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Education of migrant
workers’ children

in the European
Community

There are at present some 6 250 000 migrant workers living in the
Community and well over 2 million of their children are under 18.

The majority of these children are of school age and are faced with
the problem of fitting into different school systems. The most obvious
obstacle facing them, and generally the most difficult to overcome, is
language. Some migrant children don’t suffer too much: Italian and
Spanish children in French-speaking countries adapt very quickly, as
do Commonwealth migrants in the United Kingdom. The vast majority,
however, come up against a language barrier which not all manage to
break down.

It is true that very young children, through constant contact with
playmates, learn the new language very quickly and six- and seven-year-
olds still stand some chance of integrating into a normal class without
too much trouble. Children aged 8 and over, however, need special
attention and, if they do not get extra language tuition, their future
schooling may be jeopardized.

Moreover, in the first few years at a foreign school, the language
handicap may prevent migrant children achieving the rewards to which
they aspire. The result, particularly with adolescents, is discouragement
which can be permanent.

And there are further difficulties. The psychological shock suffered
by even the youngest children when transplanted to a strange environ-
ment must not be underestimated. Moreover, first contacts with a new
social and school environment can be complicated if the migrant child
is confronted with indifference, scorn or even hostility from new
classmates.

To young Moslem, African and Asian migrants, European schools
may present a social image which conflicts with religious beliefs and
customs honoured in their own homes. These young people experience
great difficulty in developing a cultural identity and there is a real
danger they will remain on the fringes of both the old culture and the
new.

Migrant children who have been to school before their families
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emigrated have particular difficulty in integrating in a class of children
of the same age and ability. The language problem, coupled with dif-
ferences in school curricula, can set a child back one year at least. At
secondary level, periods of study completed, and qualifications obtained
abroad are often not recognized—either on arrival in the host country,
or on return to the country of origin.

Finally, migrant children often have to cope with the additional
problems presented by home backgrounds in which parents know little
of either the language or educational system of the host country. These
parents, who are often not well educated themselves and usually low
down the social scale, are unable to help or advise their children and
may, as a result, suffer from feelings of inadequacy or inferiority. This
creates a bad educational climate which is often made worse by housing
conditions that are rarely conducive to study.

Absenteeism, or indeed a downright refusal to attend school, is rife.
The number of children involved varies from region to region and with
the country of origin, but most of them tend to be adolescents approach-
ing school leaving age. Often this is because their parents consider it
unnecessary for them to remain at school when they had met the educa-
tional requirements in their country of origin, but in many cases it may
well be that the poor quality of education provided makes many migrant
children reluctant to attend school in the first place.

What can be done to help migrant children?

1. Pre-school education

A small child’s first social contacts are very important. If all goes
well in the early, formative years, then integration will present no
further problems in the future.

However, if the migrant child has no opportunity to mix with children
of his age in the host country and remains exclusively in the charge of his
parents or relatives and neighbours of the same nationality, he will not
be able to form the necessary relationships and learn the new language.

If, on the other hand, the migrant child can attend a nursery school,
then integration into the new environment will be quite natural and the
child will learn to speak and understand the new language within a
year. After 2 or 3 years of nursery schooling the migrant child will be
almost indistinguishable from his classmates and thereafter will attend
school under the same conditions as nationals of a similar social and
cultural background.

2. Reception classes

The aim of the reception class is to teach the migrant child the new
language as quickly as possible so that he can be educated in the same
way as nationals of his own age.
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Reception classes are taught by specialized teachers and there are
never more than 15 children—preferably of the same age—in the class.
The new language is taught by intensive methods, perfected by spe-
cialists and tested in practice. The migrant children join in with the
other children for general activities such as games, recreation, singing,
gymnastics and the like.

If social and linguistic integration is to be achieved without too
much difficulty, reception classes should form part of a school complex
in which the proportion of foreign pupils does not exceed 20 per cent.
The reception period may vary from one to two years depending on
the age of the children. Once the children have a sufficient grasp of the
school’s working language they can then be switched to normal classes.

Reception classes are quite common in Denmark and Germany and
are now being introduced in France and Luxembourg. Experiments
have also been carried out in Belgium,

Properly run, reception classes are more effective than any other
method of “launching” migrant children into their new school
environment.

3. Remedial classes.

Less-gifted children may need remedial teaching even after their
integration into normal classes. This can be provided, as the need
arises, for very small groups of children experiencing the same
difficulties.

Remedial teaching is becoming more and more common in primary
schools as a means of helping children with a handicap to keep up with
their class and can easily be adapted to the needs of a migrant child
experiencing problems with a new language where syntax and grammar
difficulties abound.

4. Native language and cultural background studies

For years, research workers and educationalists in many countries
have argued that it is essential for migrant children to retain or learn
their native language. This is obviously essential for children who will
eventually return to schools in their own country and for young people
who return to take up employment at home after training abroad.

It is now recognized that a child’s mother tongue plays an important
role in the educational process and should not be allowed to lapse. Con-
ceptualization, acquisition of another language, personality, development
and family relations are all influenced by retention of the mother
tongue. For this reason the language and culture of the country of origin
deserve a place in curricula for migrant children. In the past this type
of education tended to be given entirely outside school hours and its
success depended for the most part on the motivation of the migrant
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child and his parents. It became clear, however, that this out-of-school
system led to strain and was inappropriate for workers’ children.

Educationalists, psychologists and linguists now insist that the mother
tongue be considered as part of the normal school curriculum, although
until such time as all children take a foreign language at primary school,
it will be difficult to find 4 or § hours in the timetable without encroach-
ing upon other subjects. In secondary schools, however, there is no
reason why the migrant child should not study his mother tongue as his
first foreign language. )

In Germany, migrant children are already being taught their mother
tongue at primary and secondary level and reforms are envisaged in other
countries.

5. Active participation in school life

Although the presence of foreign children in a school can pose
problems, it also creates a bilingual and bicultural environment from
which the school can profit. The European Schools and other experi-
ments have shown that the first foreign language can play an active role
in teaching, and children exposed to bilingual teaching from the begin-
ning of primary school to the end of secondary school acquire a perfect
command of both languages.

How should teachers be trained?

It is essential that teachers intending to work in immigrant areas
should be trained to know how to deal with migrant children. This is
already being done in some countries, where conferences and lectures are
given by psychologists and sociologists, heads of reception centres, social
workers and trade unionists.

It is also a considerable help if teachers are trained in the use of
audio-visual and other rapid language-teaching methods, for this allows
them to adapt better to foreign pupils who must be taught in a language
other than their mother tongue.

A teacher with a command of his pupil’s mother tongue will ob-
viously be more effective as a teacher, so trainee teachers who wish to
specialize in teaching foreign children should be given an opportunity
during their initial training of learning another language.

For those teachers already working, further training can be pro-
vided by organising three- or four-day courses to familiarise them with
the educational, psychological and socio-cultural problems of migrant
children. In addition, longer courses lasting from 3 to 6 weeks can be
provided for teachers specializing in reception classes. These courses
would include practical training in language-teaching methods, together
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with in-depth lectures on the psychology, culture and religion of the
children who will be placed in their charge.

Finally, as no host country now has enough qualified teachers to
provide courses in all languages spoken by migrants, the help of foreign
teachers should be enlisted. Experience in Germany has shown that
this is perfectly feasible even where large numbers of foreign teachers
are required.

How should parents be provided with information?

Migrant workers learn of their rights and duties through a host of
different channels including government emigration and immigration
agencies, local and regional reception committees, local councils and
advisory bodies, migrants’ associations, trade union organisations,
churches, social services and employers.

On the educational front, however, parents tend to be poorly
informed and fail to appreciate the opportunities for social advance-
ment available to their children through the educational system of the
host country. They should, therefore, be made aware of these oppor-
tunities before they emigrate. Responsibility for this lies partly with the
country of origin, and partly with the emigration agencies involved.
Documentation supplied to the would-be emigrant should contain
information comparing educational facilities in the host country with
those in the country of origin, together with detailed explanations of
schooling arrangements for children and adolescents. Radio and
television programmes could provide an effective follow-up to this
information. )

It will still, however, be difficult for school authorities to establish
and maintain contact with migrant families and it will be up to those
people working with these families to persuade parents to make use
of school guidance services in their children’s interest.

Improving the new environment

It is not enough for the mass media to try to build bridges between
migrants and the rest of the community and efforts should be made to
make migrants welcome at all levels of social life. School is one place
where this can be done, but efforts to integrate migrant children depend
for their success on schoolmates being prepared to meet them half-way.
Some school subjects such as geography, history and economics offer
many opportunities for teachers to explain the role of past migrations
in the development of Europe and to place present-day migrations in
their social, political and economic context.
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In some host countries parents have expressed fears that the presence
of foreign children in schools will result in lower educational standards.
If, as has already been suggested. no more than 20 per cent foreign
children are admitted to a school, their presence, far from being a threat
to standards, can be of educational benefit to nationals.

For example, many children and adolescents are very successful in
helping their foreign schoolmates with homework and in class and for
young children this teaching activity is highly formative. With older
children, contact with children and teachers from another country opens
up wider human perspectives. Many find this helps them in their lan-
guage studies.

Problems do arise, however, when over-rigid administrations prevent
school authorities from distributing migrant children between different
schools in a given locality. Migrant parents naturally tend to send their
children to schools which are particularly good at integration and this
can mean that the proportion of migrant children in such schools
increases alarmingly.

All in all the settling of foreign workers in a town or region is a
complex problem which can only be solved with the cooperation of many
authorities.

What are international organisations doing?

1. In November 1972 a resolution was passed at the Unesco General
Conference urging all Unesco members to take concrete steps to facilitate
access to education for migrant children and to improve the quality of
this education. A first meeting of experts on the education of migrant
workers and their children was held in Paris in October 1973.

2. The International Labour Office has adopted numerous con-
ventions and recommendations dealing with equal opportunity and treat-
ment for migrant workers and access for their children to educational
institutions, including general, technical and vocational education, school
and vocational guidance and vocational training (cf. 56th, 57th, 59th
and 60th sessions of the International Labour Conference).

3. The Council of Europe has passed its resolution (70)35 on the
education of migrant children which has given rise to a number of studies
and pilot schemes and has led to positive action being taken in most host
countries.

At their 7th Conference, held in Brussels in June 1971, Ministers of
Education from the 21 signatory States to the European Cultural Con-
vention agreed to devote special attention to the problems posed by the
education of migrant children.

In addition, delegates to the ad hoc Conference on the Education of
Migrants held in Strasbourg last November passed a series of resolutions
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urging the adoption of measures to streamline the organisation of facil-
ities for migrant children from the educational and administrative point
of view.

The Conference also emphasised the need for special reception
measures and the importance of the mother tongue in the educational
process. Countries affected by migration were urged to initiate and
promote research into the problems posed by the education of migrant
children.

What is the European Community doing?

1. Free movement within the Community is a fundamental right
enjoyed by all Community nationals and their families. Conditions
governing this free movement are laid down in EEC Regulation
1612/68 (see O.J. L 257, 19 October 1968). Article 7 of this regulation
prescribes that “workers who are nationals of a Member State shall, by
virtue of the same right and under the same conditions as national
workers, have access to training and vocational schools and retraining
centres.” Article 12 continues, “the children of a national of a Member
State who is or has been employed in the territory of another Member
State shall be admitted to that State’s general educational, apprentice-
ship and vocational training courses under the same conditions as the
nationals of that State, if such children are residing in its territory,” and
that “Member States shall encourage all efforts to enable such children
to attend these courses under the best possible conditions.” A recent
ruling by the EEC Court of Justice (Case 9/74) held that Article 12
applies not only to rules on admission but also to general measures,
incl'"ding grants etc., to facilitate attendance.

This Regulation also provided for the creation of an Advisory Com-
mittee for the free movement of workers (Articles 24-31) which has the
iob of providing, at the request of the Commission or on its own
initiative, reasoned opinions on vocational training and all forms of
assistance to workers and their families.

2. The social action programme adopted by the Council of Ministers
in January last year lists as one of its priorities the creation of an action
programme for migrant workers and their families. Among other things
this programme would deal with training and education of migrant
workers’ children (O.J. C 13, 12 February 1974).

3. In fact, the social action programme does not discriminate between
intra-Community migrant workers and migrants from third countries
whereas Regulation 1612/18 only applies to Community nationals. When
the nine EEC Education Ministers met in June 1974, they listed
as a priority in their resolution on co-ordination in the field of educa-
tion better facilities for the education and training of nationals of
member and non-member countries and their children.
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4. As a preliminary to positive action to improve educational con-

ditions for migrant children in the Community, the Commission will
attempt to get Member States to agree on a number of fundamental
principles. These are as follows:

the migrant child is entitled to education tailored to his needs;

special teaching should be provided to help the child integrate into
the school and social environment of the host country;

the child’s native language and native culture should have a place
in the school curriculum;

reintegration into the school system of the child’s country of origin
should be possible;

there should be no discrimination between Community and non-
Community nationals as regards schooling.

5. The Commission considers a number of concrete suggestions for

action in the social and educational fields:

increasing the number of reception or adaptation classes for children
who migrate between the ages of 6 and 16 years:

improvement of teaching methods and provision of special educa-
tional material for migrant children;

arrangements to allow migrant children to study their native language
and learn about their cultural background during normal school
hours;

arrangements to allow the reintegration of migrant children into the
school system in their country of origin;

training of teachers specializing in the education of migrant children;

recruitment of foreign teachers capable of teaching migrant children
their native language and explaining their cultural background to
them;

revision of national regulations on study grants to give migrant
children access to all levels of education under the same conditions
as nationals;

extending the activities of social workers to ensure that migrant
children do in fact attend school and that out-of-school activities
are organised along more appropriate lines:

encouraging bilateral and multilateral agreements between individual
host countries and countries of origin in order to increase co-opera-
tion in educational matters—particularly in the recruitment and
training of specialised teachers.

The Community Statistical Office is at the moment producing statis-

tics on the number of foreign pupils, by nationality and by educational
category, in Community schools. (Not all Member States produce statis-
tics on this subject.) In more general terms, the Commission is in favour
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of furthering studies and research projects calculated to lead to better
understanding of the problems posed by the education of migrant
children. The Commission will do all it can to support pilot schemes
related to the education of migrant children and the training of spe-
cialised teachers.

As a result of decisions taken by the EEC Social Affairs Ministers
in June 1974, the Commission is now able to guarantee aid from the
European Social Fund for expenditure incurred in organising special
courses geared to the needs of migrant children.

The Social Fund can also foot part of the bill for training schemes for
social workers and teachers entrusted with the education of migrant
children. The Fund can repay up to half the cost of schemes organised
by public or private bodies under the conditions and within the limits
fixed by existing regulations.

In implementing its programme for migrants, the Commission hopes
to be able to count on the assistance of a working party set up within
the Advisory Committee for the free movement of workers. It will also
draw on the advice of experts in the field of migrant education and in
social assistance to migrant families. The Commission will also consult
representatives of teachers’ organisations and migrants’ associations.
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