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Introduction 

A week ago, I was at a conference on language and policy where Dr. Carol Benson talked 

about the children in Cambodia and asked us the following questions: How can they learn if 

they are not able of speaking the school language? And what are the downstream effects on 

our ambition for equitable opportunities for all children?  

Cambodia seems very far away from Europe therefore, the academic interest of these issues 

may dawn on us much easier than their relevance to our own, local and present situation. 

However at present, in the Netherlands, one in ten adults can barely read or write at all. A 

third of this group comes from a foreign country. These people are unable to use the Internet, 

unable to help their children to do their homework, to read security instructions, to interpret 

street signs…  

I recall these facts as a very short introduction to two key questions of the roundtable today:  

 How is the concept of literacy being reshaped in the context of super-diversity, 

globalization and hypermobile populations? 

 Is the ‘literacy’ metaphor still appropriate for referring to a growing set of basic 

communicative competences? 

It is difficult to find a universal definition of the concept of literacy. According to the definition 

of the UNESCO used in Alidou and Glanz ‘s most recent report (Alidou & Glanz, 2015), 

“literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and 

compute, using printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. 

Literacy learning is a continuum, enabling individuals to achieve their goals, develop 

their knowledge and potential and participate fully in the community and wider society 

(UNESCO, 2005b, p. 21).”   

This paper is partly empirical and partly opinion. Therefore, it does not pretend to be 

exhaustive, rather the objective is to set the scene for us to discuss the subject in a couple of 

days from now. At present, Europe is confronted with an unprecedented situation. Some 

people claim the contrary: that we have already experienced a highly similar scenario some 

fourty years ago with the migration of guest workers from Spain, Italy, Turkey and Morocco.  I 

do not agree. I really believe that the situation in Europe is new and, therefore, requires a 

revision of our current strategies. I will try to explain my reasoning in the following paragraphs 

focusing on the necessary continuum aspect of the definition of literacy cited earlier.  

How many pupils in Europe are schooled in classrooms where the language of instruction is 

one they have yet to learn? How is their literacy taken into account? A large body of research 

has shown that with respect to learning a new language in the full sense of language learning 

(including oral and written) some strategies work better than others. The question however is: 

how can we translate these scientific insights into policies? For instance, in the scientific field, 

nobody at present denies the advantages of using one’s own languages in the educational 

context. Despite the converging evidence for this observation, its logical implications have not 

yet seen the daylight in the political arena of our countries where policy is made. So, in a 

sense the question relates to the issue of valorization. How do we go from scientific 

knowledge to practical implementation? Or perhaps I could phrase it like this: how can we 

convince policy makers, how can we raise societal awareness, how can we explain the 

importance of using first languages in the classroom to school boards and how can we teach 

teachers to do so? 

To answer these questions, it is essential to make sense of the dynamic complexity of social 

and linguistic representations, beliefs and practices and of their effects on language planning. 
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As my own research mainly focuses on the school context I will concentrate on this 

perspective.  

First, I will attempt to clarify the “new patterns of migration and society” in the title of this 

paper. I will cite some insights from the migration trajectories of newly arrived migrant pupils 

in the Netherlands and how this aspect may have an important impact on the concept of 

literacy. Next, I will depict how children’s plurilingualism may be legitimate in some contexts 

but not in others. I hope that these examples will help us better understand the very nature of 

multilingual language education strategies and the opportunity they may give with regard to 

our quest for a higher rate of literacy.   

New patterns of migration and society 

Starting with the new patterns of migration and society, the analysis of the data that we 

gathered in our research project allows for several conclusions. First of all, the composition of 

the school population has changed significantly over the past five years. The characteristics 

of the influx of newly arrived pupils in our school systems differ in several ways from our 

previous experiences. First, the current rate of arrivals of migrants and refugees is 

unprecedented. Second, their countries of origin are different and much more varied than 

previously, and finally, the motivation for migration has shifted from purely economical in most 

instances to political or existential in many cases. Inherent to these altered circumstances are 

important changes with regard to the social background and a more prominent role of 

complicating factors such as traumatic experiences.  

In addition to the composition of the newly arrived migrant pupils in schools, a closer look at 

the migration trajectory can also provide important information. In our data, the nationality of 

the children often corresponds to their country of birth, which does not match the country of 

provenance of parents. Children may be born in different refugee camps along the way their 

parents travelled, often for several years, from their country of origin to their current country. 

This of course may also exert effects on the pupils’ linguistic repertoire and cultural 

experiences. From a purely linguistic perspective, it can be quite difficult to identify what 

language can be considered the first language for these pupils.   

However, newly arrived pupils not only often have complicated, multi-country trajectories 

before arriving in Europe, they are likely to be confronted with several more transitions after 

their arrival. These transitions are likely to occur between different EU countries but also 

between different regions or cities within their final welcoming country. A couple of weeks 

ago, I called a school to enquire about two children who we followed for our research. 

Although the principal was enthusiastic about the progress they had made since their arrival 

in the Netherlands, she also told me that the family had abruptly left for the UK a couple of 

months earlier. These girls worked hard to learn Dutch upon their arrival in the Netherlands 

and now they were placed in a country where Dutch is not a useful asset, thus illiterate 

again? At the same time, I was approached by a school principal from Iceland who asked me 

what he should do with pupils who will not get a residential permit. All pupils have the right to 

be schooled, but how? In the context of complicated migration laws, which allow moving 

migrant families from one country to the next, sometimes even after prolonged periods 

preliminary settlement, these questions are both as highly relevant as they are complicated to 

resolve. Should they be schooled in the local language or in their own? Or perhaps in 

English? Or both?  

 

In the Netherlands, newly arrived children are schooled in preparatory classrooms, 

sometimes in separate schools. The anticipated advantage of this approach is the potential 
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concentration of expertise in teachers. But the implication of this strategy is also that these 

children will have to go through yet another transition, -from their special class to a 

mainstream school - as these preparatory classes are only for 18 months maximum.  

The least we can conclude is that all these aspects indicate that the population of newly 

arrived migrant pupils, even after their arrival in the Netherlands, is hyper-mobile on various 

levels. This is very important since it represents an intrinsic brake to the necessary continuum 

that literacy implies. The population is thus, horizontally hyper-mobile (from country to 

country, from school to school) but, because of these disruptions and of the illiteracy that 

follows, blocked upwards, that is to reach their true socio-economic potential.  

At present, the drop-out rate of newly arrived migrant children is high and, not surprisingly, 

the academic achievement is, on average, below their non-migrated peers. In elementary 

school, age level and educational level are perceived in different ways, which makes the 

transition between the different schools even more complicated. For instance, our data 

suggests that newly arrived migrant children do quite well in comparison to their classroom 

peers, which is in itself a positive observation. However, when taking age level into account a 

different story emerges. Migrant children in our study have on average an educational delay 

when compared to their age-peers. In itself this may be viewed as trivial however, the 

problem is that at the transition from primary to secondary school this age-delay is often 

converted into a lower educational level. Such consequences are not trivial as they imply 

discontinuity in the development of the student and a major set-back in their learning process.  

What can be done for this group? 

So coming back to our start-questions, the questions become:  

 How can we ensure continuity for people in situations that are highly unstable?  

 How can we support a holistic view of literacy of migrant pupils, taking into account 

their often complicated history of migration?  

When we started the project EDINA, we interviewed teachers and principals about their 

expectations of the project. One of the main frustrations expressed by virtually all related to 

the discontinuity of the school trajectories of migrant children. They have the feeling that what 

they do, does not help. In the realm of my project, I interpreted this frustration positively since 

I believe that frustration is where discursive negotiation may start. Moving people from 

country to country and from school to school has an impact on the individual plurilingualism 

and an impact on the continuity of the learning process, affecting literacy potential as well as 

competences in the broader school skills. We should start by considering newly arrived 

migrant people as plurilingual. This plurilingualism is not the sum of separate languages but 

an unbalanced competence in different languages. This raised another question: How can we 

measure the competences of plurilingual individuals taking into account their own forms of 

literacy?  

Research on third language acquisition has shown that L3 acquisition is a very different 

process that L2 acquisition: it works on the basis of bilingual competence already. In L3 

acquisition, the learner does not learn based on an L1 to an L2 but also based on language 1 

and 2. Our newly arrived populations, having moved from place A, to place B, to place C, 

coming back to A and then to D, (...) may have developed rich and segmented competencies 

in several languages and different experiences of languages and communication. From a 

linguistic point of view, it may implicate more metacognitive awareness including more 

metalinguistic awareness and awareness of communication. This may provide us with an 

opportunity with implications for language learning and language planning; based on the 

multidirectional process of learning, the use of strategic and transferable skills should be 
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emphasized. According to Moore (2009), L3 learning may be a very advantageous start point 

in learning a new language, if 1) teachers make use of the interrelation of languages, 2) we 

reflect upon those languages and 3) the languages are imbedded into the classroom routine. 

Unfortunately, at least in the Netherlands, this process seems to be blocked at all three 

accounts as a result of social representations of languages.  

In 2004, the Netherlands abrogated the support for the education of migrant minorities in their 

mother tongues (termination funding in minority languages, 2004). This financial support 

consisted of after school classes given by teachers familiar with that language, usually 

Turkish or Moroccan Arabic. This change in policy was an earthquake in the Dutch 

educational landscape. As is often the case, a tsunami may follow an earthquake. The 

tsunami in this case was a complete rejection of the languages of the pupils: “It doesn’t work, 

it is not good” (Le Pichon, 2012). Since 2004, the most commonly encountered view of 

schools and teachers in the Netherlands is that the use of minority languages is detrimental to 

the pupils’ development. At present, a decade later, the burst of newly arrived migrant 

children in the Dutch schools is starting to show the limitations of an exclusive focus on 

stimulating the school language as a second language without taking the often rich language 

repertoire of migrant children into account. In the meantime, in the realm of scientific 

research, there is a bourgeoning of alternative linguistic strategies in the classroom: 

examples of translanguaging usually limited to situation of communication breakdowns (for 

instance, in the context of a parents-teachers conference, or to facilitate the inclusion of new 

pupils in the classroom), situations where the plurilingualism of the children is legitimate.  

Plurilingualism as a skill, not a deficit 

The current perceived value of minority languages is deeply rooted in ideological and political 

beliefs. While such beliefs may stem from different origins, they tend to converge into a 

shared credo that dictates the existence of an advantageous bilingualism and a 

disadvantageous plurilingualism. The individual plurilingualism is still perceived as an 

incomplete – and thus defective - competence in the languages rather than skills – and thus 

advantageous -  in different languages.  

One of the consequences of these fixes beliefs is that the knowledge that has been acquired 

in how to implement multilingual strategies in the learning of the languages, has gradually 

been lost. It has blurred the distinction between “true” analphabetism and the situation 

wherein children are differently alphabetized (for instance, students from Chinese, Thai, 

Arabic of Hindi origins). As a result these students are all considered as illiterate, regardless 

their knowledge in other languages. In a secondary school I visited in the course of my 

research, newly arrived pupils of this type were instructed in the same classrooms as pupils 

without any reading or writing abilities. It is not their plurilingualism but rather this type of 

educational approach that could be detrimental for the learning potential of newly arrived 

migrant children.  

People with a different alphabet are literate, they are conscious of the phonetic aspects of the 

words, competence that is developed consequently to the learning of reading and writing. For 

instance, if I ask you to drop the first letter of the word “cat”, what is the remaining word? 

Reading experience in any language will help you answer this question and distinguish you 

from any person with true analphabetism. The impact goes beyond the learning to read and 

write; lack of knowledge of the written language generates a broad handicap when it comes 

to calculate money return in a grocery, to knowing the day and name of the month and to 

things as simple as telling your date of birth.  

Another interesting aspect, and a distinction from those differently alphabetized, is that people 

with low literacy tend to have a particular view of the written language. In the research of 
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Kurvers, her respondents believed that what is not true cannot be written, or conversely, that 

everything that is written is true. “This woman is a man” which is a grammatically correct 

sentence, cannot be written according to their beliefs. Just as the advent of the printing press 

together with an increase in literacy in the population has drastically changed our society, 

such limitation on the individual level is likely to affect the view that someone has of the world. 

If she asked them to name the longest word between house and umbrella, they chose the 

house (bigger). Phonemes and words are thus literacy concepts that are not present unless 

learned (Kurvers, 2015). Thus, literate and illiterate people do not only differ in their 

competences but also in the way they perceive the world.  

As most of my paper thus far has been a critical appraisal of the current educational approach 

of newcomers, I will finalize on a more positive note. Some emerging strategies attempt to 

approach the plurilingualism of newcomers while shifting from a “deficit” view towards a “skill” 

or “asset” view. In this context, the European language portfolio is interesting because it 

appreciates the plurilingual competence as such, as a whole. Such positive view helps to 

support continuity into the schooling of the pupils, where knowledge of many languages 

contributes positively to a portfolio that pupils can present everywhere.  

There is also an increasing interest for the concept of translanguaging. Translanguaging 

practices may have the potential to foster the interrelation of languages, the reflectivity about 

the languages and to consciously embed the languages in the classroom routine.  

Finally, there appears to be more and more room for the negotiation around the potential 

value of the newcomers’ own languages in school interactions. Teachers acknowledge more 

and more that allowing children to use their own languages positively contributes to their 

learning process. The reluctance to go down this road may relate – my personal guess – to 

fear of too much empowerment and, possibly resistance within the classroom or school of 

these children. Some level of confidence in the unknown as well as a willingness to 

reconsider their identities as teachers or as school are required to further explore the benefits 

of this strategy.  

Conclusion  

The population of newly arrived migrants is hypermobile, their educational trajectory is often 

disrupted by multiple transitions while teachers and policy makers are not always convinced 

of the importance of bridging these different worlds.  

The richness of plurilingualism is too often perceived as an impediment rather than as an 

asset, leaving opportunities to use these skills unattended. The concept of literacy is loosely 

adapted into one wherein true analphabetism and differently alphabetization have lost their 

important distinction.  

As suggested by Py already in 2009, there is an urgent need “to address the social and 

political dimensions of language learning and of language education rights focusing on 

language education for citizenship, improving transparency in language provision”; to address 

the perceptions and beliefs negotiating the representations and creating new knowledge 

about languages and their role in this new situation.   

There is thus a high need to discuss the socio-political implications of the new migration 

trajectories for language planning and language policy in our schools. This situation in Europe 

implicates an urgent need “to shift from the notion of multilingualism (societal contact) to the 

notion of plurilingualism (the study of individual repertoires constituted of several languages)” 

(Moore and Gajo, 2009).  
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Migration between continents, countries and regions and schools, the high diversity of 

underlying motivation (e.g. economical, political, violence-driven) and consequences (e.g. 

poverty, traumatic experiences, multiple transitions along the way) all have impact on the 

plurilingual and pluricultural repertoire of the pupils and the identity we allow them to develop 

in our countries.  
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