously incorporate some values and 

skills related to universal values, and to train teachers 

with this goal. Extracurricular activities and peer 

interactions are very important. Including parents in 

schools is also essential, especially by improving their 

skills to facilitate engagement in their children’s 

education.  

TABLE 3 (Moderator: Mr. Alessandro Ferrara, OECD/EDU) 

The first important challenge is addressing the needs of all individuals suffering from adverse 

conditions, not just migrants. Oftentimes policies targeting migrants are challenged by the native 

population because they require funds that could be used for disadvantaged native citizens. Policies 

that cover individuals having different degrees of disadvantage could actually widen gaps between 

them. So there is an important trade-off for governments between targeted and general policies. 



 

The second key challenge is the lack of acceptance of highly diverse societies as a now permanent 

characteristic of modern societies. If migration waves are perceived as temporary, then there is a 

limit to the degree of cohesion that could be reached.   

The first policy proposed involved developing policies 

bottom up with the direct contribution of civil society; 

policies involving peer mentoring and close contact between 

native and immigrant families.  An example is the Canadian-

based programme “Fredericton First Friends”, in which local 

and foreign families are matched and the former helped the 

latter to integrate in society in several ways. A second 

promising policy practice is to increase teacher training in 

diversity, social justice and well-being in order to enhance 

tolerance and cohesion within the class and society at large.  

TABLE 4 (Moderator: Ms. Caitlyn Guthrie, OECD/EDU) 

Communicating information with parents and getting them engaged is one challenge to social 

cohesion in many countries. Promoting social cohesion in a polarised political climate is another. The 

rise of populism and the emphasis placed on integrating immigrant students has left other families 

feeling marginalised, especially those who came from socio-economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds or who are members of second or third  generation immigrant communities. Policy-

makers are then reproached by parents that they 

care more about immigrant than native students. 

Another major challenge is how to shift from a 

problem focused mind-set to a more positive one, as 

expectations of teachers, school leaders and parents 

could have a negative impact on students if they 

believe nothing is expected from them. Changing the 

mind-set of the community is also difficult: there is a 

need to promote what value migrants can 

contribute, instead of what they will take. Cultural 

differences such as the use of corporal punishment 

(spanking is illegal in some Western countries, but may be accepted practice in others) and dietary 

restrictions can also be important challenges. 

A promising policy practice to these challenges is engaging communities within and around schools. 

For example, Denmark has a “First Friends” initiative, which matches newly arrived families with a 

native, local family to help ease their adjustment and integrate into the community. In Denmark, 

private organisations are also sometimes hired by schools to connect immigrant parents/caregivers 

with common languages to meet in a support group with Danish teachers and resource persons. This 

allows them to ask questions and develop an interest in their child’s learning. Promoting cultural 

differences, celebrating diversity and facilitating sports activities in schools and communities were 

other suggested policy solutions to promote social cohesion.  
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Summary of Session 2: 

Challenges and practices aimed at promoting social cohesion through education  

Session 2 offered an opportunity for participants to share insights and learn from one another about 

what policies work for promoting diversity and tolerance through education. Education can promote 

a deeper understanding of the value of diversity, foster openness and an ability to communicate and 

manage relationships, and provide 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. The most common challenge for promoting 

social cohesion through education that emerged from forum discussions is the lack of acceptance 

that highly diverse societies are a permanent characteristic of societies. In addition, many countries 

find it challenging to address the needs of all disadvantaged individuals, not only immigrants, which 

impacts resource allocation. Another common challenge is to limit the concentration of 

disadvantage in schools, and manage the negative perceptions this might entail from parents of 

native students who are concerned about the quality of education and safety. Overall, it was 

challenging in the long-term to change the mind-set of the community by moving from a feeling of 

belonging to diverse communities who inhabit a shared space to a sense of belonging to a diverse 

community.  

Again, while countries shared a variety of challenges, it was much more difficult to provide examples 

of good practices for promoting social cohesion through education. Most of the practices have not 

been evaluated, so determining whether a practice is good is difficult. However, it is evident that 

practices need to involve schools and whole communities in order to have any chance of success. 

This also includes an active engagement of migrants in local communities, linking migrant families 

and local families, peer mentorship, involvement of parents in school activities, and broader civil 

society involvement.  

To promote diversity and tolerance through education, it is also important to adapt existing curricula 

for a multicultural context. For instance, this can be achieved by incorporating values and skills 

related to universal values in school curricula, and training teachers with these goals in mind. 

Extracurricular activities can also promote greater tolerance among the community.  
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SESSION 3: REFLECTION ON THE POLICY FORUM SERIES AND NEXT STEPS 

Session 3 focused on discussing key policy priorities to 

be explored in future policy fora. The Secretariat 

proposed a list of eleven topics to be discussed in the 

next policy forums. Additional themes were proposed in 

the session and then participants voted on the five most 

important themes. The first proposed theme was the 

issue of updating school curricula and the need to 

include topics such as diversity and global citizenship. 

The second theme, which was defined as “governance”, encompassed the use of resources and the 

design of specific institutional structures to deal with 

the migration issue. Finally, the theme of welcome and 

introductory classes was proposed in order to 

understand what policies work under which 

circumstances.  

Themes that received the most votes included: teacher 

training, social and emotional well-being, governance 

of migrant integration, schools as core social centres, 

diversity management, and curriculum and global 

citizenship. These are all important themes that 

countries are struggling with, especially since strong 

evidence of what works is often missing. 

Out of these six themes, five will be selected together 

with country hosts of future fora. The OECD Secretariat 

encouraged countries to host future fora, and to 

contribute funding for commissioning background 

papers and inviting experts. The next policy forum will 

take place on 21-22 September 2017 at the OECD, 

Paris.  

CLOSING 

Ms. Yuri Belfali (OECD/EDU) summarised the lessons learned throughout the forum as well as the 

next steps of the project. She thanked the participants for making this forum such a success and 

wished them safe travels home.  

  



 

ANNEX: PARTICIPANTS 

FORUM PARTICIPANTS  

 

OECD members: 
 

Australia 
Belgium 
Canada 

Czech Republic 
Denmark 
Estonia 
Finland 
France 

Germany 
Greece 

Hungary 
Italy 

Mexico 
Norway 
Portugal 

Spain 
Sweden 
Turkey 

United States 
 

Other: 
 

TUAC 
UNESCO 

European Union 
Free University Amsterdam 

 

PARTICIPANTS IN GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

 

TABLE 1:  Canada, Finland, Hungary, Flanders, Portugal, Sweden, OECD, UNESCO, TUAC 

TABLE 2:  Canada, Estonia, Italy, Norway, Sweden, Turkey, TUAC, UNESCO 

TABLE 3:  Free University Amsterdam, European Union, France, Germany, Greece, Spain, 

Sweden, United States 

TABLE 4:  Australia, Denmark, Canada, Czech Republic, Greece, Mexico, Norway, TUAC 
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For more information on Strength through Diversity 

 visit: www.oecd.org/edu/school/strength-through-diversity.htm 

If you have questions, you can reach us at 

Edu.Migration@oecd.org 

 


