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Summary
Education is one of the pillars of the welfare state in Spain, and one of the main ways of
reducing inequalities and, potentially, integrating members of the immigrant population.
Schools serve to promote social and cultural integration of foreign students and their
families. Spain, although its history as a country of immigration has been short, has been
quite efficient in integrating the emigrant population, especially at school. It is important
to bear in mind that schools and the school environment are the main point of encounter
between families of different cultures. There were significant difficulties incorporating
foreign students in schools in the first decade of this century. The importance of
integration in the process of normalizing relations between immigrant families and
schools has been indisputable. However, one of the main difficulties with this integration
has been the poorer performance and academic achievement of foreign students in the
Spanish education system. Foreign students’ performance is significantly different. For
example, they achieve significantly lower grades in the different standardized tests
(Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)), e.g., and higher rates of
dropout, academic failure, and grade repetition. However, it is also true that these
differences are significantly smaller for second-generation students born in Spain of
immigrant parents. Faced with these facts, there have been numerous theoretical
analyses and research projects that have tried to determine which variables affect this
situation and which of them can be attributed to immigration, excluding any other
socioeconomic factors.
The results and the academic attainment of foreign- and immigrant-origin students in the
Spanish education system are associated with some factors attributed to immigration.
One of the most important is school segregation processes and their consequences for
the educational and social integration of this group. Likewise, the financial crisis that has
affected public policy and the Spanish welfare system, with the resulting budget cuts in
education, has conditioned compensatory measures and attention to diversity.

Keywords:

education, cultural diversity, integration, inclusion, educational attainment,

educational performance, PISA, grade repetition, school dropout rate, academic failure

Page 1 of 16

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Education. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out
a single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 25 November 2020

Introduction
During the first decade of the 21st century, Spain went from being a country of emigration to
receiving an important contingent of immigrants. In 1998, Spain had 637,085 legally
registered foreigners (1.60% of the population), while in 2012 the figure stood at 5,736,258
(12.14%), which by 2019 had dropped back to 5.025.264 (10.69%) (INE, 2019). This has led to
a major transformation of its social structure. Over a very short space of time, Spanish society
went from facing the challenge of cultural diversity to devising mechanisms for integrating
these groups into society. One of the most important mechanisms was education, which, like
society as a whole, would have to cope with increased numbers of immigrant students (and
with complex entry conditions), and, subsequently, second-generation students (born in Spain
of foreign parents). These groups were in a diversity of situations and scenarios, often late to
enter the education system, when term had already started; they came from other
environments and cultural and educational models; and they were backward and with
substantial limitations, language being the foremost (or not, depending on their origin
culture). They had to adapt to a new and different education system, one that was also
beginning to address a situation for which it was not prepared.
Foreign students have specific educational support needs and, as such, require
implementation of specific educational actions aimed at remediating shortcomings that
prevent them from integrating. This has meant that the measures put in place for their
attention have been largely compensatory, for example, language immersion classrooms,
among others (Fernández Castaño, 2011). However, the degree of foreign students’
relationships and/or participation is conditioned not only by their academic history but also by
other factors intimately related to the family context: socioeconomic status, parents’ legal and
work situations, cultural background, language proficiency, families’ willingness to integrate,
and coordination between teachers and families. This means that the inclusion of foreignorigin students clashes head-on with the concept of a homogenizing, identity-based
educational provision that aims for the social cohesion of diverse groups and people. In
addition, processes of labeling and the “Pygmalion effect” (whereby others’ expectations of an
individual affect that person’s performance) by the teachers weigh heavily, generating
feedback. These processes imply a supposed incompatibility between this group and the
majority culture (Ballestín González, 2015).
The main objective of this article is to analyze the academic performance and educational
achievement of immigrant and foreign students in the Spanish education system, especially in
compulsory education. To do this, we analyze the results published by national bodies
(Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte) and international bodies (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)), using indicators such as PISA report
grades, grade repetition rates, late enrollment, academic failure, and/or school dropout rates.
Likewise, we summarize different projects that have addressed this area of research in Spain
in the last two decades and present a bibliographic review of theoretical contributions that
support these results.

Page 2 of 16

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Education. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out
a single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 25 November 2020

The Role of Education in Social Integration
Achieving a balance between cultural identity and diversity is the main goal of a multicultural
school. In this respect, education is one of the primary pathways for the integration of
foreigners, especially during childhood and youth. It can also serve as a bridge for integration
of their parents, through involvement in school and in the educational community.
Nonetheless, the influence of certain ideas is still felt, ideas that perpetuate inequalities
through school, especially about school choice. However, these influences are also being
questioned, as some groups attain significant academic achievements despite adverse starting
conditions (Torrents, Merino, Garcia, & Valls, 2018).
As a result of the Spanish Constitution of 1978, which asserts the right to education for all, as
well as freedom of education, different sections of Spanish laws have provisions for attention
to diversity. Thus, the Organic Law on the Right to Education (LODE, July 4, 1985) includes
compensatory support measures for students who need it, specifically foreign minors. The
Law on General Regulation of the Educational System (LOGSE, October 4, 1990) introduces
terms related to cultural diversity and discusses ethnic, cultural, and geographical
differences. The Organic Law on the Quality of Education (LOCE, December 24, 2002)
requires equality of access to education between diverse students and native students. And
the Organic Law on Education (LOE 2, May 3, 2006), in Chapter I on the principles and
purposes of education, and specifically in Article 1, calls for equality and guarantees equality
of opportunities, educational inclusion, and nondiscrimination and acts as a compensating
element for personal, cultural, economic, and social inequalities, with special attention to
those arising from disability. It defines the public school as a space for living together and
learning, which provides a service that guarantees the right to education for all and addresses
cultural diversity as a top-level element of education. In another principle, the Organic Law on
Education calls for the transmission and practice of values that encourage personal freedom,
responsibility, democratic citizenship, solidarity, tolerance, equality, respect, and justice, as
well as helping to overcome all types of discrimination. Chapter 1, Article 2 on the purposes of
education, requires the Spanish education system to be directed toward full development of
students’ personalities and abilities. It also mandates education to exercise tolerance and
freedom within the scope of democratic principles of peaceful coexistence, as well as in
conflict prevention and peaceful resolution. Legal equality and intercultural education are the
only avenues by which to achieve social recognition that allows for cultural differences
between groups and respects individual and collective human rights.
Organic Law 8, of December 9, 2013, for The Improvement of Education Quality (LOMCE)
does not replace but rather modifies part of the articles of the LOE through its provisions. Its
Preliminary Title asserts that attention to diversity is established as a fundamental principle
that should govern all basic education, with the aim of providing all students with an
education appropriate to their needs and characteristics. Its Title 1 embodies this, asserting
that it is the role of compulsory secondary education to combine the principle of shared
education with attention to student diversity. It allows schools to adopt the organizational and
curricular measures most appropriate to the characteristics of their students, in a flexible way
and allowing for an independent teaching strategy.
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Taken together, this legal framework should favor the practical development of a multicultural
society. However, Leiva Olivencia and Escarbajal Frutos (2011, p. 396) present two difficulties
and obstacles facing those who have to struggle with education and schools, which have
persisted over time and across the educational community. The first is the lack of political will;
the intercultural project should not focus on certain school types as this causes overcrowding
of immigrant students in public schools which leads to the alienation of some of the native
students, who then take refuge in state-funded private schools. The second obstacle is the
ethnocentrism of teaching content, starting with the two fundamental elements of curriculum:
teachers and textbooks.
To overcome these obstacles, teachers, families, and students should be trained in the
acceptance and recognition of different cultures, and therefore there is a need to modify the
general patterns of education, the curriculum, and teacher training (Arroyo González &
Berzosa Ramos, 2018). The intercultural approach starts from the relationship between the
native culture and other cultures, other realities, and other ways of perceiving and
interpreting the world. It, in turn, contemplates its own culture not in a static or stable way,
but in one that is changing and interactive (Giró, 2008, p. 313). This is because the static
conception of culture often leads to cultural essentialism and fundamentalism, and this
frequently then leads to cultural labels and stereotypes, which in turn can be the seed from
which racism and xenophobia grow.
In general, this is the legal framework for integrating foreign students into a diverse school.
But what the law says is one thing and reality is another. Some research goes so far as to
question the results of compensatory education programs, suggesting that they do not
contribute to the educational inclusion of immigrant students (Arroyo González & Berzosa
Ramos, 2018). One of the clearest examples is the participation of immigrant families in
schools, and their integration within the educational community, which is still complex, if not
practically nonexistent. The difficulties inherent in the whole process are exacerbated by
those caused by communication barriers, fundamental unfamiliarity with the language and
how to use it, and cultural barriers, for people coming from very different and diverse
realities. In addition, foreign students become concentrated in specific schools, linked to
where the immigrant families live, sometimes creating educational ghettos. Immigrant
families often fail to get involved in the running of a school because they are unfamiliar with
the language, given the diversity of national origins and vehicular languages. In schools where
different nationalities meet, some may not participate in the same way, depending on their
knowledge of Spanish, a situation that also occurs among those who are from Spanishspeaking countries but yet do not have a full command of the language.
On the other hand, the Spanish education system requires foreign children and adolescents to
continue in school until they are 16 years old. This means that passing through the school
system will have conditioned many of the characteristics that individuals take on by the time
their identity construction process is complete. In this sense, globalization, as a framework on
which cultural diversity is drawn, is the stage on which individual and collective identities are
constructed. These are identities not subject to origins or to belongings; they are flexible,
unstable, and changing in nature, and accompany the adolescents’ own lack of definition,
instability, and practicality as children of the immigration process. These are identities that
overcome, or at least cross over, the inequality relationships on which their parents’ ethnic
identities with the host society were organized (Giró, 2010, p. 173).
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However, adolescents from 10 to 15 years of age who arrived with their parents or under
family reunification procedures suffered a shock due to different customs and educational
methods, and often also the language, which prevented them from adaptation to the Spanish
education system. They were thrust into school without knowing the basic codes of
relationships as they were unfamiliar with the language, or because they were poorly
schooled in their origin countries, and, of course, left a different environment of family and
friendship networks with which they had begun the socialization process. It affected them
especially to see that people of their age, their peers, did not seem to be the same, because
they had been able to spend their time being adolescents, something that was unusual in their
own origin countries, something unforeseen by their own families; in their own cultural
environments they passed from the end of childhood into youth or adult life by simple rites of
passage, not by leveraging a few years dedicated to being a teenager. In any case, PISA 2015,
faced with the complexity of the immigrants’ situation, considers immigrant students to be
“those who have not been born in the country where the test is applied and who also have a
father or mother not born in that country” (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2016,
p. 101).
Neither they nor their families or friends had foreseen that in host societies one would be
considered an adolescent simply based on age. These societies understand adolescence as a
market segment recognized through families, and it is the families that receive the pressure
not only of the market but of the adolescents themselves who want to emulate and imitate
their peers. Foreign students thus find themselves in societies that typically delay entry into
the labor market by prolonging the time spent in an education system linked to knowledge,
information, and culture but not to work, a link made only after post-compulsory education. In
this way, the foreign students found themselves between two worlds that both claimed their
participation; one with an eye toward a compulsory nature of education and one more focused
on the labor market.
In this way, immigrant families after recognizing the compulsory nature of education, begin
their entry into the Spanish school system, participating in it to a greater or lesser extent
depending on different interests, difficulties, and barriers based on the heterogeneity of their
national origins, languages, and school cultures. Some schools overwhelmed at specific times
by the influx of students unfamiliar with the language, made use of an alternative provided by
policymakers, that is, language immersion classrooms which provided instruction in Spanish.
Nowadays, those classrooms designed for foreign students have moved on to welcome family
members and other foreign adults, who through different activities complete their language
training and thus develop in a decisive way the nature of their participation in school life.
The process described here applies to one which first-generation immigrant families
experienced. Over the two last decades, classrooms of the Spanish education system have
been filled with both native students and first- and second-generation foreign students, that is,
minors enrolled when under age 10 whose socialization is still in process or being completed
in Spain, and those born in Spain. Nevertheless, they are not considered Spaniards until their
parents are granted Spanish nationality.
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Finally, we must account for educational systems’ sensitivities to social inequalities, how they
address and perpetuate them. The Spanish education system, despite its weaknesses,
structural differences, and budget cuts, is one of the most equal, the largest of the OECD
countries (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2016) which least reflects social
inequalities (Martínez García, 2017; Pereira Casal, Santos-Rego, & Lorenzo-Moledo, 2013).

Foreign Student Population
Spain went from losing population to gaining it, reaching almost six million legal foreign
residents in 2012, although this figure fell until 2017 due to the economic crisis, repatriation
processes, and emigration by this group to other countries. However, there can be no doubt
that it has meant a transformation of the social structure of Spanish society. The nationality
variable is known to be relatively misleading as a guide to population changes, as Spanish
society is increasingly diverse due to the growing number of naturalizations. However, in the
nationality-of-origin of foreigners residing in Spain, we note the preponderance of Romanians
(15.7%) and Moroccans (15.4%), who together make up a third of the immigrant population.
This has been reflected in an educational system that went from 1.1% of foreign students in
compulsory education in the 1998–1999 academic year (practically 80,000 students), to 8.5%
(721,000) in 2016–2017. It peaked in the 2008–2009 academic year when they represented
9.8% of the total student population (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2018b). It is
observed that the trend reflects that for immigrant families, since the fall began during the
2012–2013 academic year, coinciding with the most critical moments of the economic crisis.
Thus, from the beginning of the second decade of the 21st century, either by granting of
nationality, completion of compulsory schooling, or return to countries of origin, the
percentages of foreign students relative to native students began to fall slightly, although the
number seems to have leveled off in more recent years.
This is a student population that while retaining its origin nationality and experiencing
difficulties obtaining full Spanish citizenship continues in a proportion which is far from
negligible. In this sense, second-generation foreign students (children of foreigners born in
Spain or who are socialized in Spain) share the same aspirations as their Spanish
counterparts for studies and employment. However, their expectations of success are lower, as
their families are less well-off.
Comparing the origin-country variable, 33.35% of foreign students come from or have their
origin in European countries, while 30.84% are from Africa, and 25% from Latin America.
Given the discontinuity of migratory flows, in recent years there have been significant
variations in the origin of students, in different academic courses and geographical areas or
continents.
Spain has hardly any history as a receiver of emigrants, and we can suppose that there are
still first-generation children of immigrant families in the education system, although, as has
been proposed, one cannot quantify the number of children of foreign parents born in Spain
but currently not considered as such, constituting a second generation, also of school age.
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Most foreign students are enrolled in public schools (around 80%), a number that has not
varied much throughout this process, as the immigrant population has tended toward
concentration in certain working-class neighborhoods, with greater shortages of available
services (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2018a). This process has led to the
ghettoization of certain schools, where foreign students exceed 30%, and which ultimately
adds to other inequality factors. But one must also consider immigrant families’ own choices
since
they tend to enroll their children in schools where their ethnic minority is overrepresented, as
a mechanism by which to favor the integration of their children in the education system and
as a way to prevent possible discrimination by the natives toward newly arrived students.
Although this is sometimes a phenomenon of voluntary segregation by natives and
immigrants, several studies have shown that the concentration of immigrant students in
schools, especially if they are first-generation immigrants, negatively affects performance by
the other students.
(Rahona López & Morales Sequera, 2013, p. 87)

In fact, according to some research, 30% is the proportion of foreign student population in
schools at which there is a fall in academic performance by students overall, especially by the
native population (Calero & Escardíbul, 2013). The segregation and concentration of foreign
students in certain schools would also negatively affect their performance due to a lack of
exposure to factors such as the “peer effect” (Zinovyeva, Felgueroso, & Vázquez, 2009). In
addition, this concentration is one of the main weaknesses in the attention to foreign students
as there is a widespread perception among natives and immigrant families themselves, that
education quality in these schools is lower due to this cultural diversity (Arroyo González &
Berzosa Ramos, 2018).
In the same way, one should consider that foreign students who go to public schools are not
the same as those who go to publicly funded private schools. Those who go to the latter have
access to a range of conditions which might allow them to distinguish themselves and their
schools (such as added education costs, extracurricular activities, and consumption styles),
which most of the impoverished immigrant population find hard to afford.

Foreign Students’ School Results
All the data seem to indicate that the Spanish education system is incapable of achieving
equality in academic results between native and foreign students. This conclusion is drawn
from the OECD’s PISA reports, which appear to show foreign-origin students producing lower
results than the native students:
The immigrant status variable is one that affects academic achievement and decreases the
probability of high attainment. Evidently, being an immigrant seems to be a summary
indicator of a series of conditioning factors (social, economic, cultural) that would affect
people’s education.
(Granell, Fuenmayor, & Mediavilla, 2018, p. 69)
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But this is something that occurs in the vast majority of the OECD countries and affects, even
more so, the first generation of foreign students who face greater difficulties in their
adaptation, often beginning by learning the language (Rahona López & Morales Sequera,
2013). These are gaps in education that generally occur in countries with more experience of
immigration (France, Germany) and that have experienced significant consequences on labor
segregation and social marginalization (Zinovyeva, Felgueroso, & Vázquez, 2009).
However, it is also necessary to specify the measurement models used since, generally, the
academic result is taken into account while the starting point is unknown; thus, the
performance may have been strong yet insufficient to achieve the same educational
attainment as the natives (Pereira Casal et al., 2013). Likewise, numerous reports stress the
importance of the different types of capital families have available to them (economic,
cultural, social, and symbolic), following the theories of Bourdieu, when considering academic
results (Fernández Castaño, 2011). In this way, “the social origin of immigrant students not
only affects them academically through their economic resources, but also through the styles,
habits, resources and cultural arrangements passed on to them by their families” (ÁlvarezSotomayor & Martínez-Cousinou, 2016, p. 549).
Foreign students, as a rule, find themselves in more unfavorable socioeconomic environments,
and often in schools with the highest concentration of socially and/or economically
disadvantaged students as well. But the percentage of these students does not imply a better
or worse performance by the education system. There are systems, such as the Canadian or
Australian, with similar proportions of immigrants and non-immigrants. Therefore, the
academic results of immigrant students are determined by “variables that have to do with the
personal, individual, family and school sphere” (Pereira Casal et al., 2013, p. 97).
The same does not happen for second-generation students, for whom results are evening out
as reported here, and as shown by a number of different reports, since “the better average
scores of the second generation are based on a higher socioeconomic status and in the
greater investment that their families seem prepared to make to acquire cultural resources
(cultural capital) for their households” (Álvarez-Sotomayor, Martínez-Cousinou, & GutiérrezRubio, 2015, p. 74).
The differences between immigrant groups have also been widely studied. For example,
Álvarez-Sotomayor and Martínez-Cousinou (2016) confirm that both Latin Americans and
Moroccans have a higher rate of failed subjects, that they exceed the average fail rate of the
natives in more than one subject, and that Moroccans have fewer outstanding scores.
On similar lines, Portes and Aparicio (2013) highlight how second-generation immigrants’
average score (6.15) is only half a percentage point lower than that of Spanish adolescents.
However, this score is higher among the children of Western European parents, while
Bolivians, Dominicans, and Moroccans pass by only a small margin. This backwardness may
be due to circumstances such as lower educational attainment in origin countries (for child
arrivals), or lower academic attainment by parents. Therefore, it is more important to
consider the origin of the immigrant population (much more, even, than classification by
continent) than mere quantitative data when analyzing this phenomenon and its
repercussions. However, it cannot be ignored that when the culture of origin is Latin
American, the integration of foreign minors is better. And considering Maghrebi culture,
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especially in rural areas such as the Berbers, with little schooling, the difficulties for
integration in education systems are evident. Thus, Latin Americans and Romanians attend
meetings and tutorials, while Maghrebis, Pakistanis, and Gypsies largely tend to skip them.
A more recent phase of their study of second-generation immigrants, specifically in 2016,
Portes, Aparicio, and Haller (2017), shows how a process of convergence between this group
and young Spaniards is taking place, now that they have a shared universe, indicating a
positive integration process.
The children of Moroccans and Dominicans exhibit net educational attainments lower than the
others, but the difference is not great, reflected in relatively weak statistical effects. This
means that, once gender, early care, and premature parenthood are taken into account, young
people’s origin country matters little, at least in terms of educational attainment. There are
also no notable nationality differences between native and immigrant children.
(Portes, Aparicio, & Haller, 2017)

Álvarez-Sotomayor, Gutiérrez-Rubio, and Martínez-Cousinou (2018, p. 83), point out that the
lower performance of children of immigrants is found in indicators such as students’ grades,
dropout rates in secondary or post-compulsory schools, learning difficulties after completing
primary school, and the suitability rate.
Considering the early dropout rate indicator, the distribution of foreign students by
enrollment reveals a higher level. They are less numerous in post-compulsory levels, and their
enrollment in vocational training or other educational integration programs is greater than
that of Spaniards. One of the causes is late entry into the education system, but so is the
concentration of the foreign population into certain neighborhoods and segregated schools.
This trend is corroborated in the 2012 PISA report (Calero & Escardíbul, 2013) where results
in the areas analyzed differ markedly according to students’ origin. So, for example, there is a
52.6% difference in math competency between native Spanish and foreign-born students.
Increases in the size of the foreign student population and the unequal provision of schools
offers part of the explanation for the inequality in academic results.
The OECD (2015) study on the integration of immigrant students, based on a comparison
between the 2003 and 2012 PISA results, shows that the difference between foreign students’
and native students’ math scores widened, which would indicate a certain deterioration of
school integration. However, the same study shows that the first-generation foreign school
population (born abroad of immigrant parents, who arrived in Spain when they had already
started school in their origin country),increased in this period by 5.5%, while the average in
the OECD countries was only 0.4%. The report describes a worsening in terms of school
integration of immigrants, and that schools with the highest rates of immigrants are in poor
neighborhoods, which is the most important influence for understanding the difference in
academic results between immigrant and native populations.
Something similar can be deduced from the 2015 PISA report which indicates that, in the
OECD countries on average, and taking socioeconomic status into account, foreign students
are more than twice as likely as their native peers to fail to attain basic skills level in science.
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However, 24% of disadvantaged foreign students can be considered “resilient,” that is, they
manage to overcome adversity and achieve results above expectations. In addition, and
compared to past PISA reports, attending a school with a high concentration of foreign
students is not associated with worse academic results in science examinations, once the
school’s socioeconomic makeup is taken into account (OECD, 2018).
PISA 2015 shows that in most countries, sociocultural level and immigrant origin are linked to
significant differences in student performance, although the relationship between students’
family environments and academic results varies widely by country. In a country like Spain,
with similar percentages of immigrant students of examinable age (15–16 years), 11%, as in
the rest of the EU (11%) and OECD countries (12%), the results show important differences
although less than in other countries in which the study is conducted, and also with a
significant variation between Spanish regions: 42% in mathematics and 40% in reading,
values similar to the OECD average (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2016).
The report (OECD, 2018) states that foreign students are less satisfied with their lives (64%
compared to 75% of native students), have a lower sense of belonging at school (71%
compared to 85% of native), get lower scores (the percentage of first-generation foreign
students who only reach the basic level in reading, mathematics, and science is 52%
compared to 75% of native students), repeat a grade more frequently (10% higher than
natives), and are more at risk of bullying, although they are more integrated than in other
countries and feel more motivated. In any case, the goal of social integration is yet to be
achieved, as there is a 23% gap between one group and the other, one of the highest among
the group of countries. These factors are determinant in issues such as motivation and
expectations and are especially influential on possible educational outcomes and
achievements. Especially important is the incorporation of concepts such as resilience,
meaning the ability to overcome adverse situations and disadvantaged starting points
(Agasisti, Avvisati, Borgonovi, & Longobardi, 2018; Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y
Deporte, 2017).
Although the goal proposed for 2020 is to reduce dropout rates to 15%, even in 2016 it was
19%, well above the European average of 9%. But if we discriminate between Spanish and
foreign students, we observe that of those who drop out, 16.4% are Spaniards and 37.6%
foreigners; that is, the integration of diverse students occurs unequally (Fernández Enguita,
Mena Martínez, & Riviére Gómez, 2010).
Regarding languages for integration, the OECD (2015) recommends the creation of
permanent language assistance services, such as those implemented in Catalonia where
reception classrooms have been operating for more than a decade, without forgetting that
they must also provide classes in the origin language and culture, intended not only for
foreign students but also for teachers. However, after the financial crisis began in 2008 and
the accompanying education budget cuts occurred, especially in compensatory education
aimed at improving educational opportunities for students in multicultural contexts, the
academic gap between foreign and native students grew.
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The OECD (2015) also recommended enrolling young children in nursery schools, so that they
begin contact with local languages from their early years. This stimulates, at any age,
multiculturalism and the learning of civic values and culture, avoiding concentrations of
foreign students in disadvantaged schools and segregation. These recommendations have not
been addressed by the Spanish government since the publication of the LOMCE.
One of the main weaknesses of the Spanish education system is the distribution of immigrant
students. This has resulted in heavy concentrations, largely in public schools located in the
neighborhoods where the students live, causing the native population to move away to statefunded private or public schools in other nearby areas (Rahona Lopez & Morales Sequera,
2013). This is a structural situation in the Spanish education system which had already
occurred along social class lines but which has intensified with immigration. However,
research shows that the ownership of a school does not have a great effect on academic
results (Pereira Casal et al., 2013).

Conclusions: Integration Through School
Recognition of cultural diversity has moved from the assimilationist positions of the early 20th
century to multiculturalist approaches in response to the demands of social movements in the
late 1960s. Underlying the design of multicultural educational policies is the idea that,
through them, a double objective can be achieved: equal opportunities and respect for
cultural diversity and its manifestations (Martínez Morales & Ramírez Rangel, 2011, p. 200).
This continues to be discussed in terms of academic success and educational achievement as
an integration factor, despite the fact that there is evidence of a lower academic level, among
both primary students (Cebolla-Boado & Garrido Medina, 2010) and those in post-compulsory
education (Serra & Palaudarias, 2008). The PISA results also indicate that periodically in
different examinations, foreign students and native students achieve different scores
(Zinovyeva, Felgueroso, & Vázquez, 2013). However, the PISA reports reveal that, discounting
socioeconomic status, there is a wide variety in foreign students’ results by country, which
reduces the value of academic results as an integration indicator, so the degree of
interdependence with the school is more relevant. In any case, Calero and Escardíbul (2016)
show in their analysis how, of the 55% that separated native and foreign students in the
mathematics examination, 38% was due to personal, family, and school characteristics,
fundamentally linked to factors related to family and socioeconomic and cultural origin, while
the remaining 17% would be due to immigrant status.
Good integration does not equate with good academic results, because for a 15-year-old,
getting a strong foothold in school and building a network of friends is more important. This is
highlighted in the OECD report Students’ Well-Being, about the PISA data and a snapshot of
how students appear from the physical, social, psychological, and cognitive points of view. In
the report, Spanish students scored 7.4, one point above the European average, with natives
at 7.5 and second-generation immigrants at 7.2, although it is true that the first-generation
students had lower values (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2017). Thus, one of
the best indicators of the success of the integration of foreign students is their sense of
belonging to the new environment, their foothold in the school system, and this can be
achieved if there is a good climate in the classroom and they receive support from teachers in
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dialogue with families. Spain, in this respect, is the country where the value of a sense of
belonging to school is among the highest of the OECD countries. In addition, PISA 2015 also
shows good integration of immigrant students, since the differences between them and the
native students are less than in other countries of the study (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura
y Deporte, 2016).
As Ignasi Vila (2012) points out, school culture has traditionally valued homogeneity for
educational practice. In fact, it was not until well into the 20th century, with the advent of the
term “special educational needs,” that it was proposed to integrate childhood and adolescents
in the same schools. Little by little, the notion of integration has given way to inclusion, which
implies important changes with respect to the former. Thus, faced with the concept of
“integrating” into a school that does not change or changes little, “including” presupposes
designing a school that creates a sense of community, and that accepts the commitment to
achieve success for all people by offering appropriate educational responses to each one
(Stainback & Stainback, 1999).
A paper on the inclusion of foreign students in schools (Fernández Enguita, Gaete, & Terrén,
2008) indicates that equality between students of different origins is greater in play
relationships than in work activities; in other words, “play relationships give rise to a smaller
difference when choosing students (or rejecting them less)” and are those that “can
potentially allow greater integration.” While more than half of the foreign students
encouraged relations with students from a different origin, both at work and in play, only 5%
of Spaniards encouraged them. It can be said that a foothold and sense of belonging are
acquired more naturally through play activities, which may take place either in schools or in
students’ home environments, even more than through class activities in school where
competence is more valued than cooperation and mutual support.
The school divides, selects, and grants benefits (diplomas, credits) to those most skilled in a
school language and culture that, in general, are those of the most privileged families. This,
despite that the school discourse is couched in terms of the objectives of the academic
success of all students regardless of gender, social class, language, religion, and ethnicity or
national origin. The inevitable contradiction in the education system between objectives
proposed and results obtained has changed school discourse and methodology, from
multiculturalism to interculturalism, and from integration to inclusion.
According to Leiva Olivencia and Escarbajal Frutos (2011), participation by families in
intercultural programs is essential for the success of these programs. In school it is important
to create an environment where both families and teachers feel comfortable when
participating in intercultural programs, making them part of those projects and seeking their
contribution to the common good. This idea is also supported by those who believe that it is
important to create a place where the children of emigrants and natives, as well as their
families, can create social networks to develop a stronger connection to society. These
networks are very efficient when it comes to learning about the country’s culture, language,
and customs, and therefore they encourage inclusion and learning which allow students to
respect, live with, and relate to other cultures. In short, families’ participation in the school
environment is essential for creating social opportunities, since the school is a microcosm
which reflects society as a whole and is the ideal place for creating new and better societies.
Interculturalism in this context not only helps learning about other cultures but also
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collaborates in creating social relationships between people of different cultures. This not only
helps emigrant families but also creates a community atmosphere in society, which benefits all
who take part.
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