Migration and education in the Netherlands

The Netherlands is an immigration country. Over 10 percent of the Dutch population is of non-Western origin. The four largest non-Western migrant groups are people of Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean origin. They represent almost two-thirds of the non-Western ethnic minorities in the Netherlands. Half of them belong to the second generation (born and raised in the Netherlands). The proportion of non-Western ethnic minorities is growing, especially in the major cities. In the three biggest cities one third of the inhabitants is now of non-Western origin. In primary education in these cities the ethnic minorities are in fact a majority. The major challenges for migration and education are the following. 
At the start of their primary education, pupils from non-Western origin already lag a long way behind native Dutch pupils, especially in the area of language. The educational level of their parents is well below that of indigenous parents, and a substantial proportion of Turkish and Moroccan parents have problems with speaking, reading and writing Dutch. Despite this, the education level of migrants is rising gradually, and more quickly than among the native Dutch population. Their educational disadvantage is thus diminishing. This is of course closely connected to the growing second generation. Migrant pupils and students from the second generation are generally more successful in their educational achievement than those from the first generation. The increase of the number of second-generation migrants will thus have a positive impact on the educational achievements of migrant pupils.
Despite the rising education level of migrants, the number of migrant drop-outs is still high. After six years in secondary education, non-Western students have attained a secondary education (havo/vwo) qualification much less often than their native Dutch counterparts and also much more often leave school without any qualifications at all. Their achievement in senior secondary vocational education (mbo) and higher education is also substantially lower.
Education policies

In recent years the ethnic background of pupils has become a less important criterion in Dutch education policies. In primary education the target group for disadvantage policy is now based exclusively on the education level of parents. In secondary education, too, the criterion of country of origin has been dropped. Secondary schools now receive disadvantage funding based on the number of students who live in deprived areas. The argument for seeking to deal with disadvantage in socioeconomic terms rather than in ethnic terms is that this is more in line with the actual disadvantage suffered.
According to the Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) immigrants in the Netherlands benefit from ‘slightly favourable policies’. The Netherlands is fifth on the list of MIPEX’s 31 European and North American countries. The Netherlands performs lower on the subcategory Education. It takes the number 10 position. Scoring around 50%, education policies create as many obstacles as opportunities for immigrants to become equal members of society. In some important perspectives Dutch education policy is successful: all children with a migrant background can attend compulsory schooling and all pupils, regardless their background, learn to appreciate diversity.

Providing equal opportunities is a key objective of Dutch education policy. A number of arrangements are in place aimed at removing financial obstacles and guaranteeing the accessibility of education for children from low-income families (free access up to the age of 18 years, grants for low-income families to cover study costs, study finance from the age of 18 years to cover tuition fees and other costs). In addition, there are policies aimed at improving the achievements of children from disadvantaged families. In recent years preschool and early-school programmes have become an important focus area in the educational disadvantage policy for young children. The programmes are provided through collaboration between preschool playgroups and primary schools and begin in the preschool group when children are aged 2.5 years and continue during the first two years of primary school. Personnel of the preschool playgroups are trained to achieve a higher language level. Other policy goals are to improve the number of induction classes in primary education and the number of summer schools. In both initiatives pupils with a disadvantage receive intensive teaching.
Intercultural education has been compulsory in Dutch primary schools since 1985. The objective is that pupils learn to live alongside other population groups and that prejudice and discrimination are to be combated. In practice, intercultural education did not really get off the ground, partly because of the lack of common vision. Attention shifted in the 1990s  towards combating disadvantage among migrant pupils. Since 2006, the requirement to educate pupils in cultural diversity has been placed in the broader context of the need to stimulate active citizenship and social integration.

Some general educational policies are particularly beneficial to non-Western migrant students. Promoting transfer to higher education through the vocational education route is an example of this, as is providing opportunities for the accumulation of qualifications in secondary education. By offering a ‘second chance’ to students who were initially not selected for secondary education tracks that prepare for higher education, both options constitute a correction to the early selection in Dutch secondary education. Combating school drop-out is another example of a beneficial general policy. An issue that has recently moved higher up the policy agenda is the strengthening of the teaching of Dutch language and arithmetic. Reference levels are to be introduced which specify the minimum level that pupils and students ought to attain in both subject areas. Since migrant pupils and students often lag well behind their native peers, especially in Dutch language, the introduction of reference levels is of particular importance for them.
Less effective

According to MIPEX Dutch education policies have, until now, been less effective in teaching immigrant languages and cultures, parental outreach and social integration.
For a long time Dutch primary schools provided lessons in the language of the country of origin for the major migrant groups. The objectives of these lessons changed over time. Initially they were aimed at maintaining contact with the country of origin; later on combating educational disadvantage and the independent cultural function of teaching minority languages were stressed. Given its constantly shifting objectives and the doubts about its effectiveness, the funding of teaching students’ own language was terminated in 2004. The emphasis in language policy in primary education has now come to lie completely on learning Dutch. 
Parents from the migrant groups are generally difficult to reach. This is partly because of a lack of knowledge and skills and a deficient command of the Dutch language. The Dutch government is committed to increasing parental involvement, especially among parents from migrant groups. A special ‘Ethnic Minority Parents Platform’ has been created which takes initiatives to foster the involvement of migrant parents. In addition local platforms were set up in 30 large municipalities to promote activities designed to reach migrant parents at local level (e.g. home visits by teachers, parent rooms, parent information points in the school).
Another issue is the segregation between native Dutch and ethnic minority pupils. As a result of the high proportion of migrants in the Dutch major cities, geographical concentration of non-Western groups is arising. Many schools in the major cities have a student population consisting mainly of migrant pupils. In the last few years the reduction of ethnic segregation has not been a policy focus in migrant education.

Final remarks
Recently the Dutch government aimed at more restrictive conditions for long-term residence and citizenship. Also because of concerns about the growing number of labour migrants from the new EU member states. The question is whether these labour migrants will stay in in the Netherlands for a longer time. This might lead to a new group of pupils in the Dutch education system with a language deficiency.
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