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Conference – Innovation in Education: enhancing policy & 
educational practice for newly arrived students 
 
Judging from the discussions at the Conference in Rotterdam, 
multilingualism, language distance and transparency, differentiation and 
communication with stakeholders are key issues in the education of 
newly arrived students. The meeting was attended by around 85 
participants and highlighted differences amongst schools showed that 
the policy is changing to multilingualism. 
 
Josine Meurs, head of Education of the city of Rotterdam shared that 
Rotterdam is a young and vibrant city, which wants to offer equal 
opportunities for everyone. Rotterdam wants to offer its youth the best 
start possible, so that they can reach their full potential in life. With 
EDINA we wanted to ensure that the newly arrived migrant pupils can 
have access to the same quality of education as the rest of the 
students, matching their interests and talents. 
 

After the welcome words, Zuzanna and Ana Maria, NAMS from the 
Emmaus school shared their experiences. Everyone was touched by 
the stories of hardship as well as hope by the two strong girls. Folkert 
Kuiken, from the Research institute Amsterdam Center for Language 
and Communication, gave his keynote on Language distance and 
transparency. The importance of involving the mother tongue in 
learning a second language cannot be stressed enough. He ended his 
keynote with food for thought for European policy makers on whether 
the same amount of time for learning a second language should be 
allotted to all second language-learners or if this should this depend on 
their mother tongue. Emmanuelle Le Pichon-Vorstman, from the 
University of Toronto, looked back on how the EDINA project started 
and also offered us a roadmap for the future. Our ambition has always 
been to pro-actively embrace the diversity of the various linguistic and 
cultural assets students bring to school and country. Piet van 

Avermaet, Xiaoxu Liu and Sergio Baauw shared the result of the outputs of the EDINA project.   
 
The panel discussion with Steven Delarue (Ghent Education Centre), Chris van der Voordt (OSG Hugo de 
Groot), Ellen-Petra Kester and Emmanuelle Le Pichon-Vorstman at the conference showed that the 
language policy is changing from integration towards inclusion, like 
differences are seen as an enrichment and target diversity.  
 
The closing remarks on an European inclusive language strategy were 
given by Kristina Cunningham. In December 2017 the EU Heads of 
State and Government called for the member states, the council and 
the commission to enhance and support the learning of languages, so 
that more young people in the European Union will speak at least two 
languages in addition to their mother tongue. This is a huge leap 
forward. We need to explore ways to help all young people to acquire 
– in addition to the language of schooling – proficient user level in at 
least one other language before they finish upper secondary education 
and training. Next, the acquisition of an additional language at a 
proficient level is highly encouraged.  
 



 
 
The parallel sessions 
 
ARRIVAL OF NEW PUPILS & USING A PUPIL’S BACKGROUND 
 

The panel was composed of Emmanuelle Le Pichon-Vorstman, Marieke 
Postma, Nele Depoortere and Ellen-Rose Kambel. Multilingual 
classrooms are a growing reality in EU countries as a growing number 
of pupils has a mother tongue that differs from the language of 
instruction. Children with a different mother tongue require additional 
linguistic support in order to acquire the language of instruction. 
Teaching needs to adapt in various ways in order to enhance the 
language proficiency of newly arrived migrant learners. Additionally, 
students in multilingual schools and classrooms may speak one 
language at home and another at school. 
 
Various discussions took place during the conference day, so we 
decided to leave room for the audience to share their experiences and 
questions. A very vivid and interactive conversation was the result and 

we were pleased to notice that schools with a multilingual student population are very proactive in 
professionalising their multilingual educational practices. De Kameleon, an EDINA project school located in 
Rotterdam, shared their experiences regarding the involvement of parents in the educational development 
of their children by offering conversations in the mother tongue of the parents. Furthermore we discussed 
how we could further enhance multilingual classrooms and the need of high quality multilingual 
educational materials.  Ellen-Rose introduced her book ‘Meertaligheid en onderwijs’, which provides 
practical solutions for teachers. During this whole debate, the opinions and attitudes of the children in 
question should not be overlooked. Attendees shared their experiences about how negative attitudes 
towards multilingualism affects their children’s own view on multilingualism and their confidence in 
language acquisition and production.  
 
There is a lot of disruption in the lives of immigrant children, because they move around a lot. During 
their travels, children pick up different skills and languages which are often neglected, unnoticed or found 
irrelevant by educators. One way to ensure that not only the language and culture are taken into account 
in classrooms, but also all the other skills that those children possess, is to test the child’s knowledge of 
different subjects, such as mathematics. In this way, one can differentiate in newcomer classes and 
recognise prior knowledge. The tests could be conducted in their mother tongue and could consist of 
questions, but also games and visual activities. Since there is a discussion going on, on whether 
administrating tests is an effective way to keep track of the learning process of the child, it is also 
important to consider the observation of the teacher. It could be as meaningful, or even more meaningful 
than tests on paper. A combination of the two would be ideal.  
 
 
Voice of the youth “It was an eye-opener, and in a sense, an honour, 
to attend such an informative meeting and hearing about the projects 
and books in development. What really touched me, was the sense of 
passion and sincerity in the speeches of the attendees and how happy 
and enthusiastic they became when hearing about positive 
experiences.  Although, such meetings contribute to changing hearts 
and minds and practices, I believe that we need to preach outside of 
this room, and outside of the scientific context in order to make a big 
difference.”  
 



COMMUNICATION WITH STAKEHOLDERS 
 
The keynote speech on the practices of the city of Munich regarding 
newly arrived migrants was held by Gabrielle Schmid-Mühlbauer. As a 
psychologist, she is interested in the mental challenges refugees are 
confronted with. After the keynote speech, the panel members and the 
audience brainstormed on the various stakeholders a school has to 
establish regular contact with in order to optimally support newly 
arrived students. Family, neighbourhoods, children in the same age 
group, other schools, policy makers, politicians, healthcare organisations 
and all of the school´s employees were mentioned.   
The audience asked many interesting questions during the brainstorm 
session: Are all stakeholders equally important? How can the 
communication be improved?  Is the executive committee of school 
responsible for the communication strategy or can external parties 
manage it?  
 
The question posed by the moderator Petra Steenhout was, what can be done to improve communication 
between the schools or teachers and the aforementioned stakeholders? One answer that kept coming 
back was the importance of translators or interpreters, who can help communicate between the school 
and the pupils and their families. Unfortunately, hiring interpreters can be very costly and schools are 
often already struggling financially. It was mentioned that there is such a thing as a translation telephone 
line, but this was only free in Belgium and not in the Netherlands. The problem with finding help to 
communicate is not just a financial one, time available outside of class hours is also always an issue with 
teachers. Could it be an idea to ask other parents speaking the same language to translate every now and 
then? The EDINA project was thought to help at least in the three partner countries involved, as it made it 
easier to communicate directly between schools and municipalities. 

An in-depth discussion was the result and lots of ideas were shared. Jan de Mets was sharing his 
experience with “bridge people” in his school in Ghent. Renée Wind talked about the method of “learning 
together”. Here, external persons support the parents of children by introducing them to the daily 
activities and education process within the school. Next, these external people help the children with 
homework and study choices and mediate between the school, parents and other parties. Firdevs Durgut, 
was very interested in this approach which is still in development in Rotterdam. As the director of de 
Kameleon and de Triangel she explained that at the moment, although it is very time consuming, she is 
coordinating all of these different activities internally.  
 
DIFFERENTIATION AND ASSESSMENT 

 
During this parallel session Tessa Eysink from the University of Twente held a talk about differentiation 
and the importance of not also supporting children which need more support than others but also foster 
children which are intellectually gifted.  The most important factor for successful differentiation is to foster 
each child´s abilities individually and ensuring that the children are well integrated into the class. Each 
child needs to be challenged intellectually while the teacher needs to ensure that tasks are not too 

difficult.  
 
Tessa Eysink and her colleagues supervised the project Stip which 
focused on differentiation. The results showed that pupils were more 
successful after they have participated in the project and teachers 
were more likely to differentiate according to content as well as the 
tasks given to the children. The project also had a positive effect on 
the self-esteem of the children, as each child can be the “expert” by 
explaining the tasks to the other children.  
 
While the project by Tessa Eysink was not focused on newly arrived 
migrants as a target group, the results can be applied to them as 
well. They might as well benefit from teaching each other during 
class and their self-esteem might increase as a result of this teaching 
method as they experience learning as a positive process even 
though they might still have some difficulties with learning the 

language of the host country in the beginning.  The panel discussion with Jan, Evelien and Joris evolved 
around the education of newly arrived students and best practices where shared.  
 



Interview with Kristina Cunningham, Zuzanna and Ana Maria 
 

The European respond was given by Kristina Cunningham on the final 
conference of the EDINA project. She is currently the senior policy 
officer in charge of Multilingualism in the Directorate General for 
Education and Culture of the European Commission in Brussels.  We are 
delighted to share some of her thoughts on the topic of Education for 
newly arrived migrants.  
 
What do you think should change in the education system in order to 
include newly arrived migrants and giving them room to foster their 
talents? 
 
Individual needs of children and not organisational models should drive 
the approaches for newly arrived immigrants. Both introduction classes 
and direct integration into mainstream education have pros and cons. 

Whichever system is used, there is a need to have high expectations coupled with a high level of support 
in order to succeed. It is important to tailor support for the individual student, recognising their ambitions 
and language capital, and avoiding a ‘deficit’ perspective. It is crucial to harvest that ambition as fast as 
possible and show the refugee student that a new successful life is possible and accessible through 
education. Evidence shows that a rapid introduction of refugee children into mainstream education is the 
single most efficient integration measure. Effective multilingual teaching and learning has the potential to 
close the achievement gap of migrant students compared to “native” learners, while enhancing the 
cultural and civic education of all learners. 
 
Which European best practice do you consider the most valuable in the education for nams? 
 
Several Member States have an open attitude to multilingual schools, where mother tongues are fostered 
alongside the main language of schooling. However, only a minority of the countries have publicly funded 
provisions for mother tongue tuition. The plurality of languages to be catered for is a particular challenge 
in this respect. Sweden is one of the few countries which have recognized the right for children to receive 
mother tongue tuition. In Sweden, language assistants also help with the early stages of integration of 
newly arrived migrant children. Sweden is also the first Member State to have introduced new legislation, 
regulating the maximum time children should stay in introduction classes and also the modalities of these 
classes. They should in principle be organized within normal schools, so that transition can happen 
gradually.  
 
What have you personally learned from this day? 
 
The day was very inspirational overall, as I don’t often have the opportunity to meet teachers and school 
leaders who are faced with the everyday challenges of multilingual and multicultural classrooms. It was 
impressive to see how practitioners apparently enjoyed being part of the EDINA project and contributing 
to change and awareness raising in this field. 
 
We asked Ana Maria & Zuzanna, NAM students from the Emmaus School in Rotterdam: what do you think 
should change in the European education system, so that NAM’s can flourish better? 
 
What could be changed is that there should be more attention to other 
languages. For instance next to Dutch also English. Some parents and 
children are also talking English. Don’t make it obligatory but a choice. 
The mother tongue language should get a bigger role, connect newly 
learned Dutch words to mother tongue language, and do (home) work 
with a language buddy, this can be also a former NAM whom is older. 
Another thing would be to have in the school library books in their own 
mother tongue so they can’t forget their own language.  
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