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Presentation

Revista de educación is a scientific journal published by the Ministerio de 
Educación, Cultura y Deporte. Founded in 1940, and since 1952 called Revista de 
Educación, it has been a privileged witness of the development of education in 
the last decades, and an acknowledged means for the dissemination of education 
research and innovation, both from a national and international perspectives. It 
is currently assigned to the Instituto Nacional de Evaluación Educativa within the 
Dirección General de Evaluación y Cooperación Territorial and it is published by 
the Subdirección General de Documentación y Publicaciones of the Ministerio 
de Educación, Cultura y Deporte.

Each year we publish four issues. Starting next issue (No. 361), the magazine 
will have three sections: Research, Essays and Education Experiences, all of them 
submitted to referees. In the first issue of the year there is also an index of 
bibliography, and in the second number a report with statistic information about 
the journal process of this period and the impact factors, as well as a list of our 
external advisors.

From 2006 to the second number of 2012 (May-August 358), Revista de 
Educación was published in a double format, paper and electronic. The paper 
edition included all the articles in the especial section, the abstracts of articles 
pertaining to the rest of sections, and an index of reviewed and received books. 
The electronic edition contains all articles and reviews of each issue, and it 
is available through this web page (www.mecd.gob.es/revista-de-educacion/), 
where it is possible to find more interesting information about the journal. From 
the 358 number Revista de Educación becomes exclusively an online publication.

Revista de Educación assesses, selects and publishes studies framed in well 
established lines of research, mainly: methodologies of education investigation 
and assessment; analysis of education systems and public policies; evolution and 
history of contemporary education systems; education reforms and innovations; 
quality and equity in education; curriculum; didactics; school organization 
and management; attention to diversity and inclusive education; educational 
guidance and tutorship; teacher selection, training and professional development; 
international cooperation for the development of education. 
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Revista de Educación is available through the following data bases:

■  National databases: isoc, beg (gencat), psicodoc, dialnet, y redined (Red de 
Bases de Datos de Información Educativa).

■  International databases: Social Sciences Citation Index® (ssci), 
Social Scisearch®, scopus, Sociological Abstracts (csa Illumina), pio 
(Periodical Index Online, Reino Unido), iresie (México), icist (Canadá), 
hedbib (International Association of Universities - Unesco International 
Bibliographic Database on Higher Education), swetsnet (Holanda).

■  Journal evaluation systems: Journal Citation Reports/Social Sciences 
Edition (jcr), European Reference Index for the Humanities (erih), 
Latindex (Iberoamericana), scimago Journal & Country Rank (sjr), resh, 
Difusión y Calidad Editorial de las Revistas Españolas de Humanidades 
y Ciencias Sociales y Jurídicas (dice), carhUs plus+, Matriu d’Informació 
per a l’Avaluació de Revistes (miar), Clasificación Integrada de Revistas 
Científicas (circ). 

■  Directories: Ulrich’s Periodicals Directory.

■  National catalogues: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas 
(csic-isoc), Red de Bibliotecas Universitarias (rebiUn), Centro Nacional de 
Innovación e Investigación Educativa (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y 
Deporte), Catálogo Colectivo de Publicaciones Periódicas en Bibliotecas 
Españolas (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte).

■  International catalogues: WorldCat (Usa), Online Computer Library Center 
(Usa), Library of Congress (lc), The British Library Current Serials Received, 
King’s College London, Catalogue Collectif de France (CCFr), Centro de 
Recursos Documentales e Informáticos de la Organización de Estados 
Iberoamericanos (oei), copac National, Academic and Specialist Library 
Catalogue (United Kingdom), sUdoc Catalogue du Système Universitaire de 
Documentation (France), zdb Zeitschriftendatenbank (Alemania). 

Revista de Educación does not necessarily agree with opinions 
and judgements maintained by authors
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Educational Settings and the Construction of a Shared sense 
of Community in Democratic Countries: Epistemological 

and Pedagogical debates. Introduction

Tamar Shuali, Gonzalo Jover, Zvi Bekerman

Though not unique, educational environments serve as important 
places for socialization into collective identities (e.g. religious, ethnic), 
civic identities and democratic attitudes and behaviors. Educational 
environments affect the formation and negotiation of character, values, 
attitudes and behaviors of future citizens participating in them. This 
is true for all those participating in such environments. The formative 
character of educational environments becomes even more salient for 
minority, migratory, and / or diasporic groups. Especially in western 
European states, which find themselves overwhelmed by migratory 
currents that disturb the assumed homogeneity of their populations, the 
negotiation of ethnic, religious, and or cultural identities in educational 
environments, is of great significance. These negotiations underline the 
current discussion on human rights, marginalization and anti-racism in 
the public sphere, adding to these the concern for the development of 
civic identities among immigrant and minority groups. At the same time, 
these phenomena poses challenges to the development of an inclusive 
society, and underline the responsibility educational systems must assume 
in the promotion of shared values and a sense of community.

Consequently, the question is posed of how the multiple agents, 
involved in the educational processes, put (or not) into practice 
educational strategies and pedagogies that define who has the ability to 
govern themselves, and how those capabilities become effective elements 
in the training of active citizens and political subjects.

A major fact that worries western societies is the failure of integration 
and the need to enhance social cohesion among majority and minority 
groups (indigenous, migrant and diasporic). These concerns create 
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anxieties and phobias, and seem to predispose western societies and 
their governors to focus on the recent waves of immigration as a great 
threat to traditional Western values, while disregarding the interactional 
and contextual complexities within which these tensions evolve. This 
failure is interpreted primarily as a result of cultural, linguistic, religious 
and ethnic differences; an interpretation that unabashedly ignores 
historical and contextual, structural and institutional factors that condition 
integrative options. In this sense, the notion of failure is due to a social 
construction that culminates with the development of the notion of 
alterity. The only possible path we can take when facing present realities 
is the development of a sense of attachment and belonging, which 
surges with the recognition of cultural diversity as an enriching fact, 
promoting a sense of inclusion that emphasizes the global culture we 
all share while making visible the diversity of national. Local and ethnic 
cultures. Furthermore what needs to be emphasized is the multiplicity of 
identities, belongings, and cultural affiliations we all posses voluntarily 
as we move through multifaceted trajectories.

In this monographic section we present a series of articles that, from a 
critical perspective, problematize present interpretations of socio political 
western contexts, with the objective of revitalizing educational research 
efforts which aim at alleviating conflicts created by massive displacement 
of populations.

Sleeter’s essay, builds on two case studies carried out in the United States, 
and presents a critical approach to multicultural theorizing, pointing at 
the use of ethnic studies as an emancipatory educational option based on 
a decolonizing pedagogy. In their article Llorente Puerta and Hevia Artime 
report on the results of an investigation on interactive processes relevant 
for an understanding of the educational literacy practice undertaken 
with adults of immigrant origin. The results emphasize the difficulties 
encountered by teachers in ceasing the control of the activity to the 
students, in an instructional context where cultural and social referents 
play a decisive role for the acquisition of literacy competences. The 
ethnographic study of González-Faraco, González Falcón, and Rodríguez 
Izquierdo analyzes the educational work done in transitory classrooms 
of linguistic adaptation (ATAL) detecting the possible dissonances and 
contradictions between the pedagogical actions that these classrooms 
promote, and the logics that support and justify them; their political 
discourses, their regulations and their seemingly inclusive practices. The 
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study by Luis Rico, Torre Cruz, Escolar-Llamazares, Ruiz Palomo, Huelmo 
García, Palmero Cámara and Jiménez Eguizábal, focuses our attention on 
recreational areas, as times and spaces that facilitate both coexistence 
and dialogic relationships. Their research shows how gender influences 
relations of acceptance and rejection that occur during breaks in primary 
and secondary schools at the time of choosing or rejecting equals, as well 
as in the motivations that justify said choices. 

Segarra Arnau, Traver Martí, and Lozano Estivalis present the results 
of an investigation carried out in a Moroccan community, with the 
objective of better understanding the learning processes that generate 
opportunities for the integration of migrant groups into the host society. 
The authors suggest that the processes the immigrant groups participate 
in become spheres of situated learning, in which immigrants start being 
legitimate peripheral participants. Moreover the authors show how the 
processes are characterized by state related domination, which ultimately 
generates a transformation in the identity of the Moroccan community 
towards subalternity and foreignness.

Arrufat Cárdava and Sanz Ponce distance us from the educational 
contexts and introduce us to the legal sphere of education. Their main 
objective is to analyze how the right to education in migrant children is 
concretized in light of the provisions of the Joint General Comment number 
3 and 4 on the human rights of children in the context of international 
migration. Their critical approach, while recognizing education as a 
given right, emphasizes that for it to be effective, it must address the 
peculiarities of each of the different social groups involved and the 
varied ways in which these groups face local problems. They argue that 
these issues to be properly faced require a global, multidisciplinary and 
sensitive response to their particular difficulties and characteristics. Ortiz 
Flores and Guzmán Cáceres present a reflection on the curricular policies 
implemented in Brazil for combating ethnic discrimination. The authors 
analyze these policies, focusing particularly in the curricular guidelines 
for teaching ethnic-racial relations, geared towards the formation of a 
diverse and integrated citizenship. The results show the edges of the 
theoretical debate on multicultural integration; a debate which oscillates 
between strategic essentialisms and the demands of recognition. 

Doncel Abad, Cabrera Álvarez address the institutional recognition of 
co-official languages in the Spanish autonomous state, and investigate 
whether the variability of educational bilingualism implemented in the  
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autonomous communities is effective or not; i.e. if it manages to facilitate 
contexts of equal opportunities for the educational development of 
different linguistic and identity groups. Their work analyzes the students’ 
performance in math, reading and science skills, according to Pisa 2015, 
taking into account the language that the students speak at home. The 
results indicate, on the one hand, that in general terms, the symbolic 
and instructive experience offered by each linguistic model does not 
condition the performance of students whose mother tongue is Spanish, 
in skills measured according to Pisa 2015. Yet the same practices appear 
to be significantly associated with the worse performance of the foreign-
speaking minority in relation to the Spanish speakers in communities 
such as the Balearic Islands or Catalonia.

We hope that the articles presented contribute to the enrichment of 
our theoretical, empirical and comparative knowledge regarding the 
potential influence that various agents and educational environments 
have in the construction of individual and group identifications in the 
context of globalized and culturally diverse societies. We also hope that 
these studies will contribute to the development of strategies, policies, 
practices and theoretical perspectives that can help revitalize the 
multicultural dream of strengthening and maintaining a sense of shared 
community in a plural society.
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Analysis of interactivity processes in knowledge-building 
with adult immigrants

Análisis de los  procesos de interactividad en la construcción 
del conocimiento con personas adultas inmigrantes

DOI: 10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2020-387-436

María Jesús Llorente Puerta
Isabel Hevia Artime
Universidad de Oviedo

Abstract
This article describes the results of research looking at a sociocultural and 

linguistic constructivist analysis of interactivity processes as important elements 
for the understanding of literacy teaching practice with adult immigrants. We are 
interested in understanding the mechanisms of educational influence that act 
in interaction in joint activities between student and teacher for a given topic. 
The chosen methodology was a case study based on observation and analysis of 
nine classroom sessions. The results highlight how difficult it is for the teacher 
to transfer control of activities to the students in a teaching context in which 
cultural and social references play a decisive role in the acquisition of reading 
and writing skills. 

Key words: adult immigrant literacy, knowledge building, interactivity, 
educational practice.

Resumen
El presente artículo recoge los resultados de parte de una investigación 

centrada en el análisis, desde el constructivismo sociocultural y lingüístico, de 
procesos de interactividad como elemento relevante para la comprensión de la 
práctica educativa de alfabetización con personas adultas de origen inmigrante. 
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Nuestro interés es conocer los mecanismos de influencia educativa que actúan 
en la interacción de la actividad conjunta de la docente y sus estudiantes en 
torno a un contenido. La metodología elegida es el estudio de caso basado en 
la observación y análisis de nueve sesiones de aula. Los resultados ponen de 
relieve las dificultades para la cesión de control de la actividad de la docente a 
los estudiantes en un contexto de instrucción donde los referentes culturales y 
sociales desempeñan un papel decisivo para la adquisición de la competencia 
lectoescritora. 

Palabras clave: alfabetización de adultos inmigrantes, construcción del 
conocimiento, interactividad, práctica educativa. 

Introduction

This study was inspired by work that takes a sociocultural perspective 
of learning close to the Vygostkian social constructivist view, focused 
on the world of meaning and intersubjectively shared understanding, in 
other words, in social construction. Within the general research approach 
towards action in education it may be possible to find evidence of whether 
there is shared progressive construction of systems of meanings or not. 
From this premise, we seek to understand learning-teaching situations 
based on the mechanisms of educational influence (Coll et al., 1992). This 
article reflects a particular section, the analysis of interactivity, which is 
part of a wider piece of participative observation research.

In this case, we focus our attention on the search for solutions to a 
specific problem: literacy in a second language. The objective guiding 
the research process is not only to look for second language literacy 
strategies, but to understand how specific learners, who had not been able 
to become literate in their mother tongues, could acquire command of 
reading and writing in Spanish as a second language (L2). The emphasis 
is placed on analysing what teaching processes could drive learning in a 
student from an ethnic minority which is particularly vulnerable in our 
society, Roma people of Romanian origin.

This search for improvement often revolves around what the teacher 
does in the classroom to identify strong and weak areas, what strategies 
work and what strategies do not. This approach implies a certain one-
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way traffic in the process. If one advocates for the role of a teacher as 
a guide, a facilitator and mediator in the learning process, as from the 
beginning of the communicative education approach, then consequently 
the core of research must focus on this process: the interaction through 
which knowledge is constructed. Rochera, Gispert and Onrubia (1999) 
indicated the importance of creating zones of proximal development in 
teacher-student interaction that would make it easier for the teacher to 
give suitable attention to the student, as well as allowing for the student’s 
personal and functional appropriation of knowledge. In other words, it is 
the analysis of the mechanisms of educational influence that teachers use 
to “achieve the progressive transfer of control in the joint activity” (García 
& Montanero, 2004:541). 

These questions raise the need to observe how students construct 
knowledge, not only from the individual points of view of participants 
in the educational process, but also from the interaction, from the 
mechanisms of educational influence (Coll et al., 1992.; Coll, Onrubia 
& Mauri, 2008; Coria, 2011; López, 2001; Onrubia, 1993; Rodríguez, 
2013; Zarandona, 2015). In our study this interaction is mediated by the 
characteristics of the students and an informal teaching-learning context 
in which there are constant culture clashes.

What differentiates this experience is that there is no shared common 
reference of geographical, cultural, social or schooling frameworks 
between teacher and learners because the students are mostly in this 
situation for the first time, in a foreign country. For this reason it is an 
exploration of whether they can manage to achieve the construction of 
shared meaning in the classroom through the analysis of the interactions 
between the participants.

The presence of foreigners in adult classrooms and the urgency to meet 
their needs has led to interest in educational thinking and concern about 
literacy in a second language in the Spanish context. However, despite 
some intermittent initiatives, with specific, functional methodologies 
(Cabrera, 2013; Molina, 2007), analysis of materials (Hernández, 2012), 
and the odd case study in specific groups, such as literacy in Arab-
speakers (Fernández, 2013; Gibert, 2008), little research has focused on 
teaching Spanish as a second language to students who cannot read 
or write. There has been some research on these lines in the English-
speaking world. Studies on literacy in English as an L2 were published 
in the United States in the 1970s. A notable example is the “What Works” 
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Study for Adult ESL Literacy Students (Condelli et al. 2003), supported 
by the US education administrations at the end of the 1990s. In Europe, 
since the beginning of this century, research in the Netherlands (Kurvers 
& Van de Craats, 2015) and the UK (Young- Scholten, 2013) has focused 
on what is known as second language teaching for students with low 
levels of formal education, LESLLA (Literacy Education and Second 
Language Learning for Adults) which, since 2005, has been the name 
of an international forum of researchers interested in the development 
and acquisition of a second language by adult immigrants with little 
or no schooling, and has been broadened out beyond English-speaking 
contexts to include experiences and thinking in other languages

The study of interactivity in teaching

Coll et al. (1992) introduced the idea of interactivity as a method of 
organising activities together with the content or tasks performed by the 
participants in an educational process. The idea of interactivity led to it 
being impossible to understand what happens in the classroom without 
linking the interactive formats and the type of discourse produced, 
what people do and what they say, why and how people act in this 
sociocultural stage or community of practice (Cubero, 2005; Zarandona, 
2015). Interactivity goes beyond the teaching-learning interaction in the 
common sense of the word and includes all of the activity before and 
after the interaction such as, for example, working on a task individually 
or in a group. Interactivity analysis means looking at each participant’s 
actions in the framework of the interrelation with the actions and speech 
of each one of the other participants for a specific teaching-learning task 
or content (Rochera, Gispert & Onrubia, 1999).

There are three a priori elements on which to focus attention. 
Firstly the time dimension of the teaching-learning process (Coll et al., 
1992), which is when certain participants’ actions happen. Secondly, 
it is important to clearly define the units of analysis framing this time 
dimension. The didactic sequence (DS) is the basic unit of data collection 
and is the standard segment of activity which is analysed. Thirdly, the 
analysis of interactivity cannot disassociate the content or task the 
activity is about. As it is a teaching-learning process there are specific 
educational objectives, set materials, and specific actions of teachers 
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and learners situated in a didactic sequence with a beginning, middle 
and end. The task (López, 2008) is not a complete entity in itself which 
justifies the teaching-learning process, but rather it is an additional 
element in understanding educational influence. It is no doubt impossible 
to separate the phase in which teachers and learners jointly organise 
their activity from the nature of the content and the structure of the 
activities they are working on. However the organisation of joint activity 
is not a predetermined or programmable issue, but rather something that 
is constructed progressively, in a process that involves the teacher and 
learner equally.

Research into interaction as a triggering event of knowledge-building 
is not limited to school learning, but can be applied to any educational 
practice in various contexts. Work by Colomina (1996) examined 
situations of social interaction in a family context between adults and 
children, and a study by Coll & Rochera (2000) looked at learning the 
beginnings of the series of natural numbers in Early Childhood Education. 
There is research into teaching university students about a text processor 
(Onrubia, 1993), analysis of the organisation of joint activities in teaching 
group sports in primary education (López, 2001), and more recently, a 
study of educational influence in pre-university students in Chile (Castro 
& Aranda, 2016). Nonetheless, the mechanisms of influence with adult 
foreigners is a field which has not been the subject of study before and 
there is little knowledge of the literacy processes in adult foreigners from 
an ethnic minority, especially considering the growth of this group in 
Spanish society in recent years.

Method

The primary aim of this research is the study of dialogue in the 
classroom (Doyle, 1977), which is why we chose a qualitative (Flick, 
2004), case-study based (Yin, 1989) methodology which lets us identify 
and describe the ways the joint activities are organised in our teaching-
learning process. Although the methodology is qualitative, we follow 
what Zarandona (2015) called an interpretive approach, a qualifier which 
includes the mix of participative observational research approaches, and 
includes a certain amount of quantification, such as in our study. As the 
research is carried out in the classroom and there is no intervention by 
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any external agents, the teacher being the researcher, we are ensured 
ecological validity (Bronfenbrenner, 1987). The procedures used with the 
samples and controls were carried out after obtaining informed consent.

Participants

The participants in the didactic sequence were 23 learners and one 
teacher making up a literacy group for foreigners which was part of 
the educational programme of an NGO in the North of Spain. The 
participants attended this educational activity as part of their obligations 
as recipients of social assistance from the community. They were all 
adults (6 men, 17 women), aged between 22 and 56 years old, from 
an Eastern European ethnic minority. They had no schooling and were 
illiterate in their mother tongue. The learners self-identified as gitanos 
(gypsies in Spanish) and shared the sociocultural traits that, according 
to Jiménez and Jiménez (2017), give the Roma community its group 
identity: the sense of collectiveness defined by a common language and 
values such as family cohesion, male authority and elder authority, the 
value of marriage and virginity, and the family network being essential 
for group survival. Their knowledge of spoken Spanish varied, although 
in general they had sufficient communicative ability to function in day-to-
day interactions. They had all spent at least three years resident in Spain, 
and the majority had attended classes for some months. The teacher had 
twenty years’ experience working in adult literacy with foreigners.

Instruments

The element being observed and analysed in this study was a teaching 
unit which was included naturally in this group-class teaching plan. In 
order to record the joint activity between the teacher and students in detail 
each of the sessions making up the unit was recorded on video, a total 
of nine hours of recording over a six-week period. The analytical activity 
was completed with student portfolios which gathered the materials 
produced during the joint activity and a class diary. The portfolios are 
a historical document of the learners’ activities and are examples of the 
students’ work filed chronologically in individual folders. In the research 
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diary, the teacher recorded individual evaluation rubrics, notes on what 
happened in class during the sessions, and her thoughts on subsequent 
viewings of the sessions, including questions and interpretation of the 
entire process. The video recordings were viewed various times, first 
in order to produce a written transcript, allowing an initial, intuitive 
classification of the elements to consider. Subsequent reviews, collated 
with the other instruments, completed the analysis.

Design and Procedure

The data for the analysis were based on a didactic sequence in which 
the guiding principal was a teaching unit created following negotiation 
about the content according to the needs and interests of the participants 
in the educational activity. A sequence was designed via a project or task 
focus (Estaire, 2009; Nunan, 1989; Trujillo, 2017) with two end goals. One 
was for students to acquire the reading and writing skills they needed to 
be able to write the names of their usual contacts in their mobile phone 
calendar. The aim was to give them a sense of learning through them 
being able to recognise their own names and the names of those closest 
to them, materialised in the form of a product, the creation of a phone 
calendar. The other goal, similarly about making learning significant, 
started with textual awareness through a Romanian recipe book, and 
went on from the recipe texts to work with smaller units. The calendar 
and the recipe book are real objects which help to effectively develop 
textual awareness. The plan included a defined series of activities in 
steps from the more defined, restrictive tasks to more open, freer tasks. 
The methodological approach for the teaching unit combined the 
global method (starting with phrases and words then breaking them 
down into smaller units) with the analytical, a focus on phonics and 
linguistics that encourages teaching letters before moving to bigger units; 
syllables, words and phrases. The methodology followed the five general 
principles indicated by Vinogradov (2008) for success in classes with 
literacy learners: keep the class contextualised, combine synthetic and 
analytical approaches, address the variety of learning preferences, make 
the most of each learner’s potential and give them confidence.

The didactic unit was initially designed to be given over six sixty-
minute sessions, bearing in mind irregular attendance which meant 
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continual readjustment, repetition of classes, adaptation etc. With this 
required flexibility in mind, and the course configuration (only two sixty-
minute sessions per week) the proposal was clear, simple and practical, 
the results of which would be analysed to improve educational practice. 
Owing to the alterations mentioned above, the content was not able to 
be given in full, and there were nine videos recorded in the end over six 
weeks. 

Data analysis

The data analysis was aimed at identifying empirical indicators shedding 
light on the process of transferring control and the progressive 
construction of shared systems of meaning between the teacher and the 
students. Viewing the sessions later, and the exhaustive analysis of the 
transcripts formed the main body of data. These transcripts collected 
both linguistic and extralinguistic elements (useful for the analysis). From 
the study of the records of the didactic sequences emerged a primary 
intuitive segmentation into Interactivity Segments which were verified 
by reviewing the video recordings and the transcripts in accordance 
with the content or the pattern of activities or behaviour. A second level 
of analysis focused on the meanings that the teacher and the students 
negotiated and co-constructed, the basic unit of analysis of which is the 
message, as proposed by Coll, Onrubia and Mauri (2008). 

Initially, a macro level analysis was performed, focusing on the 
categorisation of participants’ actions, in order to empirically substantiate 
whether the teacher was able to transfer control to the learners. In 
order to do that, the first step was to examine what happened in the 
classroom: how the joint activity was organised between the teacher and 
the learners, whether (and how) that produced a transfer of control, 
and whether the shared meanings expanded during the teaching unit. 
Analysing these characteristics helps to illustrate what the students have 
learned (or not), and improve our understanding of the role and effect 
of the teacher throughout the process. The basic unit of data collection, 
analysis and interpretation is the didactic sequence (DS) made up of 
clearly identified sessions within a fixed time sequence. The lower level 
of analysis is the interactivity segments (IS) which refer to a specific 
interaction structure (Coll et al., 1992). This exploration of interactivity 



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 15-36
Received: 16-05-2019    Accepted: 20-09-2019

23

Llorente Puerta, M.J., Hevia Artime, I.  AnAlysis of interActivity processes in knowledge-building with Adult immigrAnts

is what the current study reflects, and constitutes a corpus that will help 
us to understand better, through more accurate qualitative analysis, the 
causes of difficulties in achieving learning objectives.

Results

Following the sessions the students were not able to recognise or 
reproduce the names of those closest to them in the mobile phone 
calendar, nor the ingredients of a recipe. This does not mean that learning 
did not happen, but simply reinforces the need for reflection about what 
and how they learned. The planned programme for the didactic unit 
needed adjustment from the beginning according to the class diary: “Of 
course I haven’t had time to do all the activities in the plan. Too many 
people came and I can’t control that” (class diary, day 1). The varied 
methodology, the attempt to deal with different learning styles, the focus 
on individual interests following needs analysis, the attention to the 
learners’ affective dimension, personalised texts with identifying marks, 
and the constructivist approach in the methodological choices were all 
present. Once the framework had been established, the intention was to 
analyse how joint activity was managed by articulating the teacher’s and 
students’ behaviour in a learning activity in an extremely specific context, 
following the research line on mechanisms of educational influence (Coll 
et al., 1992; Coll, Onrubia & Mauri, 2008; Onrubia, 1993; Rochera, Gispert 
& Onrubia, 1999).

The interactivity segments (IS) identified in the sessions were 
categorised as follows:

Accommodation in the classroom (AC): This refers to when students 
enter the class. Not all students arrive on time and throughout the session 
there are interruptions when new people arrive, files are collected, 
classmates greeted… until the activity begins. The segments last different 
lengths of time. The beginning of the classes always takes time, as 
students are not present, the teacher has to wait for them. In addition, the 
learners do not bring with them the materials they need for class, each 
person instead has a physical folder (portfolio) in which they keep their 
exercise books, writing materials and any photocopies they are given. 
Students’ awareness of this portfolio is encouraged:
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 (Teacher) Oh, okay, and… very good! From now on this is your folder…. very 
good!... very good! okay, now we keep the pen, the exercise book and the old 
folder… all our things in here, okay?
(Student 1) where?
(Teacher) inside 
(Student 1) inside there? yes? 
(Teacher) Yes, but not the exercise book, we’re going to work 
(Student 1) not all of this there?
 (Teacher) all of that, that’s the old stuff, store the old stuff and leave the new 
things, the latest,
(Student1) what about this?
(Teacher) okay, leave just the latest work, what we did…
(Student 2) this and this
 (Teacher) That’s it, what we did on Tuesday, keep that separate, store the rest 
in the folder 
(Student 2) everything in the folder 
(Teacher) that’s it, see how much work there is 
(Student 3) we should throw that away 
 (Teacher) no, no, no. Don’t throw anything away, no, because this is a new 
section, that is what you worked on up to now, and what we’re going to work 
on from now is all new. 

The folders were kept in a large box inside the classroom and finding 
them caused a certain amount of confusion at the beginning of the session. 
However, it was good work on recognition strategies and a routine that 
the group was used to. This block also included exiting the classroom, 
with the process in reverse, students putting their folders in the right 
places and saying goodbye, starting new conversations in Romani, etc. 
The prototypical activity of this IS corresponded faithfully to the roles of 
participants in a highly controlled activity in which the teacher leads and 
organises tasks and the space, and the students follow instructions with 
a complete lack of autonomy. There is constant asking for direction, as 
the transcripts reflect:

(Student 9) now what do we do?
 
(Student 2) teacher!
(Teacher) tell me! 
(Student 2) what do we do with this? 

 (Student 1) and now what do we do? look, my name 
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Presentation of activity. General information (PaGi): These IS were 
generally very short and limited to an explanation of what they were 
going to do. It was also an attempt to create class routine: (every day, 
the first thing we’re going to do is write the date). The students behaviour 
makes it an active segment which, from the perspective of mechanisms 
of educational influence, is particularly important in the construction of a 
shared context and the creation of a learners’ identity (Coll & Falsafi, 2008).

Activation of prior knowledge (PK): The segment reactivating prior 
knowledge consists of the teacher checking the students’ command of 
or familiarity with the content with a particular textual typology. The 
instructional function lies in identifying the starting point (or what the 
student knows) from which to present new content. The behaviour 
pattern is question – response (how do you hold the exercise book? what 
is this?). The teacher gives feedback and guides the responses to arrive 
at the “right answer”. It is not a conversation as the person asking the 
questions knows the answers and the answers are conditioned by the 
desire to satisfactorily answer the question, not the response in itself 
(López, 2001). It is a cyclical process needing various verbal and non-
verbal strategies which compensate for the greatest difficulties in 
comprehension and participation (García & Montanero, 2004). This 
pattern was very regimented and controlled and the teacher had support 
in extralinguistic contextual elements such as images, objects and various 
didactic materials and elements of school activity, such as the students’ 
own productions in their exercise books.

 (Teacher) […] okay, so, we’re going to begin a new course, okay! do you know 
what this is? 
(Student 1) book
(Student 4) it’s a notebook 
(Teacher) (showing a diary) is this familiar?
(Student 4) A notebook
 (Teacher) A notebook, I’m going to put it here, right? (using a magnet to put 
the photo on a flipchart in front of the students) there, (opening the diary) see?

Ordering Tasks (OT): These IS are short and characterised by the 
fixed formula of orders to be executed. As the pace of task execution is 
variable, this IS often overlaps with task execution, as when a new task 
is announced, there are still students who have not finished the previous 
one.
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Task Execution (TE): These IS take up most of the sessions. They 

consist of performing the tasks the teacher sets. They are closed tasks 

that are done individually. Many have a single response: identify and 

write the students’ own name, copy a text, etc. The teacher goes round 

the desks and individually corrects the activities. There are constant 

verifications of the instructions for the task. The students constantly ask 

for feedback about how they are doing and the teacher gives it. However 

there is not only interaction with the teacher. Often the students ask their 

peers, generally in their mother tongue, asking for a translation or for 

help with the task. 

(Transcription note): again CA helps IR with the task, he explains what 

they have to do and corrects, we hear him say “Daniela”… and he says 

“you’re missing an ‘i’” 

Each IS has characteristic activities, shown in Table I:

TABLE I. Characteristic activities in each interactivity segment. Interactivity Segments: AC: ac-
commodation in the classroom; PaGi: Presentation of activity, General Information; PK: Activa-
tion of Prior Knowledge; OT: Ordering Tasks; and TD: Task Execution

INTERACTIVITY SEGMENTS CHARACTERISTIC ACTIVITIES
Accommodation in the classroom. AC Greetings. Production of formulaic expressions 

(how are you, what’s up)
Joking. 
Students ask for instructions for the activity, 
they ask for material, they ask what they have 
to do …
Students speak to each other in their mother 
tongue to ask for help from their peers or to 
find out about each other’s personal or day to 
day lives. 
They ask for instructions about where to sit 
(where should I sit).
The teacher gives instructions about where they 
should be in the classroom (go here, move over 
there…).
Physical movements.
Request materials from their classmates or the 
teacher (give me a pen, eraser, pencil…).
Saying goodbye.
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Presentation of activity. General Information. 
PaGi 

Teacher explanations (today, this week, this 
month… we’re going to do…).
Follow-up from students.

Activation of prior knowledge PK The teacher physically presents an object or 
text for the students to identify. 
The students attempt to identify it and ask for 
feedback.
The teacher gives feedback on their answers via 
a new question if the answer is incorrect (is that 
your right? are you sure?) or via positive feedback 
(good! very good!).

Ordering tasks OT Formulation of instructions and orders.
Everyone get a notebook please, and put your name 
on it. 

Task execution TE Students do the tasks and the teacher super-
vises. 

Source: authors’ data

Overall, we see that the IS taking most time were activation of prior 
knowledge and task execution. Looking at the time spent on each 
interactivity segment, while task execution took up 45% of the time in each 
session, the presentation of content did not even reach an average of 6%. 
In almost all sessions, most of the time was taken up by task execution 
or review (recovery of prior knowledge). This differs substantially from 
other experiences of interaction analysis in school environments (Castro 
& Aranda, 2016; Coll et al. 1992, 2008; Gutiérrez & López, 2011; López, 
2001; Zarandona, 2015) in which as the sessions go on, more control and 
responsibility for learning is given to the students.

The structure of the sessions is represented in Table II, which gives 
the relative frequencies and durations of each IS, giving us a combined 
view of interactivity during the didactic sequence.
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TABLE II. Interactivity Segments: AC: Accommodation in the classroom; PaGi: Presentation of 
the Activity, General Information; PK: Activation of prior knowledge; OT: Ordering tasks; CI 
Class interruption and TE: Task execution.

Sessions IS Total nº
Total duration 

(minutes)
% of session time

Session 1 AC 4 6:16 9 %

PaGi 4 3:30 5 %

PK 6 12:32 18 %

OT 8 9:54 15 %

TE 9 36:24 53 %
Session 2 AC 2 7:21 11%

PaGi 2 2:26 3%

PK 2 16:16 25%

OT 1 3:26 5 %

TE 3 35:50 56 %
Session 3 AC 2 16:24 24 %

PaGi 1 5:32 8 %

PK 1 3:10 4.5 %

OT 1 2:19 3.5 %

TE 1 41:02 60 %
Session 4 AC 2 12:14 18 %

PaGi 2 9:57 15 %

PK 2 5:22 8 %

OT 2 9:28 14 %

TE 3 28:53 45 %
Session 5 AC 2 6:00 10 %

PaGi - - -

PK 5 29 45 %

OT 2 2 3 %

TE 1 27 42 %
Session 6 AC 2 8:21 12.2 %

PaGi 2 5:39 8 %

PK 2 9:29 14 %

OT - -

TE 2 44:11 65 %

IC 1 0:46 0.8 %
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Session 7 AC 2 4:50 7.5 %

PaGi - -

PK 3 16:35 25.2 %

OT 2 20:43 31.7 %

TE 2 21:50 33.3 %

IC 2 1:30 2.3%
Session 8 AC 2 4:1 7.5 %

PaGi - - -

PK 3 52.25 87 %

OT - - -

TE 3 52:25 87 %

IC 1 3:20 5.5 %
Session 9 AC 2 8 12.5 %

PaGi 2 12 19 %

PK 2 11 17.5 %

OT - - -

TE 4 33:00 51 %

Source: authors’ data.

The quantitative description gives empirical support to the qualitative 
interpretation. The information in the table allows us to map the 
interactivity, giving us an overall image of the different forms of joint 
organisation in the activity. We see that in the first session the teacher’s 
explanation and task execution occur over short time intervals. While in 
the second, explanation time is reduced and task execution is extended, 
even more so in the third session. This distribution corresponds to the 
logic behind the sessions, as the didactic unit begins in the first session 
so new content and activities are posed which need to be explained.

Comparing sessions 1 and 2 makes it clear that the structure of the 
tasks affects all of the forms of organising joint activity. This is clear, 
for example, in session 8, in which all of the activity consists of a 
manipulative task that is completely new to the learners. The execution 
segments of the tasks are preceded by explanations of how to do it that, 
in this particular session, are longer.

From the structure of the sessions we can see that, although the 
classes are aimed at adults in a non-formal context, they exhibit the 
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same specific discourse organisation of basic education classes indicated 
by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975): I-R-F, educational exchanges begin 
with teacher initiation (I), followed by a student response (R) who then 
receives feedback about it (F). The interaction is basically structured as 
questions and answers, or in directions and actions according to the 
corresponding feedback which reinforces the strong directive role played 
by the teacher throughout the sessions. There were abundant interactions 
such as the following:

 (Teacher) you don’t know… okay, let’s look at this calendar… What day is 
today?
(Student 5) Tuesday
 (Teacher) Tuesday, let’s write Tuesday, Tuesday. What letter do we put for 
Tuesday? 
(Student 1) twenty-first
 (Teacher) ‘m’, Tuesday, very good, the twenty-first, the twenty-first of which 
month?
(Student 1) of June 
(Teacher) okay, June, What number is June?
(Student 2) is it Six? 
(Teacher) six, very good, June and… the year, what shall we put? 

The predominance of task execution segments and the continual 
activation of prior knowledge are closely related to the instructional 
performance dynamic of the didactic unit. As the main objective was 
the identification and reproduction of specific linguistic units, it went 
systematically from presentation and group recognition to the detailed 
individual review of the statements produced by each student.

 (Teacher) Okay, the alphabet or your ABCs. Okay… Which letters of the 
alphabet do you know? These are all the letters in Spanish, okay? this is what 
we’re going to learn to read and write… just this, see how few there are?
(Student 6) mmm
(Teacher) it’s not very much is it?... you’ve got this! what letters do you know?
 a... (many students all together) 
 (Teacher) You know all of them? where is ‘a’… very good! remember, there’s 
a big letter and 
a small letter…
(many students all together) yes, big… small…
(Teacher) What’s this? do you know what this is? 
(Student 7) ‘A’ and small ‘a’
(Teacher) Big ‘A’, and when do we use big ‘A’?
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 (Student 6) When it starts... 
 (Teacher) When everything starts! okay? ha ha, when everything starts… 
when do we most use big letters? 
at the beginning when we start to write?
(Student 6) always the big letter
 (Teacher) always the big letter… here for example, all the letters are big… this 
is the name of 
[…]
 (Teacher) ‘b’, very good! Now, CL, your name… what letter does your name 
begin with? what is your first 
letter?

As Table II shows, the predominant segments are activation of prior 
knowledge and task execution. In reality, the two overlap, as in most of 
the sessions, the task is basically going over the same content again and 
again. This is particularly evident in session eight, in which the activation 
of prior knowledge and task execution converge in a single interactivity 
segment. Sessions were dedicated to going over what had already 
been worked on to such an extent that Presentation of Activity (PaGi) 
segments disappeared completely in three sessions (5, 7 and 8). The 
same happened with task ordering segments (OT) which disappeared in 
sessions 6, 8 and 9.

Interactivity was not defined a priori by the methodology used, but 
was rather constructed in the course of all participants’ contributions 
to a specific task. The interactions were not produced in an isolated 
environment, but within a supposedly shared social and cultural 
reference framework. As Zarandona (2015, supported by Cuberos, 
2005) stated, knowledge is constructed by participation in specific 
learning communities, within a framework of specific social groups and 
values. This idea is consistent with Vygostkian constructivism in which 
the construction of knowledge is social, not only because learning is 
produced in social interaction, but also because the interaction is framed 
in contexts that are socially regulated by culturally organised practices 
and with cultural content and tools. Constructing new learning thus 
becomes a challenge. In this specific situation, in which there is often 
no recourse to a shared social reference space, more effort is needed in 
pursuit of a specific shared reference framework (Coll et al. 1992) within 
the joint activity. This study supports the idea that people do not see 
themselves as learners. The learner is not aware of this happening. That 
is why learners need to be encouraged to adopt learner’s identity that 
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is constructed in the activities. This awareness is reinforced by work in 
their files that they can always review and in affirmations such as the 
following:

 (Student 9) you didn’t explain my name well teacher 
 (Teacher) I didn’t explain it well? okay! sorry! let’s see,… Why are we doing 
this? 
 (Student 9) to write our information, no?
 (Teacher) that’s right, why are we doing this? guys, guys, why are we doing 
this? why do you think? 
please, 
 (Student 2) to learn our names

 (Student 3) My husband learned here. He didn’t know, he came to class here 
and he learned.

With this perspective in mind, the trends in the interactivity map 
start to make sense. The fact that in practically all of the sessions, the 
task execution IS takes up most of the time seems to point towards an 
interpretation of joint construction between the teacher and learners of 
a situational context in which the activity occurs: a Şcoală (as one of the 
literacy learners called it).

Conclusions

As we did not see the expected progression of the different forms of 
joint activity towards greater learner autonomy and control of learning, 
it is worth reflecting on why that is. The repetition and verification of 
writing needed a lot of time during the sessions. The results suggest the 
need for a longer time sequence analysis to be able to check whether 
there is a progression of the various forms of organising joint activity. 
From our study, we may deduce that the tasks not making sense to the 
students was a more than plausible cause of the lack of joint progression 
in the data. This study reinforces the idea that learning makes little sense 
to those who do not see themselves as learners. Working with people 
who have never gone to school means it is essential to encourage the 
identity of a constructive learner in the students (Coll & Falsafi, 2008; 
Zarandona, 2015). Learning requires purpose, effort, constant attention 
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and perseverance. The cultural characteristics of this specific group 
suggests that this construction of identity will need considerable time.

The significance of these results is linked to the need to modify the 
educational assistance given by the teacher to the constructive learning 
activities of students. Transfer of control did not happen in this case, 
which indicates the need to extend the time spent on each task and 
modify the learning objectives.

Construction of knowledge cannot be separated from the specific 
cultural contexts in which it is acquired and used. A context that is 
constructed by the participants, teachers and students, through the 
activities they do (Coll & Sánchez, 2008). It is impossible to identify the 
extent of a student’s learning acquisition solely via the analysis of their 
individual activity or of a specific teaching methodology. There also needs 
to be an analysis from the perspective of the mechanisms of educational 
influence (Coll, Onrubia & Mauri, 2008; Coria, 2011; Rodríguez, 2013; 
Zarandona, 2015). Nonetheless, to identify how the process of knowledge 
construction happens, it is important to perform a semiotic, semantic and 
pragmatic analysis of the meanings that complement this view and allow 
suggestions for improving educational practice to be identified (Coll et 
al., 1992).

The analysis performed so far has not exhausted in any way the 
study of interactivity to explain the mechanisms of educational influence 
that operate in this specific teaching-learning situation. The uncertainty 
surrounding some of the elements makes its provisional nature clear and 
highlights the need for a more exhaustive analysis and greater conceptual 
precision. Nonetheless, the observations underscore the potential interest 
of this research and the analysis of educational influence mechanisms for 
improving teaching practice within a constructivist idea that demonstrates 
the social nature of learning.
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Abstract
Because of historical amnesia reinforced through schooling, peoples who are 

marginalized on the basis of race, ethnicity, and immigration have often learned 
to accept rather than challenge that marginalization. This article shows how 
ethnic studies in U.S. elementary and secondary schools attempts to combat the 
historical amnesia schooling perpetuates regarding colonialism and racism. The 
article reviews processes that diluted how many people understand multicultural 
education, and how that diluted understanding is reflected in white-dominant 
curricula. After discussing ethnic studies as a decolonial project, the article 
presents two examples, highlighting their impact on students. The article 
concludes with implications.

Keywords: Education, Identity, Colonialism, Marginalization, Ethnic Studies.

Resumen
Debido a la amnesia histórica reforzada a través de la escolarización, las 

personas que están marginadas por motivos de raza, etnia e inmigración a 
menudo han aprendido a aceptar en lugar de desafiar esa marginación. Este 
artículo muestra cómo los estudios étnicos en las escuelas primarias y secundarias 
de los EE. UU. intentan combatir la amnesia histórica que el colonialismo y el 
racismo perpetúan. El artículo revisa los procesos que diluyeron el significado 
de la educación multicultural y cómo esa comprensión diluida se refleja en 
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los currículos dominantes. Después de analizar los estudios étnicos como un 
proyecto decolonial, el artículo presenta dos ejemplos de prácticas, destacando 
su impacto en los estudiantes y luego concluye con implicaciones.

Palabras clave: Educación, Identidad, Colonialismo, Marginalización, Estudios 
Étnicos.

Peoples who are marginalized on the basis of race, ethnicity, and 
immigration generally experience continued marginalization despite 
laws or programs that purport equal rights and full integration. In the 
U.S., this has been the case generally and in education specifically. Due 
primarily to immigration, minoritized students are no longer a minority 
in public schools, even though they continue to occupy a subordinate 
position. By 2018, U.S. public school students were 48% white, 15% 
African American, 28% Latino, 5% Asian American, 1% American Indian, 
and 3% other (Institute of Educational Sciences, 2019). But minoritized 
students continue on the average to experience less success in school 
than white students, reflected in lower achievement scores, lower rates 
of graduation, and higher suspension and drop out rates (Musu-Gillette, 
et al., 2017). After decades of efforts ranging from attempts to prepare 
teachers to work constructively with minoritized students, to attempts 
to raise academic expectations through curriculum standardization and 
testing, gaps remain. 

Despite the entrenched racism underlying those gaps, things can be 
different. This possibility was demonstrated powerfully in Tucson, Arizona, 
where a Mexican American Studies program flipped the achievement 
gap (Cabrera, et al., 2014). Not only did Mexican American students in 
the program begin to outperform white students academically, but the 
program also transformed youth’s understanding of themselves. Youth 
who had not seen themselves as intellectually or politically capable began 
to graduate from high school, go on to college, and engage in activism 
in their own communities (Cammarota & Romero, 2009). The program 
was disbanded by white politicians who viewed its Mexican American-
centered curriculum as seditious. They tried (with only temporary success) 
to outlaw ethnic studies in Arizona. But minoritized youth around the 
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nation had witnessed an alternative to their own stultifying experiences 
with school. As Cuauhtin and colleagues (2019) write, “a movement has 
been unleashed in the United States. It is a powerful movement for K–12 
Ethnic Studies that has sprung from students, teach ers, and community 
activists seeking to transform curriculum and teaching into tools for 
social justice in public schools” (p.1).

This article shows how ethnic studies in the U.S. works to reverse the 
historical amnesia that schooling perpetuates regarding colonialism and 
racism. After reviewing multicultural education as an earlier movement 
with a similar aim of challenging historical amnesia and transforming 
education for social justice, we examine today’s ethnic studies movement 
in the U.S. as a decolonial project, zeroing in on two examples of ethnic 
studies praxis.

Minoritized Youth and Historical Amnesia

In his incisive examination of colonialism, Quijano (2007) explains that 
throughout human history, some groups have always imposed their 
power, beliefs, and ideology on others. But none had done so on a 
massive global scale until Europe colonized much of the rest of the world 
for the purpose of extracting wealth, land, and labor. 

With the conquest of the societies and the cultures which inhabit what 
today is called Latin America, began the constitution of a new world order, 
culminating, five hundred years later, in a global power covering the 
whole planet. This process implied a violent concentration of the world’s 
resources under the control and for the benefit of a small European 
minority – and above all, of its ruling classes. Although occasionally 
moderated when faced with the revolt of the dominated, this process has 
continued ever since (p. 167).

Colonization is initiated with violence, as colonizers kill people or 
otherwise force them to acquiesce to theft of their land, labor, and 
freedom. Quijano (2007) explains that the physical violence of European 
colonization was followed by “colonization of the imagination of the 
dominated” (p. 169), where Europeans repressed local memories and 
replaced them with their own, including a European way of thinking 
and seeing the world. European and Euro-North American epistemology 
embodies the Cartesian dualism between mind and body, thinker and 
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worker. Working within such dualisms, Europeans created a “discourse 
of the Other” (Zavala, 2016) that divided people into invented categories 
(such as races), ranking them hierarchically, and linking human and 
cultural hierarchical development with genetics (Kivel, 2013; Mudimbe, 
1988). Under this logic, which was tied directly to physical domination 
and appropriation of land and labor, Europeans defined themselves as 
most advanced and civilized. By replacing local languages, cultures, 
identities, and historical memories with European ways of thinking, 
Europe, and later Euro-North America, sought to convince those who 
had been colonized or enslaved to accept the social order and their 
subordinate position within it. 

Tejeda, Espinoza and Gutierrez (2003) characterize minoritized peoples 
in the U.S. today as occupying a state of internal neocolonialism, although 
its specific nature differs across groups. What characterizes internal 
neocolonialism is that those who are colonized are officially integrated 
with the white colonizers rather than being physically separated. Further, 
the Civil Rights legislation and court cases that began in the 1950s 
fundamentally altered how the earlier forms of colonialism worked by 
making overt racism illegal. Despite changes in laws, however, power 
relations among groups have changed only piecemeal, and dominant 
discourses still prevail. 

According to Leonardo (2009), a “pedagogy of amnesia” encourages 
students to consider the nation’s “founding fathers” as benign heroes 
rather than participants in the construction of racist practices (p. 173). 
Discourses that ignore racism or locate it in the past contribute to 
collective historical amnesia. Periodically oppressive power relations and 
attendant historical amnesia are contested vigorously. In the U.S., as a part 
of the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s, minoritized peoples 
challenged various forms of colonization and racial marginalization, 
including education’s role in producing historical amnesia. 

On university campuses, led by coalitions such as the Third World 
Liberation Front in San Francisco, minoritized students demanded a 
curriculum relevant to their lives and communities in the form of ethnic 
studies. At the elementary and secondary levels, African American 
educators and parents (followed by other minoritized groups) also 
demanded changes specific to the various forms of racial discrimination 
minoritized students experienced in desegregated, formerly all-white 
schools, such as being regarded by teachers as less academically capable 
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than white students, and being taught all-white curricula. This work at 
the elementary and secondary level came to be known as multiethnic 
education, then multicultural education “as other groups who considered 
themselves on the margins of society (particularly women and people 
with disabilities) began to demand that the school curriculum – and later 
other aspects of the school – be changed” (Banks, 1996, p. 40). 

The U.S. has entered another period in which movements of youth, 
teachers, and community activists are contesting historical amnesia. 
Again, students in minoritized communities are taking up leadership 
demanding change. For example, Carrasco Cardona and Cuauhtin (2019) 
explain that, “Youth involvement has been present in districts throughout 
California, from Oakland where youth catalyzed the push for the Ethnic 
Studies resolution, to Sacramento, where local youth and a large group 
from Napa presented to the state Board of Education to advocate for 
Ethnic Studies” (p. 311). 

One may well ask why young people see the need for a movement 
now, when just forty years ago an earlier movement challenging racism 
in education gave birth to multicultural education. To that question we 
now turn.

What Happened to Multicultural Education?

By the late 1980s, multicultural education in the U.S. was having 
some impact. Concerns raised by multicultural education scholars 
and activists –concerns about curriculum, white teacher attitudes, 
academic expectations, pedagogy, school-community relationships, and 
so forth– were becoming recognized. Minoritized groups were being 
added to curricula, biased grouping of students for instruction (such 
as tracking) was being reconsidered, and teachers were experiencing 
professional development for multicultural education (Gorski, 1999). 
Through a combination of desegregation mandates, the War on Poverty, 
and multicultural and bilingual education, the academic achievement 
of minoritized students was improving considerably. On the National 
Assessment of Education Progress, for example, achievement gaps in 
reading and math between white students, and African American and 
Latino students, were narrowing markedly (U.S. Department of Education, 
2012).



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 37-61
Received: 21-02-2019    Accepted: 13-07-2019

42

Sleeter, C.E.  Challenging RaCism and Colonialism thRough ethniC studies

Then, in the late 1990s, this work stalled due to several factors. 
First, conservative think tanks orchestrated a public war against 
multiculturalism. In an opening salvo, Bloom (1987) declared: “By 
recognizing and accepting man’s natural rights, men found a fundamental 
basis of unity and sameness. Class, race, religion, national origin or 
culture all disappear or become dim when bathed in the light of natural 
rights, which give men common interests and make them truly brothers” 
(p. 27). A barrage of highly publicized books and newspaper articles 
castigated multiculturalism as divisive to the nation and harmful to 
African American students (Sleeter, 1995).

Second, neoliberalism, which had taken hold in the US in the late 
1970s, drove the school reform agenda by the 2000s, displacing a 
discourse of equity with one that promoted standardized curriculum and 
tests, privatization, and market competition among schools. No Child 
Left Behind, passed by Congress and signed into law in 2001, mandated 
that states receiving federal funding implement statewide accountability 
systems in all public schools, including regular testing for all students in 
grades 3–8. Schools failing to meet test score targets received negative 
publicity and sanctions, and ultimately could be closed. What attention 
there had been to race and representation in curriculum virtually 
dissipated (Bohn & Sleeter, 2000). 

Third, most white teachers (the majority of the teaching force) had 
always conceptualized multicultural education in terms of cultural 
awareness rather than anti-racism. For example, Schoorman and Bogotch 
(2010) surveyed teachers in a U.S. university lab school to find out 
how they understood multicultural education. The teachers viewed it 
as strategies for teaching minoritized students, especially differentiated 
instruction, and as treating all students fairly and valuing cultural 
differences, rather than as systemic change for social justice. Vaught and 
Castagno (2008) interviewed teachers and administrators in two school 
districts that had undergone training in multicultural education. They 
concluded that, “awareness did not lead to empathy amongst teachers 
but resulted instead in a reinvention of meaning that reified existing, 
culturally constructed, racist frameworks” (p. 110). It is likely that the 
persistent efforts of multicultural educators to address white teacher 
attitudes contributed to many people viewing it as having an attitudinal 
and cultural rather than systemic focus.

So even though the school population was rapidly becoming more 
racially and ethnically diverse, and despite widespread attention to 
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the racial achievement gap, by the mid 1990s, in dominant discourse 
multicultural education had been displaced by a framework for addressing 
these issues through standardization, remediation, and assimilation. 
Multicultural education, while now a familiar term to most educators, had 
lost much meaning. For example, while serving as an expert witness for 
a court case in New Mexico, I was charged with examining how teachers 
understood and used multicultural education and culturally responsive 
teaching. The central problem in the court case was that Mexican American 
and Indigenous students were achieving poorly. Did teachers understand 
how to teach their students? On a survey to which 1275 teachers in 
two large school districts responded, 95% reported familiarity with either 
multicultural education or culturally responsive teaching. However, on 
a question about how they interpreted academic struggles of some (or 
many) of their students, teachers overwhelmingly named the students 
(for example, apathy or misbehavior) or their families (for example, not 
supporting education, poverty) as the problem rather than teaching-
related factors. Other questions revealed that teachers received much 
more professional development in Common Core standards and testing 
than in culturally responsive teaching (Sleeter, 2018). The state’s teacher 
evaluation system added attention to student diversity only here and 
there. For example, as a part of Demonstrating Knowledge of Students, 
teachers should attend to student learning styles. Nothing most teachers 
wereoffered directly challenged deficit understandings of students, or 
showed teachers how to teach minoritized students well.

One might characterize how many people today understand 
multicultural education as “neoliberal multicultural education,” which 
advocates “a ‘soft,’ palatable approach to community building that is less 
discomforting for white people” than multiculturalism focused directly 
on challenging racism (Case & Ngo, 2017). As Gorski (2008) explains, the 
central challenge is “turning our attention away from the cultural ‘other’ 
and toward systems of power and control” (p. 522). 

Curriculum: Still through White Points of View

Schools can be understood as part of a larger institutionalized apparatus 
for maintaining social control (Carmichael, 2012). Apple (2004) argues 
that curriculum teaches a way of looking at the world: “the common 
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sense interpretations we use” (p. 5), including interpretations of the 
social system, people like oneself, and people one considers different. 
His analysis of the relationship between the structure of a capitalist 
economy, and the formation of a consciousness that accepts capitalism 
and one’s position within the class structure highlights the mediating role 
and ideological moorings of the curriculum. Brown and Brown (2015) 
describe curriculum as “the fabrication of memory, or the way in which 
a nation imagines and shapes what people come to know about the 
past and present” (p. 104). They ask whose memory curriculum codifies, 
pointing out that much of it serves the project of maintaining social 
cohesion around particular power relationships.

In the United States, textbooks (and other curricular documents to a 
lesser extent) have been analyzed for decades in order to determine whose 
perspectives predominate, and how diverse groups are represented. 
Although I will refer specifically to research in the U.S., one can find 
similar, though fewer, analyses elsewhere (Chu, 2015; Samper Rosero & 
Garreta Bochaca, 2011; Weiner, 2018). 

One simple method of curriculum analysis consists of counting the 
people in images, the people mentioned to be studied, or the main 
characters in literary stories, identifying each by race and gender, and 
noting how each group is represented (Grant & Sleeter, 2009, p. 128-134). 
Although this method does not directly examine a textbook’s ideology, 
it does suggest whose perspective dominates. A more complex method 
analysis involves comparing the selection and treatment of ideas and 
events in the textbooks with scholarship written from minoritized points 
of view. 

Analyses of curricula in the U.S. consistently find that whites dominate. 
In history texts, white people are still by far the main ones who are 
studied in the context of an overall storyline that begins in Europe and 
moves west. In other subject areas, whites are shown in a wider variety 
of roles and as having made many more accomplishments than members 
of other groups (Perez, 2014; Sleeter, 2018). 

African Americans appear in a more limited range of roles than 
whites, and incidentally instead of within a broader narrative of African 
American experiences (Pelligrino, Mann & Russell, 2013). If texts mention 
racism, they continue to disconnect racism in the past from racism 
today; they frame its perpetrators as a few bad individuals rather than 
a system of oppression, and challenges to racism as actions of heroic 
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individuals rather than organized struggle (Alridge, 2006). For example, 
Brown and Brown (2010) began their analysis with key time periods and 
narratives in African American history as written by African American 
intellectuals, then closely examined how U.S. history textbooks treated 
those specific time periods. They found that, although the texts included 
correct information about African American history in each period, “these 
representations fall short of adequately illustrating how racial violence 
operated systematically to oppress and curtail African Americans´ 
opportunities and social mobility in the United States” (p. 150). 

Latinos are now slightly more than one-quarter of all public schools 
students in the U.S., but greatly underrepresented in textbooks. Only about 
3% of the space in history texts features Latinos (Noboa, 2005; Sleeter, 
2018). While literature texts include some Latino authors and sometimes 
give more space to Latinos than the history texts do (Sleeter, 2018), they 
repeat the same few authors, and still draw on stereotypes (Rojas, 2010). 
The same pattern of underrepresentation has also been noted in math 
texts (Piatek-Jimenez, Madison, & Przybyla-Kucheck, 2014).

American Indians continue to be poorly represented, simplified, and 
located in the past (Sleeter, 2018; Stanton, 2014). Reese (2007) notes 
that, while American Indian websites recommend excellent children’s 
books featuring Native people, most children’s books featuring American 
Indians either portray them as savages, or as romantic but tragic heroes, 
disconnected from specific tribes and accurate tribal perspectives. Asian 
Americans and Arab Americans only make limited appearances and are 
often stereotyped (Eraqi, 2015; Romanowski, 2009).

How students perceive curriculum depends in part on how they see 
people like themselves represented. Through a series of interviews, 
Epstein (2009) found that in elementary school, many African American 
students noticed discrepancies between what they were taught in school 
and what they learned at home. As they proceeded through secondary 
school, these discrepancies became more glaring. She found African 
American eleventh grade students to bring a fairly sophisticated analysis 
of racism to their understanding of U.S. history, interpreting its history 
in terms of systemic racism against which African Americans continue to 
struggle. But since their textbooks and most of their teachers framed U.S. 
history as a triumphal march for expansion of individual rights rather 
than a struggle over systemic racism, Epstein concluded that African 
American students “learned to distrust the historical knowledge taught in 
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schools and turned to family, community members, and black oriented 
texts” for their education (p. 115).

Likewise, Mexican-American and American Indian students generally 
feel alienated from the traditional curriculum (Martinez, 2010; Ochoa 
2007). For example, in their study of twelve Latino middle school students’ 
perceptions of social studies, Busey and Russell (2017) found that students 
saw the curriculum as culturally barren. All of them wanted much more 
attention to cultural diversity -- their own backgrounds as well as those 
of others. As one student put it, “Kids like me, I want to learn about 
where I came from, how I started, and not only from the United States, 
but from our culture and every person’s culture” (p. 10). The boredom 
students described was magnified by the fact that their teachers taught 
mainly through rote memorization. In a three-year ethnographic study, 
San Pedro (2018b) found that some of the high school Native American 
students explicitly rejected what their teacher taught about American 
history because it implicitly denied their existence. One student decided 
to fail the class rather than swallow a white interpretation of history. 

It should not be surprising, then, that minoritized students are on the 
front lines of those who challenge the danger of a single story (Adichie, 
2009) and demand ethnic studies. While curriculum change is usually one 
of the first things students demand, curriculum part of a larger project 
of liberation. 

Ethnic Studies as a Decolonial Project

When schools adopt ethnic studies, the motivation of school administrators 
is usually to raise the academic achievement of their minoritized students, 
and ethnic studies programs have been found to accomplish that goal 
(Cabrera, et al., 2014; Dee & Penner, 2017; Sleeter, 2011). But the purpose 
of ethnic studies goes much deeper than that, reflecting an analysis 
of why minoritized students so often disengage from school. Students 
respond to school based mainly on what happens (or fails to happen) to 
them while they are there. Consider how this Black high school student 
reacted to the history she was being taught:

 It’s basically what you know, what you need to know to graduate… not like 
the real history of the world, just like what your teacher thinks important… I 
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know that a lot of our history, like Black women and things we did as maybe 
civil rights leaders in history is missing. It’s what you supposed to know to 
get through this system, you know, to graduate… just to keep your teachers 
or the testers happy (Woodson, 2015, p. 62).

Her characterization illustrates Carretero’s claim that the inability 
of people to “see their own face in the mirror of the past” of school 
knowledge (2011, p. 36) calls into question the usefulness or legitimacy 
of that knowledge. 

San Pedro (2018a) argues that traditional schooling “props up 
Whiteness as a benchmark for what society ought to be” (p. 1210), 
dehumanizing students who do not acquiesce. Tejeda, Espinoza and 
Gutierrez (2003) explain that, “colonial domination and its ideological 
frameworks operate and are reproduced in and through the curricular 
content and design, the instructional practices, the social organization 
of learning, and the forms of evaluation that inexorably sort and label 
students into enduring categories of success and failure of schooling” (p. 
20). From the curriculum, to who teaches, to how learning is constructed, 
to the relationship between schools and their community contexts -- in 
most schools these reinforce White ways of thinking and being that, 
while invisible to White students and teachers, impact negatively on 
minoritized students. 

Tejeda, Espinoza and Gutierrez (2003) call for decolonizing, or 
dismantling internal neocolonialism of “working class indigenous and 
nonwhite peoples and their descendants” (p. 13). Decolonization involves 
a process of delinking consciousness from European and North Euro-
American epistemes. According to Mignolo (2007), delinking “brings to 
the foreground other epistemologies, other principles of knowledge and 
understanding and, consequently, other economy, other politics, other 
ethics” (p. 453). 

Ethnic studies sits at the nexus of this delinking project. Drawing on 
Fanon’s analysis of decolonization as both the freeing of territory from 
external control and the freeing of the consciousness of the colonized, 
Tintiangco-Cubales and colleagues (2015) view decolonization as “a 
liberatory process that is central to Ethnic Studies pedagogy because it 
allows for a systematic critique of the traumatic history of colonialism on 
native and Third World peoples and, subsequently, healing from colonial 
trauma” (p. 111). Liberating consciousness begins with challenging the 
worldview normally sanctioned by the school curriculum, and challenging 
the authority of others to define what is true and worth knowing. 
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Generally, nation-building projects construct a narrative based on myths 
of origin and the identity of dominant groups, striving to cultivate people’s 
psychological identification with that narrative (Van Alphen & Carretero, 
2015). Ethnic studies interrogates those myths and narratives, drawing on 
counter-narratives that arise from within marginalized communities. de 
los Rios (2013) argues that, “Curriculum represents one of the primary 
instruments for maintaining the legacy of hegemony in U.S. schools,” 
and that “Ethnic Studies works to recover and restore counterhistorical 
narratives as well as the epistemologies, perspectives, and cultures of those 
who have been historically marginalized and denied full participation 
within traditional discourses and institutions” (p. 60; see also Au, Brown & 
Calderon, 2016; Diveri & Moreira, 2013). Generally such counter-narratives 
arise within homes and communities rather than schools. 

Ethnic studies classes, while located within schools and universities, 
subvert the purpose of maintaining social control. In a sense, they 
operate as fugitive spaces, which Harney and Moten (2013) define 
as spaces within but not of an institution, where people engage in 
revolutionary work. Ethnic studies is part of a larger political project 
to subvert oppressive power relations and the ideologies that support 
them, including intersections of colonialism, racism and capitalism (de 
los Rios, 2013; Tejeda, Espinoza & Gutierrez, 2003; Tintiangco-Cubales, et 
al., 2014). Buenavista, Stovall, Curammeng, and Valdez (2019) maintain 
that, “even though Ethnic Studies has been institutionalized, its intent 
to be critical remains—to encourage acts of subversion that challenge 
traditional notions of schooling” (p. 228). 

Ethnic studies opens space for cross-racial dialog, but dialog that is not 
dominated by white points of view. Rocco, Berneir and Bowman (2014) 
explain that, “both people of color and Whites experience race; however, 
for people of color, the experience is typically from the perspective of 
the oppressed and for Whites, it is from the perspective of oppressor. 
When a space is made to hear the unique voices of people of color, 
hope for dialogue and improved racial relations is created” (p. 461). 
Research studies on the impact of university ethnic studies courses on 
white students support this hope, in fact, finding that even though white 
students typically find such courses emotionally challenging, gradually 
they learn to hear minoritized perspectives (Bowman, 2010). 

A decolonizing pedagogy builds on Freire’s (1970) process for 
developing critical consciousness. Tejeda, Espinoza and Gutierrez 
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(2003) propose “an anticolonial and decolonizing pedagogical praxis” 
that enables students to develop “a critical decolonizing consciousness 
and activity that work to ameliorate and ultimately end the mutually 
constitutive forms of violence that characterize our internal neocolonial 
condition” (p. 20-21). Decolonizing pedagogy, they explain, is antiracist, 
antisexist, antihomophobic. It involves counter-story telling, healing, and 
reclaiming (Fernandez, 2019; Zavala, 2016). 

Ultimately, San Pedro (2018a) posits that ethnic studies frees space in 
which students can learn and teach multiple truths about their lives and 
realities. Ethnic studies “would require that both teachers and students 
have a chance to face our nation’s painful past, to see how we operate 
within settler colonial states in order to counter that which is within 
and around us to seek solutions to our intersecting problems” (p. 1223). 
Ethnic Studies would “center pedagogies and curriculum on the rich 
heritage and cultural practices that students bring with them to school” 
(San Pedro, 2018b, p. 334). By teaching students to actually hear each 
other’s realities, a radically humanizing ethnic studies curriculum and 
pedagogy aims to dismantle the gulf between oppressor and oppressed 
by taking on oppressive relationships themselves.

Ethnic Studies Praxis 

Below are two ethnic studies projects that, although different from 
each other, illustrate commonalities of ethnic studies praxis. Pinoy 
Teach is a small-scale curriculum project developed for the purpose 
of decolonizing the minds of mainly Filipino American university and 
middle school students. To assess its impact on students, one of the 
authors of the curriculum conducted two qualitative follow-up studies. 
The San Francisco Unified School District’s ninth-grade ethnic studies 
course, which also has the purpose of decolonization and development 
of activism, grew from a small-scale to a district-wide program. The 
program’s coordinators contracted with researchers at Stanford University 
to conduct a quantitative study of its academic impact on students. Like 
most other research studies on the impact of ethnic studies on students 
(Sleeter, 2011), both found a positive impact.
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Pinoy Teach

Patricia Espiritu Halagao co-developed Pinoy Teach with a Filipino 
American activist; the curriculum is based on a decolonizing reading 
of Filipino American history. She taught the curriculum to university 
students (most were Filipino American). She described the curriculum as 
organized from Filipino American points of view around the elementary 
and secondary school social studies concepts of perspective, revolution, 
imperialism, immigration, racism and identity. She explained that, 
“Learning Filipino content was secondary to understanding how these 
concepts related to students and their fellow classmates” (2010, p. 500). 
She led students through a Hawaiian activist decolonization framework 
that included five stages: 1) rediscovery/recovery 2) mourning, 3) 
dreaming, 4) commitment, and 5) action. She used a problem-posing 
pedagogy that encouraged students to think critically as they grappled 
with multiple perspectives on history. For example, she taught students to 
analyze course readings by asking: Who wrote this? “’Whose perspective 
is privileged?’ and ‘Whose perspective does it marginalize?’” (Halagao, 
2004, p. 464-5) Her aim was not to replace one master narrative with 
another, but rather to help students grapple with and think their way 
through diverse and conflicting perspectives, then considering what to do 
with their new knowledge. As part of the learning process, the university 
students mentored and taught what they were learning to middle school 
students in social studies classrooms. 

In two studies, Halagao examined the impact of Pinoy Teach on the 
university students. First, through a series of interviews, Halagao (2004) 
examined the curriculum’s impact on six Filipino American college 
students at the end of the course. Questions focused on students’ life 
histories before the course, their understanding of their ethnic identities, 
and how they experienced each part of the course. She found that 
since none of the students had learned about Filipino history in school, 
they described this curriculum as “filling in the blanks.” Students also 
described collisions between their prior knowledge of Philippine history, 
learned mainly from their parents, and that in the curriculum, particularly 
around the experiences of Spanish, then U.S. colonization. The students 
expressed interest in learning about their own history in relationship to 
that of other groups. They described shifting from seeing other Filipinos 
through learned stereotypes to building shared sense of community, and 
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they developed a sense of confidence and empowerment to stand up to 
oppression and to work for their own communities. 

Several years later, Halagao (2010) reported a follow-up survey of 
35 former students who had participated in the course about 10 years 
earlier; 30 were Filipino American and 5 were Euro-American; all had 
completed university and were working in various professions. The survey 
consisted of five open-ended questions about their memory of Pinoy 
Teach, and its impact on them. Respondents reported that what remained 
with them was a “deeper love and appreciation of ethnic history, culture, 
identity, and community” (p. 505). The curriculum, through its process 
of decolonization, had helped them to develop a sense of empowerment 
and self-efficacy that persisted, as well as a life commitment to diversity 
and multiculturalism. They also developed ongoing activism in their 
work as teachers, in other professions, and/or through civic engagement 
where they lived. 

San Francisco’s Ninth-Grade Ethnic Studies Program

In 2005, the San Francisco Unified School District school board 
unanimously passed a resolution to explore the creation of a ninth-
grade ethnic studies course, and to authorize resources for a group of 
teachers to spend a year laying its foundation. During summer 2007, 
with support from a university ethnic studies faculty member, teachers 
began to design the course, which they taught a year later. By 2018, the 
course was being offered in every high school in the district, along with 
regular professional development for teachers and support staff. Initially, 
the teachers planned the curriculum around specific racial and ethnic 
groups’ experiences. But as they quickly discovered the impossibility of 
covering the diverse histories, experiences, and lives of San Francisco’s 
highly diverse population, they shifted toward a framework that enables 
large, interrelated concepts that center on race and racism to be taught 
in relationship to local contexts. 

The course consists of six units, organized around the following key 
concepts: 1) identity and narrative, 2) systems and power, 3) hegemony 
and counterhegemony, 4) humanization and dehumanization, 5) causality 
and agency, and 6) transformation and change. Essentially, the course 
is organized around a deep analysis of the institutional structures of 
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racism, and how racism can be systemically challenged. Each unit is 
elaborated with enduring understandings and essential questions. For 
example, the curriculum framework defines hegemony (Unit 3) as: 
“The dominance of one group over another, supported by legitimating 
norms, ideas and expectations within the existing system(s) in power.” 
Counterhegemony “challenges values, norms, systems and conditions 
that have been legitimized and promoted as natural and unchanging/ 
unchangeable by the dominant class in society.” Concepts that support 
the analysis of hegemony include stereotypes, mass media, DuBois’ 
articulation of double consciousness, Freire’s conscientization, and Plato’s 
theory of forms. One of the unit’s essential questions is: “What are the 
tools of hegemony used in the United States and how do they empower or 
disempower groups within society?” To learn to identify and analyze tools 
of hegemony, students examine media, especially media they consume 
such as television. A reading preparing students to analyze television 
begins by asking them to consider how decades of programs, scenes, 
ads, news stories, and so forth have normalized whiteness. They are also 
shown examples of the long history of minoritized groups producing 
television with counterhegemonic messaging. As students analyze 
media they consume, they are challenged to consider their analysis in 
relationship to that larger context.

An extensive collection of resources for teachers (including sample 
syllabi, powerpoints, readings, films, graphic organizers), organized 
primarily around the six units of the course, is available on Google 
Drive. During professional development, teachers learn philosophical 
and conceptual foundations of ethnic studies, as well as how to use the 
resources available to them. 

Beckham and Concordia (2019) explain that, “There are concerted 
efforts by conservatives and traditionalists to paint the course as not 
rigorous, academic, or useful. We believe the best way to neutralize 
this tendency is to gather as much qualitative and quantitative evidence 
as possible about the course’s efficacy” (p. 333). Toward that end, 
the program’s coordinators contracted with two Stanford University 
researchers to evaluate its impact on students. Using a regression 
discontinuity design, Dee and Penner (2017) evaluated its impact on 
five cohorts of 1405 ninth grade students in three high schools, using 
data on student grade point average (GPA), attendance, and credits 
earned toward graduation. After controlling for several variables (such 
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as students’ entering GPA and measures of teacher effectiveness), their 
“results indicate that assignment to this course increased ninth-grade 
student attendance by 21 percentage points, GPA by 1.4 grade points, 
and credits earned by 23” (p. 18). In other words, the course content, 
rather than weakening students academically, actually strengthened their 
academic performance even on traditional measures.

Ethnic Studies Praxis

As these two examples illustrate, ethnic studies reframes academic 
knowledge from the points of view of historically marginalized racial 
and ethnic groups. Both projects intentionally reframed history – Pinoy 
Teach from Filipino American perspectives, and the San Francisco course 
from multiple marginalized groups’ points of view. 

The two examples also illustrate decoloniality. First, both offered 
minoritized students frameworks for critically examining the subordinate 
position their communities occupy, and their legacies of resistance to 
subordination so that students learn to identify systemic structures 
that can be changed, rather than locating the roots their subordination 
within themselves and their culture. The studies by Halagao (2004, 2010) 
revealed the impact of these frameworks on students’ development of a 
sense of community with each other, a sense of personal empowerment, 
and ongoing activism. The study by Dee and Penner (2017) revealed 
the power of such framing to engage minoritized students in school, 
including attending class and taking classwork seriously.

Second, both treated minoritized students as intellectuals who are 
capable of complex critical thinking. A persistent problem minoritized 
students encounter is being treated as in need of remediation rather than 
as intellectuals. Pinoy Teach specifically challenged students to grapple 
with multiple and conflicting historical narratives, and to think through 
their own understanding based on doing so. Beckham and Concordia 
(2019) explain that central to San Francisco’s ethnic studies course is 
engaging students in critical analysis as well as reading, writing, and 
conducting research. Ultimately, they “want our students to apply their 
skills and knowledge in the service of the creation and mainte nance of 
a just society” (p. 331).
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The examples show potential for dialog across groups. While most of 
the students in the Pinoy Teach course were Filipino American, some were 
white. All of the students learned an alternative history discourse than 
they had learned previously, one rooted in a critical analysis of racism 
and colonization. San Francisco’s ethnic studies course, which explicitly 
makes space for the voices and perspectives of people marginalized by 
racism, is open to all students, including white students. 

The two examples also suggest areas for further development. 
While both of these examples illustrate social studies curriculum for 
older students, the entire elementary and secondary experience can be 
designed and taught through ethnic studies. For example, while it is 
possible to teach math through ethnic studies (e.g, Gutstein & Peterson, 
2006; Lipka, et al., 2005), much more has been written about doing so 
in social studies than in other disciplines. And while similar work can be 
done with younger students (e.g., Valdez, 2019), so far most of what is 
written addresses the secondary level.

Implications

Schools generally produce historical amnesia, framing the social order as 
natural by teaching knowledge that reflects dominant perspectives (Apple, 
2004). When considered from the vantage point of how colonization 
works, we can understand much of school knowledge as a continuation 
of European and Euro-North American attempts to replace knowledge 
held by subordinate groups with their own. While up to a point, students 
from subordinate communities learn to see school knowledge as of 
value, if for no other reason than its serving as a gatekeeper. But many 
students also question its truth, and from time to time, rebel. Rebellion 
can take the form of dropping out of school, but it can also take the 
form of organized demands for an alternative. Such is the case of ethnic 
studies in the U.S. 

Over the past few years in the U.S., ethnic studies has experienced 
considerable success in becoming instantiated in schools largely through 
the strength of its advocacy and its demonstrated positive impact on 
minoritized students academically and on white students attitudinally 
(Sleeter, 2011). Buenavista and colleagues (2019) explain that, “Ethnic 
Studies is the only academic discipline to be conceptualized for People of 
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Color and by People of Color” (p. 228). White people can participate, but 
not at the expense of its central framing of issues, its commitments, and 
its purpose. Because of its direct challenge to deeply entrenched power 
relationships and the processes legitimizing them, we can anticipate 
efforts to either dismantle or domesticate ethnic studies, as those in 
power seek to marginalize “dangerous” discourse. 

The applicability of this U.S.-based work to other contexts will need 
to be judged by members of minoritized groups themselves. When I 
talk about this work outside the U.S., I am usually met with skepticism, 
especially by members of dominant social groups. I may be told that 
there are too few minorities for ethnic studies to be relevant, or that 
ethnic studies seems to separate people rather than integrating them. 
And yet, on more than one occasion, someone from a minoritized group 
has privately expressed to me great interest in this work because it names 
the forms of racism that they experience. Ultimately, as a liberating 
project that draws insights and energy from fugitive spaces, it will not 
be the dominant society that takes up ethnic studies, but rather those 
who experience racial injustice everyday and see ethnic studies as a 
constructive way forward.
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Abstract
In order to meet the needs of students from foreign backgrounds, schools 

can avail themselves of different well-meaning mechanisms that define and 
measure difference, recognise its exclusionary potential and seek to tackle it 
by means of intercultural and inclusive policies. This paper aims to analyse one 
such mechanism: temporary linguistic adaptation classes (ATAL according to the 
Spanish acronym). The purpose of this study is to detect potential dissonance 
between the pedagogical actions promoted by these classrooms, and the logics 
that ground and justify them. In other words, the contradictions and paradoxes 
that can arise between their political-normative discourses and their apparently 
inclusive practices. This chiefly ethnographic study is grounded in the ‘problem’ 
or ‘issue of knowledge’ and ‘critical interculturality’ as its main epistemological 
references. Through a series of field observations and interviews with key 
stakeholders, it seeks to understand the practices derived from the application 
of this mechanism, how such classes are evaluated, and how the meaning of 
the inclusion-exclusion duality is interpreted in multicultural education settings. 

(1)  We would like to thank Rafael Jiménez-Gámez and Carmen C. Bravo-Torres, from the universities of 
Cádiz and Granada, respectively, for their collaboration in compiling data for this study.
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Specifically, twenty-eight interviews were conducted with head teachers, ATAL 
teachers, and students from foreign backgrounds at various schools in four 
provinces of Andalusia (Cádiz, Granada, Huelva and Sevilla). The results of their 
analysis highlight a series of discordances that call into question the intercultural 
and inclusive significance of these specific classes. In most cases, the pedagogical 
support they provide is merely remedial. In reality, their fundamental aim is to 
normalise difference, understanding difference as a dual deficit or shortcoming 
– cultural and curricular – that must be compensated for or corrected. In 
schooling, systems of reason that assign identity to subjects often operate in 
silence. Their effects become particularly evident in mechanisms such as these 
parallel classrooms, associated with policies of equity and the management of 
cultural diversity. Although they ostensibly respond to inclusive policies, they 
can foster segregation, discrimination and exclusion.

Key words: intercultural policies, cultural difference, foreign students, school 
culture, educational inclusion, specific classroom, hyperculturality.

Resumen 
La escuela se vale, para la atención del alumnado de origen extranjero, de 

distintos dispositivos bienintencionados que definen y miden la diferencia, 
reconocen su potencial excluyente y pretenden afrontarla mediante diversas 
políticas interculturales e inclusivas. Este trabajo analiza uno de esos dispositivos: 
las aulas temporales de adaptación lingüística (ATAL). Su propósito es detectar las 
posibles disonancias entre las acciones pedagógicas que estas aulas promueven, y 
las lógicas que las sustentan y justifican. Es decir, las contradicciones y paradojas 
que pueden producirse entre sus discursos político-normativos y sus prácticas 
aparentemente inclusivas. Este estudio, básicamente etnográfico, ha tomado 
como referencias epistemológicas fundamentales el enfoque o “problemática del 
conocimiento” y la “interculturalidad crítica”. Mediante una serie de observaciones 
de campo y entrevistas a los principales actores involucrados, se pretende 
conocer las prácticas derivadas de la aplicación de este dispositivo, cómo son 
valoradas y cómo se interpreta el significado de la dualidad inclusión-exclusión 
en contextos educativos multiculturales. Concretamente, se realizaron veintiocho 
entrevistas a directores, profesorado ATAL y jóvenes de origen extranjero de 
varios establecimientos escolares de cuatro provincias de Andalucía (Cádiz, 
Granada, Huelva y Sevilla). Los resultados de su análisis ponen de manifiesto un 
conjunto de discordancias que invitan a cuestionar el significado intercultural 
e inclusivo de estas aulas específicas. En la mayor parte de los casos, su apoyo 
pedagógico resulta ser meramente compensatorio. En realidad, su objetivo 
primordial es normalizar la diferencia, entendiéndola como una doble carencia, 
cultural y curricular, que debe ser compensada o corregida. En la escolaridad 
operan, a menudo de manera callada, sistemas de razón que asignan identidad 
a los sujetos. Sus efectos se hacen especialmente evidentes en dispositivos, 
como estas aulas paralelas, asociados a las políticas de equidad y atención a 
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la diversidad cultural. Aunque digan responder a políticas inclusivas, pueden 
favorecer la segregación, la discriminación y la exclusión. 

Palabras clave: políticas interculturales, diferencia cultural, alumnado 
extranjero, cultura escolar, inclusión educativa, aula específica, hiperculturalidad.

Introduction

Schooling, which is one of the major projects of the Modern Age and 
also one of its great myths, moves between hope and fear. This is the 
central thesis of a brilliant article by Thomas Popkewitz (2006). But… 
hope in what, fear of what. Hope that a more just human community 
can be brought forward by means of “education for all” (UNESCO, 2000), 
enabling egalitarian participation in a knowledge and learning society. 
Fear of those who are different, those who do not attain educational 
standards, those who live in the margins. Ultimately, fear of those 
who represent negativity, fracture, in a world obsessed with positivity, 
smoothness and sameness (Han, 2015 and 2017). To exorcise these 
qualms about difference, which can become feared, politics and science 
have promoted the pan-educational ideal, the notion of education as a 
driver of social change, a balsam and panacea for all ills. Also as a path 
to salvation and, in a certain way, to redemption for those who endure 
ignorance and marginality.

To successfully follow this path, in other words, to rekindle hope 
and assuage fear, well-meaning mechanisms have been fabricated, which 
describe and measure difference, recognise its exclusionary potential, 
and seek to remedy it through policies of integration and inclusion. Such 
mechanisms hark back to what Gibson (1984) referred to as benevolent 
multiculturalism, the aim of which is to ensure that culturally different 
students enjoy the same opportunities as others. Hence, they become an 
object for the humanitarianism of those in socially dominant positions, 
which ultimately does nothing to significantly reduce their disadvantage. 
In fact, benevolent multiculturalism is grounded in the idea that school 
failure is the sole consequence of cultural differences, just as meritocracy 
believes it is the fruit of individual differences.
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According to Popkewitz (2006), the problem is rooted in the fact that 
the “system of arguments”, which is frequently used to understand and 
define difference, “is formed and created by unspoken norms and values” 
(p. 80). This is undoubtedly a critical question if we wish to understand 
school culture and, particularly, education policies and teaching practices 
related to diversity and inclusion/exclusion. Popkewitz and Lindblad 
(2000) have reflected on this recurrent duality, scrutinising policies of 
equity, which usually focus on rules and operations for the compensation 
of inequalities. These authors signal that contemporary reforms (chiefly 
the social democratic reforms of the 20th Century) and research have 
largely focused on the ‘problem of equity’, understood as the increased 
representation of underprivileged individuals and groups in educational 
assets, according to national and international standards (Popkewitz, 
2010). From this perspective, inclusion and exclusion are understood 
as two antagonistic and, to a certain degree, immovable principles. 
This vision ignores the cultural complexity of processes of exclusion 
and inclusion. Consequently, it forgets the role of the ‘unspoken’, in 
other words, the ‘systems of reason’ that, operating outside reforms and 
institutional rules, assign meaning to individuals and, consequently, 
construct differences. Popkewitz and Lindblad (2000) referred to this 
way of understanding duality as the ‘problem of knowledge’, as a process 
of classification, ordering, and attribution of identity. According to this 
approach, inclusion and exclusion are not radically contrary principles, 
but rather variable elements on a semantic continuum (Hall, 2011; 
González-Faraco, Luzón & Torres, 2012).

Often, the pedagogical mechanisms that seek to foster greater equity 
by reducing levels of exclusion act as curative mechanisms or beneficial 
remedies for inequality, identifying disadvantaged populations in order 
to bring them closer to the standards for school normality. As argued by 
Gibson (1984), cultural origin can be a source of vulnerability and even 
of risk of exclusion. Following this logic, a set of ‘inclusive’ measures 
should be applied in order to move a subject from the periphery to the 
centre of the system. According to Popkewitz (2006), ironically, although 
“the purpose of the narratives is to include the excluded, practices of 
inclusion are continually situated against a backdrop of something that 
simultaneously makes them practices of exclusion” (p. 93). Intercultural 
mediators, specialist teachers, parallel mechanisms of transition or 
intercultural mediation, fulfil this mission of translating diversity into 
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uniformity. In such operations, the systems of reason that discursively 
structure schooling and confer identity and meaning on students and 
their families play a decisive role. These systems are largely shared by 
teachers and consolidated by images and representations, as well as by 
unquestioned but often arbitrary scientific assumptions (González-Faraco, 
Jiménez & Pérez Moreno, 2013). Within the scientific and educationally 
driven sphere of cultural diversity, such a priori assumptions include 
notions such as ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘interculturalism’ that, according to 
Han (2018), “assume an essentialisation of culture” (p. 79). On the basis 
of these notions, taken as clearly defined and static semantic objects, 
political narratives and pedagogical discourses such as multiculturalism 
or intercultural education can be produced and legitimised.

Within these epistemological shadows we find political and 
institutional discourses and pedagogical mechanisms such as the ATAL 
classes studied here: special Spanish language classrooms for foreign 
students who have recently joined the Spanish education system. Although 
they have been given different names in each of Spain’s self-governing 
regions (aulas enlace, aulas de dinamización intercultural, aulas de 
acogida lingüística y cultural, etc.), these mechanisms pursue similar 
aims (Rodríguez-Izquierdo, González-Falcón & Goenechea, 2018). In the 
case of Andalusia, the Aulas Temporales de Adaptación Lingüística or 
Temporary Linguistic Adaptation Classes (hereinafter, ATAL), which have 
been operating for over a decade, receive students with limited or no 
knowledge of Spanish, for up to 10 hours a week in Primary Education, 
starting in Keystage 2, and up to 15 hours a week in Secondary Education. 
According to the regulations that govern this educational provision2, 
ATALs must provide inclusive support, in other words within the ordinary 
classroom, except when this is not advisable on account of the student’s 
level of linguistic knowledge. This support should not be provided for 
more than two academic years. ATAL classes have their own teachers 
(sometimes referred to colloquially as ‘interculturality’ teachers), whose 
primary function is language instruction, but also the school integration 
of foreign students in collaboration with conventional teachers. 

Political and normative discourse assigns these classes a more 
ambitious function: to foster democratic and inclusive practices within 
their socio-educational setting, based on the recognition of cultural, 

(2)  Order issued on 15/01/2007, by the Regional Department of Education in Andalusia.
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ethnic and religious diversity. Within this global plan, ATALs should 
deal specifically with assisting and guiding immigrant students through 
the transition from their previous cultural and educational references, 
to those required by their current school. By learning the language, 
they can access the codes and symbols of their present school culture, 
which should improve their cultural capital and facilitate their inclusion, 
understood in the sense of belonging to and participating in a new 
community (Ainscow, Both & Dyson, 2006; Dusi, 2018).

However, the use of parallel itineraries and separate or specific 
programmes to foster equality and inclusion raises doubts and attracts a 
fair amount of criticism in this and other cases (Bolívar, 2015; Rodríguez-
Izquierdo & Darmody, 2017; González-Faraco, Luzón & Corchuelo, 2019). 
A simple preliminary exploration of the way in which these mechanisms 
operate reveals that they do not always produce the desired effects, and 
can even be counterproductive (Alcalde, 2008; Del Olmo, 2012; Franzé, 
2008; Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2018). This perplexity has given rise to this 
present study, which aims to provide empirical support to our argument. 
In this paper, we seek to compare the role attributed officially to these 
ATALs with the interpretations generated among their stakeholders 
through their practical development. This analysis will lead us to another 
more in-depth and comprehensive analysis of school policies of equity 
and inclusion, and especially those pertaining to the recognition of 
cultural diversity in democratic societies in this age of globalisation.

It would appear that those who promote and execute such policies are 
not overly concerned with achieving recognition of cultural difference, 
but more with the way in which multiculturalism can be understood and 
managed methodologically and technically within the school setting. In 
contrast to this typical or functional approach, as Walsh terms it (2009, 
2010), ‘critical interculturality’ goes beyond examining the application of 
these policies, rethinking them as a questions of power and hegemony. 
This approach does not limit its investigation to the problem of difference 
itself, but instead delves into its origin and significance. It therefore looks 
at the construction of societies that assume difference as constituent 
element of democracy. Societies capable of building new truly egalitarian 
relations between different sociocultural groups, which would imply 
empowering those who have historically been undermined (Candau, 
2013).
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Method

This study is part of a broader scientific project3, focusing on processes of 
differentiation and management models for cultural diversity in schools. The aim is 
to detect any dissonant elements or fissures in the pedagogical actions undertaken 
with regard to ATAL classes, in relation with the principles that ground and justify 
these services. In other words, it seeks to ascertain what such ‘well-meaning’ 
regulations actually translate into; how ATALs are perceived and evaluated by 
their stakeholders; which systems of reason are operating latently in their day-to-
day activity, and, consequently, which discordances, paradoxes and contradictions 
emerge in this conjunction of tacitly inclusive discourses, practices, and experiences.

In order to respond to these questions, critical interculturality (Walsh, 
2009, 2010) and the issue or problem of knowledge (Popkewitz & 
Lindblad, 2000) are taken as epistemological references. Accordingly, 
an ethnographic approach has been applied, capable of compiling and 
then analysing the narratives of stakeholders linked to these school 
mechanisms, with the meaning of the exclusion-inclusion duality 
as the backdrop. The aim, in short, is to reach a complex and critical 
interpretation of the process of inter-cultural transition, promoted by 
these and other mechanisms within a political-educational framework 
that brandishes the inclusive ideal as an absolute remedy for difference 
within the school setting.

We begin by compiling, describing and analysing narrative variability 
with regard to the significance and meaning of ATALs. Motivated sampling 
was chosen, without the slightest statistical pretension, selecting 12 
subjects from four provinces of Andalusia: Cádiz, Granada, Huelva and 
Sevilla. Specifically: 

a)  Four young people, aged 18 to 25, who had spend a significant 
period of time in ATAL classes during their compulsory schooling: 
three male and one female, from three different countries of origin 
(Morocco, Senegal and Romania), who have been living in Spain 
between 5 and 15 years, with different school experiences and an 
intellectual disability in the case of the female participant.

(3)  Project “Construyendo diferencias en la escuela. Estudios de las trayectorias de las ATAL en 
Andalucía, de su profesorado y de su alumnado” (Constructing differences in school. Studying the 
trajectories of ATAL classes in Andalusia, their teachers, and their students) (Ref. CSO2013-43266-R). 
Ministry of Economics and Competitiveness, Government of Spain.
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b)  Four ATAL teachers, three female and one male, from different 
academic fields and with more than 10 years’ experience in ATAL 
classes.

c)  Four head teachers, two male and two female, with more than 25 
years’ experience in the teaching profession, between 2 and 20 
years in school management positions, and a minimum of 8 years 
with an ATAL at their respective schools.

They were all interviewed on repeated occasions, compiling a total 
of up to 28 semi-structured interviews, which were guided around three 
main categories or dimensions:

1)  The functioning of ATALs: the actions they undertake to achieve 
their goals in relation to the students who receive such provision 
and the school teachers.

2)  The opinions, satisfaction and evaluation of ATALs and their 
teachers.

3)  The dissonances and paradoxes observed in the inclusive process, 
taking into account normative discourse on the one hand, and 
pedagogical practices and results on the other. 

Specifically, two interviews were conducted with each young 
participant4 and each head teacher, and three with each ATAL teacher, 
over two different stages. The first focused on categories 1 and 2, and 
the second focused on category 3, taking into account the data provided 
by each interviewee in the previous round. The third and final interview 
with ATAL teachers only took place once the second interviews had been 
concluded with the young participants and head teachers. This way, the 
information obtained thus far could be contrasted with these teachers, 
and the most recurrent, less explored, or most significant issues in each 
school could be examined in greater depth. Their vision, given their 
close relationship with students and head teachers, was fundamental, 
and allowed for a more comprehensive analysis of the data. They had 
also been the ones who, from the outset, had played the part of key 
informants and provided us with access to the other interviewees and 
field observations. 

(4)  In the case of the Moroccan student, data collection was adapted in accordance with the needs of 
her disability. She was given the interview protocol in advance, and she completed it in writing, 
which facilitated the compilation and correct interpretation of information. For this reason, no 
further sessions were needed with her.
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The interviews were planned and conducted in accordance with all 
the scientific, technical and ethical guarantees habitually recommended 
by experts (Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2007; King & Horrocks, 2010; Stake 
2010). Once transcribed, they were subject to an exhaustive study, 
following the directives of Grounded Theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) on 
the one hand, letting the data speak for themselves, and the principles 
of Cultural Consensus Theory (Weller 2007; Dressler, 2012) on the other, 
according to which the categories used could be considered cultural 
domains or fields of knowledge that are shared to a greater or lesser 
extent. The interviews were then analysed in two ways (Simmons, 2011): 
by each researcher individually, and then as a whole and comparatively 
in order to ensure greater reliability. Following these two operations, a 
global analysis was conducted.

Results: analysis and discussion

This section presents the results of the above sequence of analysis, in a 
concise and integrated way, by means of categories, seeking to reflect 
the variability of the interviewees’ knowledge (ideas, beliefs, evaluations) 
and the degree to which it is shared. 

Aulas Temporales de Adaptación Lingüística and their pedagogical practices 

Most of the activity that takes place within ATAL classes is based around 
Spanish language learning and is carried out in the ATAL classroom itself, 
using materials that are often created by ATAL teachers. Language is rarely 
taught within the ordinary classroom, especially in Secondary Education. 
In some schools, a substantial part of these students’ schooling is limited 
exclusively to this specific classroom. Talking about his own secondary 
school, one of the head teachers (2)5 interviewed explained: “For the first 
two months, they [the students] are in a support classroom, for remedial 

(5)  When quotations from interviews are included, explicit mention is made of the corresponding 
interviewee, indicating their category (student, head teacher, ATAL teacher), and assigning a 
number, referring to the province in which the young migrants received schooling (1 Cádiz; 2 
Granada; 3 Huelva and 4 Sevilla).
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education, which is an introductory class to the language and writing, 
because there are children who cannot read or write when they arrive, 
and others who don’t know any Spanish. In some cases, they stay within 
this classroom for longer”.

However, as one teacher remembers (1), “it is not just about teaching 
them to read or write, but about introducing them to another culture 
so that they do not feel as lost”. The transcendence of this cultural 
transition is highlighted by most ATAL teachers. From the outset, they 
act as mediators between students and their families and the school, 
introducing them to the school rules, routines and cultural patterns 
of behaviour. These teachers also dedicate time to providing didactic 
materials to continue their learning of Spanish in the ordinary classroom, 
and they also help them to learn other subjects, through support 
activities or curricular adaptations. Hence, the ATAL classroom offers 
comprehensive remedial education. ATAL teachers partly take on the role 
of form tutors, turning chiefly to other specialists: therapeutic pedagogy 
teachers, guidance councillors, mediators and social educators from 
external associations. This all indicates that ATALs suffer from a certain 
pedagogical confinement within schools, which is only occasionally 
broken: “We prepare a breakfast, and what we like most is for each 
student to bring food from their home country so we can try it. That’s 
when interculturality begins”, recalls one head teacher (2). The fact is 
that cooperation between ATAL teachers and form tutors is very limited, 
and ‘intercultural’ initiatives involving other students are anecdotal.

Classroom teachers and head teachers are often guarded and even 
wary. “People didn’t understand why I was in a specific classroom with 
the grades I was getting… But the head teacher didn’t want me to 
come out of the specific classroom. She refused to sign the permission 
slip allowing me to join the ordinary classroom. She said that she was 
afraid, but afraid of what?” one student commented (1). As in the case of 
students with special educational needs, difference gives rise to feelings 
of unsettlement, fear and resistance, for example, to applying curricular 
adaptation programmes in the ordinary classroom: “The easiest and most 
comfortable situation for a teacher – stated one of the head teachers 
interviewed (4) – is when students all work at the same pace, because 
the moment just one of them falls out of step, you start to get problems. 
With students who don’t speak Spanish, the tutors come and say to you: 
it’s impossible”. Another head teacher (3) is even more categorical: “The 
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teachers think: the less time that child spends in my classroom the better. 
When do I want him? When he’s the same as all the rest”.

ATAL as viewed by their stakeholders: images, representations and 
evaluations 

ATAL classes, probably like other remedial mechanisms aimed at a 
differentiated and potentially problematic school population, are usually 
seen as something beneficial and, consequently, are often judged 
positively. However, for some teachers and head teachers, it would be 
preferable for these students to be exposed to full linguistic immersion 
in a specific segregated institution, or at least a prolonged stay in the 
ATAL classroom. A kind of ‘quarantine’ on a pedagogical Ellis Island 
before crossing the border and integrating into normalised school life. 
For many teachers, the custodianship of these students and application 
of this adaptation procedure should correspond exclusively to specialist 
teachers, acting in a way as therapists for a temporary cultural ‘anomaly’. 
“There are teachers –highlights one ATAL teacher with a certain degree 
of concern (3) – who consider that these children should be at a different 
school until they learn Spanish, since they believe that they could hinder 
the normal development of their classes. This belief implies that, because 
there is no specific school for these children, they should stay in the ATAL 
classroom, which is where they ought to be”. Unsurprisingly, some tutors 
and teachers of different school subjects, ignoring current regulations, 
resist letting these students into their classrooms and demand that they 
remain in these special classrooms for longer. They also argue, as one 
head teacher did (2), that ATAL teachers should be assigned full time to 
schools, just like any other ‘remedial education’ teachers.

In this context, ATAL teachers have an ambivalent self-image. On 
the one hand, they feel appreciated within the school, since they are 
performing a thankless and useful function. On the other hand, they are 
aware of their singularity and, in a certain sense, of their professional 
isolation. “The main difficulty of our work is getting some colleagues 
to understand that we are just another member of staff and that our 
classroom has a clear function and programme, and that we are not 
here to do their work”, said one of these teachers (3), knowing that 
they will eventually take this work on. In spite of the peripatetic nature 
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of their work, they are also aware of the importance of their work for 
their students, especially when they first arrive at school and the culture 
shock is more acute, and during the early stages of their incorporation 
into the new school culture. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that, in 
the eyes of the young people interviewed, ATAL teachers represent a 
crucial reference during their schooling. “My ATAL teacher helped me a 
lot. I still remember my first day at school. It was really tough. I would 
sit in silence, by myself, because I didn’t know anyone. I just said yes 
to everything. I said, ‘yes, yes’ all the time… Thanks to his classes, I 
gradually lost my fear” (student 2). 

They remember the ATAL classroom as a safe haven; somewhere 
they felt heard and welcome. “I even shared my concerns with the ATAL 
teacher. When there was no one else around, I told her things, about how 
unhappy I was with my other classes, because I didn’t feel integrated…” 
remembers one of the young interviewees (4). Like their teachers, they 
acknowledge that their isolation and the climate of hospitality forged 
an affective bond that would endure even after they had completed 
secondary education: “Now that my friends are married, I only go out 
with my family but I still see my old ATAL teachers and monitors”, 
commented one student (1).

ATAL, between desire and reality 

ATAL classrooms represent the first contact with school for a large number 
of children from countries outside of Spain, aged between 8 and 16, who 
arrive in Andalusia as immigrants. They are, therefore, a liminal place, 
a frontier between their family culture and their host culture, whose 
function is to enable them to acquire language and communicative 
abilities, and to join the school and social setting as quickly as possible. 
Their purpose is, ultimately, an inclusive one, and consequently they 
should be temporary (regulations establish that each student should 
attend for no more than nine months). However, repeated observation of 
their typical practices and analysis of the discourses of their stakeholders 
have brought to the fore a set of dissonances and contradictions that 
question and call into doubt their pedagogical and cultural meaning.

Firstly, their temporary nature is not usually respected. Students often 
spend more hours a day in ATAL classrooms than established in the 
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regulations, and often remain there for a longer period of time than 
established or desirable. Hence, these students engage in a kind of almost 
parallel schooling process, which can be extended at will for supposedly 
pedagogical reasons. One of the young interviewees (4) stated that he 
and his group had remained in the ATAL classroom for more than one 
academic year, “until other students arrived who needed it more”. One 
teacher (2) confessed, “they [these students] had sometimes spent more 
than two years in the ATAL class because maybe it didn’t have many 
students (and you couldn’t just be there doing nothing), or also because 
their knowledge of Spanish had significant gaps or they were significantly 
behind the curriculum”. Sometimes ATAL teachers are recruited for key 
stages (Early Years Education or Keystage One Primary) that are officially 
outside of their sphere of action.

However, the most relevant finding is that the type of pedagogical 
support they provide is usually not particularly inclusive or very obviously 
non-inclusive. “I have only been in the (ordinary) classroom once to 
work with students. That was in Early Years Education”, said one ATAL 
teacher (1). In some schools, during their initial period of schooling, 
students frequently spend almost the entire day in the specific classroom. 
According to one teacher (2), “for the first year, students spend most of 
their time with just two or three teachers (…), their support teachers 
plus their ATAL teacher, and we are basically focusing on the same 
thing: teaching vocabulary, reading and writing”. As indicated previously, 
conventional teachers frequently oppose applying and, even more 
so, preparing didactic adaptations for these students. And they prefer 
personalised teaching provision to be outside of the ordinary classroom, 
where difference can be seen as a disturbance and an element of 
disorder. The ATAL teachers interviewed regretted the fact that inclusive 
practices are driven to become parallel or juxtaposed actions. According 
to one of them (4), “it should all be connected. Inclusion is a whole 
system, believing and thinking the same, not one teacher sitting next to 
another”. It would appear, then, that in general teachers feel that cultural 
difference, like other social or personal differences, requires specialised 
treatment, which should be provided by specialists, in other words, 
teachers without a disciplinary affiliation, and with a profile that could 
be termed ‘sanitarian’. The role attributed to them is one of correcting or 
normalising difference, understanding this as a dual deficit: cultural and 
curricular.
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Hence, education programmes such as ATAL classes usually emphasise 
their remedial function, and even corrective function, enabling foreign 
students to participate in the school system. As Popkewitz would say 
(2006), they manufacture “representations of exclusion to achieve 
inclusion” (p. 93). Hence, ATAL classes usually promote actions of 
acculturation, in which the previous skills and knowledge of the 
students, considered individually, are rarely taken into consideration. 
On occasions, ATAL teachers ask them questions as a group about their 
country of origin or their mother tongue, but only as an artifice to bring 
them closer to Spanish lexicon and culture (Barragán & Fernández Sierra, 
2019). In any case, these activities barely move beyond the walls of the 
special classroom, except on occasion, although some acknowledge and 
regret the scant recognition given to the formative value of cultural and 
linguistic diversity, such as this head teacher (4): “Diversity has a positive 
part, that richness brought by hearing about different realities, different 
ways of viewing life. That is richness, although our students might not be 
aware of it, and we also might not be conscious of that richness”. 

The fact is that the priority goal of these mechanisms is for students 
from foreign backgrounds, viewed as cultural minorities, to acquire the 
school grammar and basic cultural directives of the majority culture as 
quickly as possibly, even if this does not imply feeling that they belong 
to the same social community. These students only feel truly valued 
and recognised within the ATAL classroom, a culturally diverse space, 
where cultural difference is not the exception but the rule. However, 
even in these classrooms, confusion between inclusion/interculturality 
and integration/cultural assimilation is patent. Indeed, the ATAL teachers 
themselves, even though they understand their mission in ‘intercultural’ 
terms, see it as a failure if their students do not manage to learn Spanish 
quickly or are unable to faithfully reproduce the behaviours for which 
they have been trained. One teacher (1) cited “the girls who I would see 
with plunging necklines and wearing lots of make-up, and eventually 
they all started wearing headscarves because they were going to marry 
a Moroccan”.

Eventually, the students begin to question these special classes, 
designed more to ensure that they attain a certain academic level rather 
than to acknowledge them as people and active members of a new 
cultural community. They can even feel that they are being ignored and 
labelled, and they turn against certain differentiated practices: “At first 
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the teachers were against it, because if you complete the third year (of 
Secondary Education) in the (curricular) diversification stream, you have 
to go onto the fourth year, but I refused. I said no: either I go into the 
normal fourth year or I won’t do the (curricular) diversification stream. 
In the end, I went into the normal fourth year and I did really well. I 
even got really good grades in my senior years and my university access 
exams”, said one of the young interviewees (4). And another (1): “After 
a major battle, they eventually put me into the normal stream, but they 
told me I had to repeat the second year (of Secondary Education) again. 
And I told them I wouldn’t do it, because I had one year to finish my 
compulsory schooling and I couldn’t repeat any more years. So I went 
into the third year and passed all my subjects, and in the fourth year as 
well”. 

However, this is not always the case. One of the interviewees (3), 
talking about his sister’s experiences, explained: “she didn’t want to go 
to class because she didn’t understand anything and she thought the 
children were laughing at her. In the end, she always spent longer in the 
ATAL class”. The teachers (4) also confirmed these kinds of self-protective 
attitudes against possible rejection: “(…) ask the children if they would 
like to spend, not one, four or five, but all the hours outside of their 
(ordinary) class. Of course they will tell you they want to be in their 
ATAL class”. This classroom becomes an oasis; a social bubble within a 
larger cultural framework in which respect for diversity is purely formal, 
and inclusive policy is merely rhetorical (García-Fernández, 2010). As 
Popkewitz warned (2010), “practices of inclusion are continually placed 
within a context that simultaneously excludes” (p. 25). Or, as one of the 
teachers interviewed (3) argued: “In the end, with this support (ATAL), 
the same thing happens as with Special Education. In a way it goes 
somewhat against the philosophy of inclusion…Outside, they are the 
ATAL kids, those labels are there”. 

In fact, the ATAL teachers themselves embody this contradiction that, 
in different ways, accompanies schooling from its very origin. One of 
them expresses it as follows (2): “If you were to ask me whether I am 
in favour of inclusion or not, I wouldn’t know what to say, because it 
has its advantages and its drawbacks”. Another teacher (4) proposes a 
purely instrumental solution: “My proposal is one month, or more time, 
just learning the language and then they should join school”. And, finally, 
one of the head teachers interviewed (4) subscribes to the preventive (or 
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‘quarantine’) model: “These children should spend some time adapting 
to the school, the city, the language, before they enrol”.

Conclusions

“Until a student masters the Spanish language, they cannot be treated as 
an equal”. This sentence, spoken by one of the interviewees, is so blunt 
and caustic, revealing a system of reason that is usually conveniently 
concealed and not made explicit in policies of equity and inclusion, 
but can undermine them nonetheless. An utterance such as this offers 
incriminating evidence of the ambivalence of these intercultural policies 
that we have sought to understand through one of their prototypical 
mechanisms. In them, language learning, following the old logic of 
national education systems, becomes a passport that provides access 
to the social assets of schooling, but only to a certain extent, and in 
appearance only. The mechanisms of assigning unequal identities, of 
labelling, and, in extreme cases, of stigmatising, do not cease to operate 
with linguistic normalisation, nor are they deactivated with differentiated 
and benevolent education practices. In fact, Spanish-speaking students 
from Latin American countries can also be exposed to the action of such 
mechanisms (González-Faraco et al., 2013).

According to their foundational texts, intercultural education policies 
imagine spaces for fair and fluid exchange with which it might be 
possible to achieve, who knows when, a golden age of global citizenship. 
These policies, however, which proclaim and develop, operationally 
speaking, justice, equity and social harmony between those who come 
from culturally diverse worlds, must first define and distinguish diversity 
and difference, or at least take them as granted. We have seen how 
school stakeholders interpret these categories on the basis of cultural 
epistemologies that reveal something historically abiding: schooling, 
regardless of how much it proclaims the contrary, is still driven by a 
normalising impetus. Consequently, it tends to expel anything seen as 
different, or it accepts it with apparent indulgence, whilst sifting it out 
and accommodating it with prophylactic measures of acculturation and/or 
cultural adaptation. The ATAL mechanism could be an eloquent example 
of this. Foreign students can come to represent – to different degrees and 
with very different meanings – the other, the unknown, the uncertain 
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and, in the best case scenario, a potential source of problems. Hence, 
this difference provokes mistrust and even resentment, and it is included 
through exclusion. In other words, it is sequestered (not as temporarily 
as declared) in a separate (or even segregated) space, in which the 
students must acquire the abilities and knowledge necessary to access 
the benefits of schooling under conditions of equity. This transition can 
be interpreted as a therapeutic process that would lead from difference 
to equality, in other words, to a culturally healthy state. According to 
this logic, a mechanism such as an ATAL class would have a markedly 
instrumental or intercultural purpose, but only as movement between 
‘cultures’, moving away from a suspect and disordered diversity towards 
a certain and safe ‘us’. In reality, these mechanisms do not respond to the 
concept of ‘diversity’, so characteristic of the human species ab initio, 
but to the concept of ‘difference’, also associated with migrant status and, 
therefore, as an added disadvantage.

According to Walsh’s thesis of ‘critical interculturality’ (2010), this 
suggests the endurance of a neo-colonial vision, in other words, an 
unjust intercultural relationship that is expressed “in terms of superiority 
and inferiority” (p. 5). When reflecting on the meaning and significance 
of cultural identity in the discourse of nationalism, Bauman (2017) makes 
a similar judgement: “The main (and too frequently only) role assigned 
to the other (or to others) onto whom we cast our aspersions is that of 
quenching our own thirst for superiority” (pp. 70-71). The intercultural 
approach, understood as a remedial approach, distils an educational 
discourse that undervalues minority cultures, reproducing and fostering 
the conditions that sustain processes of inequality in school culture.

In additional to ‘critical’ interculturality, Walsh also refers to two other 
conceptions of interculturality, which he labels relational and functional. 
Perhaps this latter term best describes the most common educational 
practices and pedagogical devices found in ‘intercultural education’. 
Tubino (2005), from whom Walsh borrows this notion, warns: “in 
functional interculturalism, the aim is to promote dialogue and tolerance 
without touching on the causes of social and cultural asymmetry in 
force today (…), for that reason it is perfectly compatible with the logic 
of the neoliberal model…” (pp. 2-3). In this context, the intercultural 
project would have an instrumental meaning, designed to favour social 
cohesion, by assimilating subordinate sociocultural groups into the 
hegemonic culture, without questioning power relations. The same 
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could be said about intercultural education, understood as a means of 
governing cultural diversity within the school setting. And, consequently, 
as something politically and socially innocuous. With regard to this 
model, Walsh (2010) suggests a radical epistemological change in 
direction, with two objectives. The first, to go deeper into the historical 
genealogy of identities, imaginaries and cultural representations at stake. 
And the second, to reveal the discourses and political mechanisms that 
have configured difference as inequality. For interculturality understood 
as social, epistemic and ethical project that is yet to be constructed, 
education in general and schools in particular can only be understood 
within a broader sociopolitical and cultural framework. Schooling, 
therefore, should be reinterpreted as a field of relational, political and 
cultural practices, or, if you would, knowledge practices, in which a 
certain meaning is attributed to processes or inclusion/exclusion and the 
fabrication of identifies, or differences.

However, Walsh’s critical analysis (2010), like other Marxist inspiration 
analysis, still assumes that culture, each culture, is a secondary social 
fact, defined and compact. As an education project, the management of 
cultural diversity is also usually grounded in this semantic assumption 
that positivises, ‘essentialises’ and internally homogenises culture. Today, 
however, culture is more of a semantic continuum in perpetual mutation 
and motion, rather than an archipelago of stable clusterings of signs 
and significations, spaces and times, which are absolutely different or 
antinomical (such as the exclusion/inclusion duality). Multi-cultural, 
trans-cultural and inter-cultural representations of culture, and their 
associated education narratives, are increasingly less consonant with the 
cultural processes of globalisation. They have become obsolete, and with 
them all those pedagogical mechanisms of transition between-cultures, 
analogical apparatus in a liquid and digital world. As Han notes (2017),

 the process of globalisation has an accumulative effect and generates 
density. Heterogeneous cultural contents pile up on one another. 
Cultural spaces overlap and cross through one another. The loss of 
limits also governs time. In the juxtaposition of difference, not only 
different places but also different times are brought closer together. 
The sensation of the hyper, and not the trans, inter or multi, reflects 
precisely the spatiality of current culture. Cultures are imploding, in 
other words, they are moving towards a hyperculture (p. 22).
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In this context, intercultural policies and the systems of reason 
that govern them become exposed to the elements, along with all the 
narratives and pedagogical devices that prospered under their protection. 
They have lost their raison d’être and they must also implode in this 
new scenario in which, as Han points out (2017), “the limits or frontiers, 
whose form is determined by a cultural authenticity or originality, 
dissolve.” (p. 21). It would appear that, thanks to this dissolution, some 
of the sources that have most industriously fed into xenophobic feelings 
or social and educational inequality, will at last be dispelled or at least 
mitigated, and so there is at least some reason to be hopeful. However, it 
appears once again that hope will continue to be fatally tied to fear, with 
an unsalvageable dilemma. According to Han, and he is not the only one 
to express this opinion (Bauman, 2017; Fukuyama, 2019), the virtually 
liberating evanescence of identity and the feeling of belonging to one’s 
own culture, in a progressively hypercultural environment, will be pitted 
against the growing desire (emotional, nostalgic and even fundamentalist) 
to return and recover the ancestral place, the native community, the 
imagined tradition, and even a school that zealously embodies and revives 
the national culture. What meaning and significance will be bestowed 
upon schooling at this crossroads? How will it tackle this new dilemma? 
How will it interpret difference and inequality then?
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Abstract
Introduction: Within the construction of personality, peer relationships 

have been increasingly meaningful in recent decades, a trend reinforced by 
the incorporation into the school environment from an early age. This school 
environment is essential for the processes of adaptation and personal adjustment 
where gender identity is built. The present work is focused on the playground as 
a space and time for learning and playing and that promotes both coexistence and 
interpersonal relationships. Objective: to determine whether gender influences 
the peer acceptance and rejection relationships that occur during the break in 
primary and secondary schools, both when choosing and/or rejecting their peers, 
and in the motivations justifying said choice and/or rejection. Methodology: 
Mixed, centred on the interpretive paradigm that combines quantitative and 
qualitative analysis. Results: Girls and boys choose girls and boys respectively, 
both in the first and second option respectively, to interact during the break, 
alluding to reasons of personality (fun, friendly, funny), friendship (best friend) 
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and type of game. Regarding rejection, there is a significant relationship with 
gender, but in a different sense than expected. Both girls and boys reject in first 
and second place mostly boys. The reasons are related to the personality of the 
rejected partner, affective characteristics, and disagreements in the type of game. 
Conclusions: Acceptance relationships in the playground are related to gender. 
This pattern, however, is not shown in the peer rejection, that occur mainly for 
reasons of personality, affection, and discrepancies in the type of game. These 
motivations induce theoretical implications and practical applications regarding 
the reorganisation of the playground and the usefulness of socio-emotional 
intervention programmes on gender equality, cooperation, and interpersonal 
relations and promotes social and educational inclusion.

Keywords: gender, playground, school, peer relations, acceptance, rejection

Resumen 
Introducción: Las relaciones entre iguales han ido cobrando en las últimas 

décadas una mayor relevancia explicativa en la construcción de la personalidad, 
reforzada por una escolarización temprana, lo que ha comportado cambios en 
los procesos de interacción y construcción de la identidad de género. En este 
contexto, focalizamos nuestra atención investigadora sobre el patio de recreo 
como un espacio y un tiempo de aprendizaje, de juego, de convivencia y de 
relaciones interpersonale. Objetivo: Determinar si en las relaciones de aceptación 
o rechazo entre iguales que se producen en el recreo en los centros escolares 
de educación primaria y secundaria influye el género, tantoen la elección de 
compañeros, como en las motivaciones que las justifican. Metodología: Mixta 
de corte interpretativo que utiliza análisis de tipo cuantitativo y cualitativo. 
Resultados: Las niñas y los niños eligen de forma significativa en primera y 
en segunda opción a niñas y niños respectivamente para interaccionar durante 
el recreo, aludiendo razones de personalidad (divertido, simpático, gracioso), 
amistad (mejor amigo) y juego. En cuanto al rechazo se encuentra una relación 
significativa con el género, pero en un sentido diferente del esperado. Tanto 
las niñas como los niños rechazan en primer y segundo lugar, principalmente, 
a niños. Los motivos están relacionados con la personalidad del compañero 
rechazado, características afectivas y diferencia en el tipo de juego. Conclusiones: 
Las relaciones de aceptación en el recrero se llevan a cabo en función del género. 
Este patrón no se manifiesta en el rechazo de los compañeros/as que se produce 
principalmente por razones de personalidad, afecto y discrepancias en el tipo de 
juego. Estas motivaciones inducen implicaciones teóricas y aplicaciones prácticas 
en torno a la reorganización del patio y la utilidad de programas de intervención 
socioemocional que trabajen sobre la igualdad de género, la cooperación,las 
relaciones interpersonales y promuevan la inclusión social y educativa.

Palabras clave: género, recreo, escuela, relación entre iguales, aceptación, 
rechazo.
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Introduction

Society provides male and female models for each person (Ruiz, Moral, 
Llor and Jiménez, 2018), and even though those models are learnt during 
the development process, they are also taught by families and schools 
(Baltazar Rangel, 2016; Martínez García, 2017). Taking into consideration 
that social attribution has evolved in recent years, it should be noted 
that we learn how to behave as a girl or boy. In addition, we learn about 
the role that each one represents throughout their life cycle is not static 
(Ojeda and González, 2019). Once we become adults, we are responsible 
for choosing and/or representing traditional social behaviour patterns. 
Even though this election is not exempt from the prevailing moralising 
speeches (Rodríguez, Lozano and Chao, 2013). 

Woman´s domesticity has been perpetuated for centuries. Women 
have had to worry about maintaining a balance between the material 
and emotional needs of family members. At home, children from early 
childhood have learned this distribution (Jiménez Arrieta, 2009; Pérez-
Villanueva, 2015). The parents’ speech is framed in beliefs rooted in their 
personal and social life history in accordance with values, rules and 
customs regarding upbringing, according to gender (Marín and Ospina, 
2014). 

School is no longer operating as a mere instructor and knowledge 
conveyor (Riera, 2011), erecting itself as a melting pot influenced by 
the different attitudes and behaviours reproduced by families, the media 
and social networks. Nevertheless, the school, as a learning organisation 
that can transform these models, beliefs and stereotypes which are 
represented by different roles, may become a harmonious and socially 
fair space (Artavia,2013; González and Cabrera, 2013). Furthermore, in 
an explicit and justified way, it plays an important role in the students’ 
personality development, affection, morality and sociability (Alfonso and 
Martínez, 2002; Martín, 2016; Valderramas, 2013). 

In the construction of personality, peer relations acquire a special 
importance, reinforced by the generalised incorporation to formal 
education from an early age, with the school becoming a first-magnitude 
pedagogical mediation for the adequate development of the processes 
of adaptation and personal adjustment where gender is built (Lafuente, 
2005). Within this framework, this work focuses on the playground as a 
space for learning and playing and which promotes both coexistence and 
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interpersonal relations (Castillo-Rodriguez, Picazo and Gil, 2018), and 
it is also considered a time for valuable and formative leisure (Cuenca, 
2014). 

In its visual appreciation, the playground shows big groups of girls 
who play together in small areas. On the contrary, small groups of boys 
are divided into large areas, taking part of generally competitive activities. 
Girls, in turn, show that cooperative activities are more appealing to them, 
and they get the chance to socialise during breaks. This fact could be tied 
to cultural and environmental factors (Cantó and Ruiz,2005; Martínez, 
Aznar and Contreras, 2015). 

The playground should be par excellence the space for socialising, 
coexistence, social equality and non-violence. However, due to the 
prevalence of the letting do and letting go in this place, the playground 
tends to become a segregated and an arbitrary space, in a certain way. 
In addition, discriminatory relationships predominate, and inequality is 
promoted in the distribution and use of space, making use of violent 
games, leading to exclusion or self-exclusion of girls, in general and of 
certain boys (García, Ayaso and Ramírez, 2008; Morales-Ramírez, 2017).

This letting do has its origin in the regulations in force, where the 
break time is understood as a time of rest, in which students can freely 
carry out activities such as chatting, eating or playing, without the direct 
teachers´ intervention. Only aspects related to general organisational 
issues are specified, such as that all non-university schools should have 
a playground (Royal Decree 132/2010 of 12 February) and that the daily 
playtime will be thirty minutes within school hours (Decree 23/2014 of 
12 June, Decree 26/2016 of 21 July) Notwithstanding the foregoing, law 
determines that teachers will take care of children during the break time. 
These hours will be equivalent to teaching hours. 

The recognition of the educational potential of playgrounds leads to a 
concern for the construction of suitable areas for the students ‘needs so 
as to encourage their personal and social development. In this theoretical 
line, a pedagogical break time is demanded so that students experience 
opportunities to learn and to establish personal relationships, criticality 
and reflection on their own actions and those of others (Chaves, 2013; 
Fernandes and Elali, 2008; Vila, 2010). We draw now our attention to the 
reestablishment of the break as a space and time in which creativity joins 
forces so that children are self-sufficient, competent, emotionally self-
regulated and can face future social demands through healthy, respectful 
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and inclusive interpersonal relationships (Krumm, Lemos and Richaud, 
2018).

Within the school environment, peer relationships may vary, not only 
due to the fact that the relationship itself is established, but also due 
to the freedom when accepting or rejecting a particular interaction. It 
is precisely in playgrounds where children act more freely in terms of 
acceptance and non-acceptance within every single sort of interaction in 
the school environment. Therefore, playground is a privileged place to 
develop social skills and contribute to the building of a gender identity 
(García-Bacete, 2008; García-Bacete, Sureda García and Monjas Casares, 
2010). To this effect, considering a) playground and break time as an 
educational space and time that affects the development of affective, social 
and cultural skills, b) that social peer acceptance is related to adaptation 
and this, in turn, to socio-emotional and academic development, and c) 
that rejection is a risk factor for a present or future maladjustment (Rohner 
and Carrasco, 2014), the research issue of whether gender influences the 
relationships established during the break time renders into an heuristic 
fruitfulness. Our purpose then, is to figure out if gender influences on the 
acceptance or rejection relationships that take place in the space/time of 
the break in primary and secondary schools both in terms of choosing or 
rejecting their peers and in terms of the motivations that are adduced to 
justify such choice or rejection.

Bearing in mind that scientific literature shows a clear difference 
between motivations for self-choices and rejection according to gender, 
based on friendship questions within the classroom (Sureda, García-
Bacete and Monjas, 2009) and that break time stands as the ecological 
context, in which children develop more freely, we formulate the 
following hypotheses:

 Hp1: School children choose their classmates according to gender in 
order to interact during break time.
 Hp2: School children reject their classmates according to gender in 
order to interact during break time.
 Hp3: The motivations given for choosing their classmates during 
break are established mainly on the basis of gender.
 Hp4: The motivations given for rejecting to be with classmates during 
break are established on the basis of gender.
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Method

The research is interpretative and is carried out through a mixed 
methodology (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2010) which combines tools 
and analysis of quantitative and qualitative type which are consistent 
with the objective and the hypotheses raised. Both Hp1 and Hp2 are 
analysed quantitatively with non-parametric tests such as Pearson’s Chi-
square, through IBM SPSS statistics v.23 (Berlanga and Rubio, 2012). Hp3 
and Hp4 are qualitatively analysed to establish relationships between 
the different motivations set forth in choice and rejection. Within the 
qualitative analysis (Cáceres, 2003; Strauss and Corbin, 2002) open coding 
is carried out for the generation of categories from the data, followed by 
axial coding which identifies and associate the phenomenon and the 
conditions. In this categorisation process, the software Atlas.ti v.8 is used. 
The qualitative outcome is also analysed through frequency statistics.

Sample

The population studied was made up of students enrolled in the 2017-
2018 academic year in primary and secondary schools in Burgos and 
within the province. The age ranged from 8 to 15 years, with a total of 
26,051 students. In order to obtain the sample, a non- probabilistic sample 
for convenience was used. The outcome was 1,121 children from 8 to 
15 (with a 95% confidence level) belonging to a total of 52 classrooms. 
There are 580 boys and 541 girls, being the distribution per academic 
year enrolled as follows: 3rd year of primary [Year 4, KS2] 19.2%; 4th year 
of primary [Year 5, KS2] 26.1%; 5th year of primary [Year 6, KS2] 19.6%; 
6th year of primary [Year 7, KS3] 22.9%; 1st year of Secondary School 
[Year 8, KS3] 4.6%; 2nd year of Secondary School [Year 9, KS3] 0.9%; 
3rd year of Secondary School [Year 10, KS4] 4.3% and 4th year [Year 11, 
KS4], 2.3%. The researched schools are 38.9% rural and 61.1% urban; 91% 
public and 9% private/state-funded.

The variables selected in the research were acceptance and rejection 
as dependent variables (DV) and gender of students (male, female) as 
independent variable (IV).
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Instrument

In the determination of the group interaction, we have opted for the 
sociometric analysis, since it is a powerful conceptual and methodological 
tool that allows to examine the life of the groups from the attraction 
and rejection forces between its members (Muñoz, Moreno and Jiménez, 
2008). Therefore, the type of instrument used for data collection is a 
questionnaire of nominations among peers, due to its reliability when 
identifying intra-group relationships (Rodríguez and Morera, 2001; 
Warden and Mackinnon, 2003). Specifically, an ad hoc questionnaire was 
designed: Sociograma sobre las relaciones cognitivas, afectivas y sociales 
que se producen dentro del aula (SR-CASA), [Sociogram on cognitive, 
affective and social relationships that occur within the classroom] of 
direct nomination with limited and prioritised choices among equals. 
The content validation process was carried out by eight blind external 
experts from different areas and socio-educational fields. They received 
both the questionnaire and the validation protocol. A pilot phase was 
applied in a randomly selected classroom of 24 students among the 
primary schools of Burgos once the modifications of the experts were 
incorporated. The SR-CASA has been registered in the General Registry 
of Intellectual Property with the entry number 00/2019/1679. 

In the SR-CASA questionnaire, students are asked to make two 
positive and negative prioritised nominations between their classmates. 
In addition, they are asked to think and explain their answers for each of 
their choices. Even though the applied instrument also collects information 
from the academic and affective environment (Ruiz Palomo et al., 2020 
in press), this research analyses the results of the data obtained with the 
social approach. Table I shows the technical aspects of the instrument 
used.
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TABLE I. Technical sheet of the sociometric questionnaire

Group´s features

School name
Location
Academic year and group
Teacher/ tutor

Internal features
Students list
Group´s age
Hires/leaves

Questionnaire´s 
features

Approach
Emotional Give away
Academic Teamwork
Social Playground time/break time

Sort of question
Choice Classmates you like to stay with

Rejection
Classmates you do not like to 
stay with

Choice option Intragroup Classroom group

Number of choices
Restricted 
(2)

Orderly write them down from 
more to less

Justification Justify and reason your choices

Source: Ruiz Palomo et al. (2020 in press)

Procedure

In order to conduct this research, a permit was requested to the Provincial 
Directorate of Education of Burgos for the purpose of contacting the 
participating schools. Under the principles of confidentiality and ethics 
in the processing of the data obtained, SR-CASA was applied. Likewise, it 
was granted permission from the Bioethics Committee of the University 
of Burgos.

After the first contacts between schools to agree on the best time for 
the enforcement, the researchers proceeded to explain to each tutor and 
their students the objective and content of the questionnaire. They were 
asked to make choices of peers acceptance and rejection in first and 
second option. They were also asked why they had made such choices.

The students completed the instrument during January 2018, in a 
45-minute session. Once the data had been analysed, the results of the 
group-class were sent in graphics to the teacher-tutor. 
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Results

After having collected the data from the research, a database was created 
with the following variables: gender of the choosing student, gender 
of the student chosen in the first choice, gender of the student chosen 
in the second choice, gender of the student rejected in the first choice 
and gender of the student rejected in the second choice. Due to the 
research´s features, non-parametric tests were used. Its results are here 
below according to the previous hypotheses. 

 Hp1: School children choose their classmates according to gender in 
order to interact during break time. 

To verify such hypothesis 1, tables were used with the variable gender 
of the choosing student and gender of the first election, and with the 
variable gender of the student making the choice and gender of the 
second election. In the first case, 91.9% of boys choose boys as their first 
option to be with at playground and 93.2% of girls choose girls as their 
first option. Tables II and III show the results of the non-parametric tests 
applied to Gender of the choosing student /1st election Gender.

TABLE II. Chi-squared tests Gender of the choosing student / 1st choice Gender 

Value df Asymptotic significance (bilateral)

Pearson’s chi-squared test 777.946a 2 .000

Likelihood ratio 918.214 2 .000

Number of valid cases 1121

a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected a count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 21.23.

Source: Personal creation
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TABLE III. Symmetric metrics Gender of the choosing student / 1st choice Gender 

Symmetric metrics Value Rough significance

Nominal per Nominal Contingency ratio .640 .000

Number of valid cases 1121

Source: Personal creation

In the second case it is found that 87.7% of boys choose boys to be 
with during break time and 91.1% of girls choose girls. Tables IV and V 
show the results of the non-parametric tests applied to Gender of the 
student making the choice / 2nd choice Gender.

TABLE IV. Chi-squared tests Gender of the student making the choice / 2nd choice Gender 

Value df
Asymptotic significance 

(bilateral)

Pearson’s chi-squared test 651.956a 2 .000
Likelihood ratio 745.546 2 .000
Number of valid cases 1121
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected a count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 30,40.

Source: Personal creation

TABLE V. Symmetric metrics Gender of the student making the choice / 2nd choice Gender 

Symmetric metrics Value Rough significance

Nominal per Nominal Contingency ratio .606 .000

Number of valid cases 1121

Source: Personal creation

There is a statistically significant correlation between the gender of 
the child who chooses, and the gender of the child firstly chosen with x2 
(2) =777.946 p= 0.000 and second with x2 (2) = 651.956 p=0.000. A high 
and directly proportional relationship with a contingency coefficient was 
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found in the first choice of 0.640 and in the second choice of 0.606. Hp1 
is accepted being based on these findings. 

 Hp2: School children reject their classmates according to gender in 
order to interact during break time.

To verify such Hp2, contingency tables were also used with the gender 
variable of the voter and gender of the 1st rejection and with the gender 
variable of the voter and gender of the 2nd rejection. In the first case, 
59.7% of boys reject boys to play with as their first option and 64.7% of 
girls reject boys as their first option. Tables VI and VII show the results of 
the non-parametric tests applied to Gender of the student who chooses 
/ 1st rejection Gender.

TABLE VI. Chi-squared tests Gender of the student who chooses / 1st rejection Gender 

Value df Asymptotic significance (bilateral)

Pearson’s chi-squared test 3.342a 2 .188

Likelihood ratio 3.348 2 .188

Number of valid cases 1121

a. 0 cells (,0%) have expected a count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 28,96.

Source: Personal creation

TABLE VII. Symmetric metrics Gender of the student who chooses / 1st rejection Gender 

Symmetric metrics Value Rough significance

Nominal per Nominal Contingency ratio .055 .188

Number of valid cases 1121

Source: Personal creation

In the second case 47.2% of boys reject boys and 61.2% of girls also 
reject boys. The correlation is significant (p=0.000) in this second choice. 
Tables VIII and IX show the results of the non-parametric tests applied 
to Gender of the choosing student / 2nd rejection Gender.
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TABLE VIII. Chi-squared tests Gender of the choosing student / 2nd rejection Gender

Value df Asymptotic significance (bilateral)

Pearson’s chi-squared test 21.907a 2 .000

Likelihood ratio 21.993 2 .000

Number of valid cases 1121

a. 0 cells (,0%) have expected a count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 70,46.

Source: Personal creation

TABLE IX. Symmetrical metrics Gender of the choosing student / 2nd rejection Gender

Symmetric metrics Value Rough significance

Nominal per Nominal Contingency ratio .138 .000

Number of valid cases 1121

Source: Personal creation

Bearing in mind these results, we can state the nonexistence of any 
statistically significant correlation between the gender of the voting 
child and the gender of the rejected child, nor a directly proportional 
relationship. Therefore, hypothesis 2 is rejected. 

 Hp3: The motivations given for choosing their classmates during break 
are established mainly on the basis of gender.

In order to verify such Hp3, the justifications that the students have 
pointed out as the reason for choosing that classmate with whom to 
be at playground have been analysed. After the open coding process 
(García-Bacete, 2007; García-Bacete et al., 2010; Sureda, 2009) and the 
inter-researchers codes validation process, 7 categories of analysis and 
subcategories have been established that show in a more concrete way 
the terms used by the respondents for the choice of their classmates. 
During the category coding process, the reasoning attributed to the first 
chosen classmate was used, since the reasoning attributed to the second 
class produced a saturation in the sample. Table X shows the categories 
used for coding.
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TABLE X. Coding categories of the reasoning of choice

Common 
activities

Performing common activities during break as the main aspect to be 
chosen: we like to be or do activities together, common tastes…

Friendship Attribution of the choice to be in the break to aspects related to friend-
ship: being friends, good friend...

Academic 
features

Attribution of the choice to be in the break to aspects related to the 
academic performance of the chosen classmate: smart, he/she works 
well in class, helps in the classroom…

Emotional 
features

Attribution of the choice to be in the break to affective aspects that the 
elected student produces in the choosing: I have fun, I have a good time, 
I like him/her...

Physical 
features

Attribution of the choice to be in the break to the physical features of 
the chosen classmate: handsome/beautiful, tall.....

Personality 
features

Attribution of the choice to personality traits of the chosen classmate: 
nice, pleasant, friendly, funny...

Game Attribution of the choice to be in the break to the game as the main ele-
ment: football, creative games, fun games…

Source: Personal creation

Once the categories and subcategories have been assigned to the 1,121 
situations, a frequency analysis has been carried out through contingency 
tables, using this time the variable of the gender of the student making 
the choice, the attributed categories and the subcategories. The results 
are shown in tables XI and XII. For subcategories, elections are reflected 
more frequently.
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TABLE XI. Frequencies of the Gender who chooses: female / 1st Choice Categories/ 1st Choice 
Subcategories

Gender of the 
student making 

the choice
Category % Subcategory %

Female 

Common activities 8.30%

Talking 22.20%

Laughing 11.10%

Games 8.90%

Others 6.70%

Running 4.40%

Friendship 20%
Best friend 43.50%

Good friend 14.80%

Academic features 0.60%
Creativity 33.30%

Smart 33.30%

Emotional features 11.60%

I have a good time 23.80%

We get along well 15.90%

I like him/her 14.30%

Physical features 0.90%
Fast runner 40%

Beautiful/ Handsome/ At-
tractive

20%

Personality traits 36%

Funny 32.30%

Friendly 20.50%

Hilarious 19.50%

Games 18.50%

Creativity 16%

Playing together 13%

Football 9%

Funny games 6%

I like playing 5%

Others 4%

Source: Personal creation
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TABLE XII. Frequencies of the Gender who chooses: male / 1st choice categories/ 1st choice 
subcategories

Gender of the 
student making 

the choice 
Category % Subcategory %

Male

Common activities 7.60%

Talking 36.40%

Doing things together 9.10%

Stay together 6.80%

Friendship 17.80%
Best friend 42.70%

Friend 18.40%

Academic features 0.30%
Smart 50%

Works well 50%

Emotional features 10.20%

I like him/her 20.30%

We get along well 11.90%

Have a good time 11.90%

Laughing 10.20%

Funny 10.20%

Physical features 2.90%

Fast 23.50%

Fast runner 23.50%

Likes sports 17.60%

Personality traits 28.60%

Funny 27.70%

Hilarious 24.70%

Friendly 17.50%

Games 27.10%

Football 40.10%

We play together 9.60%

Tag 5.70%

Fair game 4.50%

Source: Personal creation

In the case of female making the choice, table XI, the most frequent 
categories to choose the classmate with whom to be at break time 
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are personality (36%), friendship (20%) and game (18.5%). If we pay 
attention to the subcategories, we can verify they choose funny, nice, 
hilarious classmates; their best friends; those who play with creativity, 
funny games and games where they can be together. 

In the case of the male making the choice, table XII, the most 
frequent categories to choose the classmate with whom to be at break 
time are personality (28.6%), game (27.10%) and friendship (17.8%). The 
subcategories they look for so as to choose their classmates: they should 
be amusing, funny, nice; play football and games together; and those 
who are their best friends.

Depending on the previous categorisation and the frequencies, we 
can come to the conclusion that the motivations for choosing classmates 
to be at playground do not specially vary according to gender. Although, 
in the case of the male voter, the choice of classmates based on the type 
of game (football) has a greater presence than that based on friendship, 
while for the female voting gender, personality and friendship prevail 
over the game. Within the game, what boys value most is football, while 
girls value creativity most. These results lead to the rejection of Hp3.

 Hp4: The motivations given for rejecting to be with classmates during 
break are established on the basis of gender.

In order to verify such hp4, an analysis is made of the reasoning that the 
students have indicated as the cause of the rejection of a classmate with 
whom to interact during break. Due to this fact, the same categorisation 
procedure has been followed as in the case of Hp3, establishing the same 
categories of analysis but with their negative dimensions. Thus, common 
activities include attributions related to not having to or carrying out 
activities together; friendship includes motivations for enmity or for 
not being a friend; academic characteristics refer to not working or not 
helping; affective characteristics include aspects involved in rejection; 
physical characteristics refer to the external aspect as a reason for 
rejection; personality traits are the characteristics of the chosen person 
that cause rejection; and in game, the motivation for rejection revolves 
around the type of games they play. During the category coding process, 
the reasoning attributed to the rejected peer was used in the first place, 
since the reasoning attributed to the 2nd produced a saturation in the 
sample.
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The result of the frequencies obtained after the categorisation of the 
rejection motivations and their subcategories according to the voting 
gender can be observed in tables XIII and XIV. The subcategories are 
also shown more frequently.

TABLA XIII. Frequencies of the Gender who chooses: female / 1st rejection categories/ 1st 
rejection sub-categories

Gender of the 
student making 

the choice 
Category % Subcategory %

Female

Common 
activities

1.80%
I don´t like what he/she does 40%

We don´t do nothing together 30%

Friendship 3.50%
Not my friend 57.90%

Annoying 10.60%

Academic 
features

0.60%
He/she does not work 33.30%

He/she does not collaborate in 
class

33.30%

Emotional 
features 

19.60%

I do not like him/her 19.80%

I don´t get along with him/her 18.90%

I don´t like him/her 15.10%

I don´t like him/her 14.20%

Physical 
features 

0.4%
Small 50%

Not smart 50%

Personality 
traits 

48.10%

Exhausting 14.30%

Annoying 12%

Rude 8.10%

He/she insults 4.60%

Aggressive 4.20%

Bossy 3.90%

He/she hits 3.80%

Games 19.20%

Football 35.60%

I don´t like how she/he plays 16.10%

We don´t play together 7.70%

Source: Personal creation
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TABLA XIV. Frequencies of the Gender who chooses: male / 1st rejection categories/ 1st rejec-
tion sub-categories

Gender of the 
student making 

the choice 
Category % Subcategory %

Male

Common activities 2.60%
We are not together 33.30%

We don´t talk 20%

Friendship 4% Not my friend 69.50%

Academic features 0.50%
Not smart 33.30%

Annoying in class 33.30%

Emotional features 19.10%

I don´t like him/her 21.60%

I don´t get along with him/her 17.10%

I don´t like him/her 16.20%

Physical features 1% Ugly face 50%

Personality traits 52.60%

Exhausting 21%

Annoying 7.60%

He/she hits 5.60%

He/she insults 5.20%

Aggressive 4.60%

Cheater 3.30%

Problematic 3%

Games 13.10%

We don´t play together 19.70%

Football 14.50%

I don´t like his/her games 10.50%

He/she does not play 5.30%

He/she does not allow me to 
play

5.30%

Source: Personal creation

In the case of the female who chooses, table XIII, the categories of 
rejection that show the highest frequencies are: personality traits (48.1%), 
emotional features (19.6%) and the game (19.2%). Among the personality 
traits of the rejected peer, the subcategories with greater presence are that 
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he/she is exhausting and annoying. However, if we add the frequencies 
of the subcategories that involve violence (insulting, aggression and 
hitting), it is amounted up to 12.6%, being in second place among the 
personality traits selected by the female voters. In the case of emotional 
categories, the subcategories with higher frequencies are “I don’t like 
him/her” or “I don’t get along”. In the case of the game category, football 
is the main reason for rejection.

In the case of the male who chooses, table XIV, the categories of 
rejection with the highest frequencies are: personality traits (52.6%), 
emotional features (19.1%) and the game (13.1%). Considering the 
personality category of the rejected peer, the most important subcategory 
is that he/she is exhausting. If we add the subcategories that involve 
violence (hitting, insulting and aggression), it is amounted up to 15.4%, 
being in second place. In the category referring to emotional aspects, the 
most frequently subcategory is “I don’t like him/her”, while in the game, 
they indicated the fact of not playing together and football as the main 
reasons for rejection.

Based on the above, it is observed that the categories of choice to 
justify rejection in both the male and female gender are similar, so the 
Hp4 is rejected.

Conclusions

Motivated by the recognition of the importance that peer relationships 
have in the construction of personality at the emotional, social and moral 
level of students (Artavia, 2013; González and Cabrera, 2013; Martín, 
2016; Ruiz, Moral, Llor and Jiménez, 2018; Valderramas, 2013), we have 
tried to determine whether the gender of the electing and elected student 
influences the acceptance and rejection relationships in primary and 
secondary education students during break. 

Bearing in mind that the playground is a segment of the school 
environment where the processes of adaptation and personal adjustment 
to build gender are adequately acquired (Lafuente, 2005). This should 
not be alienated from the current legislation objectives set out for the 
school environment, such as the development of values promoting 
gender equality, prevention of violence and bullying (LOMCE - Organic 
Law for the improvement of educational quality, 2013).
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The results obtained in this research are in line with the scientific 
literature, as they reinforce gender acceptance (García et al., 2008; Sureda 
et al., 2009). In other words, girls and boys significantly choose both 
as their first and second option, girls and boys respectively to interact 
during the break, alluding to personality reasons (fun, friendly, funny), 
emotional reasons (best friend) and type of game (football). 

Regarding the game, there is a difference based on gender. For boys, 
the type of game takes precedence over friendship, prevailing football 
when choosing a peer. While girls put friendship before the game. 
In addition, for them, the girls, the important thing is that the game is 
creative and fun. These results agree with the study by Jaramillo, Cárdenas, 
Forero and Ramírez (2007). In this regard, we remember the relevance 
that social acceptance has between peers for their individual adaptation 
and their socio-emotional and academic development (García-Bacete et 
al., 2010; Rohner and Carrasco, 2014). Likewise, its influence can be seen 
in personal well-being, high self-esteem and positive and pleasant feeling 
within the group (Mateu-Martínez et al., 2013). On the other hand, it is 
known that acceptance is an indicator of interpersonal skills and a sign of 
psychological adjustment in adult life (Inglés, Delgado, García-Fernández, 
Ruiz-Esteban and Díaz-Herrero, 2010; Mateu-Martínez et al., 2013).

As for rejection, there is also a significant correlation with gender, but 
in a different sense than expected. Both girls and boys mainly reject boys 
in the first and second place. The reasons for rejection are related to the 
personality of the rejected peer (annoying and violent person), emotional 
characteristics and disagreements in the type of game. Similar results were 
obtained by Jaramillo et al. (2007). Likewise, these findings confirm the 
results of García et al. (2008) who established that the playground is a 
segregated space where discriminatory relationships predominate and 
where inequality in the distribution is built daily with the use of space, and 
where exclusionary and competitive games prevail, which causes exclusion 
or self-exclusion of students. In this context, the important consequences 
that social rejection can cause are well-known. It is a clear risk factor for 
present and future maladaptation (García-Bacete et al., 2010; Rohner and 
Carrasco, 2014), leading to strong negative feelings in the person suffering 
from it (Magallares, 2011; Mateu-Martínez et al., 2013).

In response to the research question and the stated objective, it is 
established that in the acceptance relationships during the playground, 
as a school space, students choose a classmate to interact according to 
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gender. Girls choose girls and boys choose boys. This pattern is not 
shown in the rejection of peers with whom they do not interact during 
the playground. Both boys and girls mainly reject boys for reasons of 
personality (exhausting, violent, annoying), emotional reasons (I do not 
like him) and for discrepancies in the type of game that arouses interest 
(football). These findings lead us to reinforce our initial idea supported 
by authors such as Castillo-Rodríguez et al. (2018) that consider the break 
as a space and time within the school timetable ideal to encourage both 
coexistence and healthy and adaptive interpersonal relationships. Strictly 
speaking, our bet lies, in accordance with other researchers (Chaves, 
2013; Fernandes and Elali, 2008; Vila, 2010), on a formative playground 
where students can socialise, establish interpersonal relationships, learn 
to reflect and be critical. This space must be deemed as an educational 
work environment, where it is possible to develop and implement the 
actions reflected in the coexistence plans that schools have to incorporate 
into the annual general curriculum (Blanco López et al., 2017).

It is time to act on the playground time from the perspective of leisure, 
more specifically, from leisure education. This term is understood as the 
freely chosen action that helps the comprehensive development of a 
person. This learning environment of a playful and free nature serves 
as a context for the development of social and civic competence, in a 
controlled environment where children can experience other forms of 
intra-group relationship away from stereotypes and so that they can 
break with a construction of gender-based personality.

Pursuant to the approach of Krumm et al. (2018), we believe it is 
necessary to propose socio-emotional educational actions to be applied 
during the playground. They must, from the creativity point of view foster 
independence, healthy competitiveness and emotional self-regulation of 
students. This will ultimately promote a democratic and civic coexistence 
away from violent behaviours (Ballarín Domingo, 2019; López Melero, 
2018). One of the lines of intervention is based on socio-emotional 
development programmes as an opportunity to establish interpersonal 
relationships away from stereotyped gender roles (Collado and Cadenas, 
2013; Jiménez, Palmero and Luis, 2013), which results in the biopsychosocial 
well-being (Carbelo and Jáuregui, 2006; Rodríguez, 2009).

The acquisition of skills, abilities and competencies through practical 
tasks generates positive moods, allows stress to be released, enhances 
creativity, imagination, problem solving and favours integration (Collado 
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and Cadenas, 2013; Martín, 2011; Rodríguez Jiménez, 2011; Rodríguez 
Jiménez, Caja, Gracia, Velasco and Terrón, 2013). According to the 
results found by Mateu-Martínez et al. (2013) the programmes of socio-
emotional competencies development in children allow to improve the 
social relations between peers and increase social sensitivity, an aspect 
that we consider really significant (Escolar, De la Torre, Huelmo and 
Palmero, 2016; Ruiz Palomo et al., 2019). 

Finally, the limitations of this research are related, on the one hand, with 
the fact of jointly analysing the questionnaires of primary and secondary 
school students and, on the other hand, with those resulting from a 
sociometric study with students of these ages, since those elections may 
be biased by the mood and by specific conflicts. As future lines of research, 
it is proposed to differentiate between the primary and secondary school 
students in order to continue researching the possible influence of the 
age variable, to carry out a programme of socio-emotional intervention 
during the break, with a control group and an experimental group, to 
work on Gender equality, cooperation and interpersonal relationships 
promoting school life. Furthermore, it is intended to extend the study 
to other geographical areas, which will allow a greater generalisation of 
results and the comparison of the possible differences and similarities 
resulting from geocultural criteria. 
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Abstract:
International Law recognizes the right to education, regardless of the 

economical-social-geographical-cultural and/or ethnical circumstances. Education 
is a ‘fertile capacity’ which fosters other capacities and enables people to have a 
dignified life. Migrant children have this right as well, although the instruments 
for its implementation do not always exist or work. Children immigration is 
a challenge worldwide, which affects 50 million minors every year. Thus, our 
objective is to analyze how the right to education in international migration 
settings works out in practice. To do so, we will refer to existing legislation, 
specially to the Joint General Comment no. 3 and no. 4, by critically appraising 
so as to reflect on its implementation problems and pedagogical implications.

In this respect, the most common problems affecting migrant children are: the 
effective application of the right to education and the real achievement of such 
right. As for its effective application, we must respond to the problems associated 
to its ‘lax’ regulation, as well as the shortcomings related to the measures to 
verify compliance of this right. Regarding the authentic achievement, some 
socioeconomic and pedagogical aspects must be tackled in order to eradicate 
inequality, such as to fight school failure and early dropout; to prevent guettos 
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and schools with concentration of vulnerable collectives, to cope with cultural 
and language differences of migrants; to provide schools with qualified and 
committed teachers; and to set up family policies. The right to education is 
a recognized right, however, it will not be effective unless the specificities of 
migrant children are addressed, thus giving a global and multidisciplinar answer 
which is sensitive to their difficulties and characteristics.

Keywords: Right to education, migrant children, Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, Joint General Observation, international migration.

Resumen:
El Derecho Internacional reconoce el derecho a la educación, 

independientemente de las circunstancias económico-social-geográfico-cultural 
y/o étnicas. La educación es una “capacidad fértil” que fomenta otras capacidades 
y habilita para el desarrollo de una vida digna. Los niños migrantes también 
tienen este derecho, aunque no siempre existen –funcionan- los instrumentos 
para su implementación. La inmigración infantil es un reto a nivel mundial, 
que afecta cada año a 50 millones de menores. Por ello, nuestro objetivo es 
analizar cómo se concreta y define el derecho a la educación en contextos de 
migración internacional. Para ello, haremos referencia a la legislación existente, 
fundamentalmente a la Observación General Conjunta nº 3 y 4, interpretándola 
críticamente para reflexionar sobre los problemas de implementación y las 
consecuencias pedagógicas.

En ese sentido, los problemas más comunes que afectan a los niños migrantes 
son: la aplicación efectiva del derecho a la educación y la consecución efectiva 
de dicho derecho. En cuanto a su aplicación efectiva se debe responder a los 
problemas asociados a la “laxitud” de su normativa, así como a las carencias 
en cuanto a medidas de verificación del cumplimiento de este derecho. En 
referencia a la consecución efectiva son varios los aspectos socio-económicos-
pedagógicos a los que responder para erradicar las desigualdades: combatir el 
fracaso escolar y el abandono temprano; deshacer los guetos y las escuelas 
de concentración de colectivos vulnerables; atender las diferencias culturales 
e idiomáticas de los migrantes; dotar las escuelas de docentes competentes y 
comprometidos; y establecer políticas familiares. El derecho a la educación es un 
derecho reconocido, pero no será efectivo si no se atiende a las peculiaridades 
de los niños migrantes, dándose una respuesta global, multidisciplinar y sensible 
a sus dificultades y características. 

Palabras clave: Derecho a la educación, niños migrantes, Convención sobre 
los Derechos del Niño, Observación General Conjunta, migración internacional.
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Factual perspective on the relationship between migration, children 
and education

According to data from the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM, 2018), in 2017, there were 258 million international migrants —
roughly 3.4% of the world’s population. In the last fifteen years, migration 
has increased by 41% and it is estimated that in 26% of cases mobility 
is associated with armed conflict or violent processes. According to the 
United Nations, 40 million were internally displaced; while another 26 
million sought or obtained internationalized protection (UN, 2017a). 
Currently, no State is exempt from migration and most of them are 
countries of origin, transit and destination. There is no reason to expect 
changes in this trend: in 2050, 3.5% of the world’s population will move 
from their country of birth; of these, 56.5 million will arrive in Europe, 
mainly from Africa (UN, 2017b). Europe, North America and Oceania will 
be net receivers of migrants, while Africa, Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean will be net emitters.

Migration is, above all, a diverse phenomenon. The United Nations 
General Assembly Declaration on Refugees and Migrants (UN, 2017a) 
estimates that humanity has been on the move since ancient times, but 
that current migrations have their origins in more complex causes, as 
people move in search of economic opportunities; to escape armed 
conflict, poverty, food insecurity, persecution, terrorism, human rights 
violations or abuses; or because of the effects of climate change, natural 
disasters or other environmental factors. On the other hand, despite the 
gradual expansion of protection to refugees, many have to leave their 
homes for reasons that do not fit the definition of refugee (UN, 2016), so 
they move in precarious conditions. In many cases, the migrant may not 
meet the necessary characteristics to hold the legal status of refugee, but 
in the same way, attention should be paid to the respect, protection and 
effectiveness of Human Rights.

Within these human contingents every year, 50 million children 
migrate. The nature of this movement exposes these children to dangers 
that are masked within the large numbers. It is estimated that 55% of 
child migration is associated with violence and armed conflict in their 
countries of origin. According to the UNHCR (2018), ten million enjoy 
refugee status while another million are awaiting a favourable resolution 
to their request for protection; another seventeen million are internally 
displaced.
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Linked by the decision of their parents or guardians, migration has 
very important consequences for their lives. There are no representative 
statistics, but the child’s opinion is hardly taken into account. Although 
they move with their parents, extended family members or other adults, 
the UN Rapporteur on the Human Rights of Migrants (UN, 2009) warned 
that a growing and significant number migrate independently and 
unaccompanied. 

In the area of migration, unaccompanied children are a major 
challenge, as they are a group with specific characteristics and needs that 
face a variety of problems, starting with their conceptual diversity1. The 
European Union defines unaccompanied minors as those under 18 years 
of age who are nationals of third countries, who arrive on the territory 
of the Member States unaccompanied by a legally responsible adult or 
in accordance with custom and practice; as well as minors from third 
countries who, after having entered the territory of the Member States, 
are left alone (EU, 1997). Their status as unaccompanied children, their 
presence in a context totally alien to their own and the loneliness they 
experience represent an additional challenge for public authorities.

International Law recognizes the competence of the State to regulate, 
admit, refuse or suspend the entry of foreigners into its territory, even 
allowing them to establish limitations or restrictions on the enjoyment of 
certain rights by migrants (Díez Velasco, 2013). On the other hand, fifty-
four States have ratified the International Convention on the Protection 
of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families 
(UN, 1990). However, practically all human rights treaties recognize, 
as ius cogens, the obligation of the State to respect the principle of 
non-discrimination, equality and protection before the law. The rights 
of foreigners are not static, which implies that States must adapt their 
behaviour and policies to the norms of International Law and respect 
the rights of all persons under their jurisdiction. Therefore, despite the 
above distinctions, there are rights that are considered fundamental and 
therefore undeniable. These include the right to education and cultural 
identity. A higher level of education has a decisive influence on both the 

(1)  Some States (Germany, Greece, Portugal and Austria) call them Unaccompanied asylum seeking 
minors o Unaccompanied refugee minors; in France they are known as Mineurs isolés étrangers; 
Belgium define them as Mineurs étrangers non accompagnés; United Kingdom use the terms 
separated children or isolated children. Most of States prefers Menores no acompañados in a neutral 
meaning despite the conceptual differences. For example, it distinguishes those who are completely 
alone from those accompanied by an adult who does not exercise parental authority or custody.
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choice and the conditions of entry and stay in the country of destination 
(Bernard, Bell & Cooper, 2018). The externalities and future cost savings 
resulting from adequate education for migrants are beyond discussion 
(UNESCO, 2018a).

It is therefore our aim to analyse how the right to education is 
concretised and defined for migrant children in the light of the provisions 
of Joint General Comment No. 3 and 4 on the Human Rights of Children 
in the context of international migration, in order to critically interpret 
and examine the associated problems and the pedagogical consequences 
of their implementation.

The migrant child as a rights holder

The international protection of migrants has not evolved uniformly. 
Marked by the economic situation, the organs of the United Nations 
observed on several occasions that their rights were not adequately 
protected, until the lack of ratifications of the Convention on the 
Rights of Migrants and their Families demonstrated the reluctance of 
the International Community —particularly the developed States— to 
assume concrete commitments in this area. However, since the beginning 
of the 21st century, the combination of humanitarian emergencies and 
increased human flows has made migration a permanent item on the 
International Agenda.

Although the Convention does not mention migrant children, in 2015 
the Committee on the Rights of the Child defined the global situation as a 
human rights crisis that particularly affected unaccompanied children. In 
2017, Joint General Comment No. 3 of the Committee on the Protection 
of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families was 
adopted; No. 22 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child on general 
principles relating to the human rights of children in the context of 
international migration (CRC, 2017a) and Joint General Comment No. 4 
and 23 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child on States’ obligations 
regarding the human rights of children in the context of international 
migration in countries of origin, transit, destination and return (CRC, 
2017b). However, we will refer to them jointly under the generic name 
General Comment.
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The Committee insists on making the migrant child visible as a reality, 
which States must deal with in the framework of their policies and whose 
impact on them must be considered at the time of their evaluation —
which includes the public dissemination of data and results— and the 
design of new policies. They must be endowed with sufficient resources, 
including budgetary resources and must be executed by officials with 
continuous and periodic training on the rights of children, migrants and 
refugees and on statelessness, including intersectional discrimination 
(CRC, 2017a).

The General Comment takes as its starting point the need to improve 
the systems of registration and delivery of documentation of migrant 
newborns in the civil registry without this being conditioned on the 
assessment of their migratory situation or that of their parents. In 
this regard, the Committee has endeavoured to indicate that all rights 
concerning children must be applied with absolute independence from 
the assessment that the domestic laws of States or their judicial or 
administrative authorities grant to parents, or guardians.

The Comment, while recognizing the ability of States to regulate the 
access and stay of aliens in their territory, emphasizes the right of the 
child to be registered, clearly indicating the “duty” of States to remove 
any legal and practical obstacles. Similarly, it constitutes a sort of separate 
administration by establishing the need to avoid communication between 
officials belonging to migration control units and those dedicated to the 
provision of basic services (CRC, 2017a). It even promotes flexibility in 
the consideration of false or incorrect identity documents in order to 
guarantee the best interests of the child. Despite the importance that 
the Observation attaches to registration, it cannot be understood as a 
starting point for the enjoyment of the rights owed to it, but rather as a 
mere guarantee for its enjoyment and a means of monitoring the State’s 
compliance with its obligations.

The General Comment does not add rights for migrant children to 
those already contained in the Convention, but it does develop and adapt 
it to the complex context of international migration. It can be said that 
the Joint General Comment institutes the child as the holder of “migrant 
rights”, understanding that the rights associated with the child do not vary, 
but move with migration and, therefore, what changes is the borrower 
obligated to comply with and apply adaptations to the migratory context 
in order for these rights to be effective. 
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The right to education and its particularism in the context of 
international migration

International law considers children to be an especially vulnerable 
human group due to the special lack of protection in which they find 
themselves. For this reason, it is especially relevant that the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child recognizes the weight that education has 
on people’s development and the need to apply it from an early age 
(Trinidad, 2012). 

The right to education is enshrined in the 1989 Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. The issue of the education of migrant children had 
already been the subject of research by third sector organizations in the 
field of Human Rights protection. Their work warned of the difficulties 
they faced both in accessing education systems and once they have 
entered. Following the axes around which the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child makes the right to education revolve, this right must guarantee: 

 A. The establishment of a formal education system. It establishes 
the obligation of States to provide a system of free and compulsory 
primary education for all children under their jurisdiction. Promoting 
access to Secondary Education without discrimination, either free or 
subsidized, and promoting Higher Education on the basis of capacity.
 The General Comment affirms that all children in the context of 
international migration, regardless of their status, shall have full 
access to all levels and aspects of education, including early childhood 
education and vocational training, on an equal basis with nationals of 
the country in which they live. On the other hand, NGOs in the field of 
children have documented that in many countries (Australia, Greece, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, Nauru and Thailand, but they did not 
rule out others), children and young people detained as immigrants 
generally have little or no access to education (UNESCO, 2018a).
 Several documents point out that parents are largely responsible for 
their children’s attendance, effort and behaviour at school (UNESCO, 
2018a). In the case of migration, this circumstance sometimes has 
perverse effects that prevent the incorporation of minors into school. 
Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) programmes aimed at encouraging 
families to fulfil their educational responsibilities thanks to specific 
financial support conditional on school attendance have had an 
unequal effect in the different places where they have been applied. 
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The effectiveness of these programmes depends on the amount, 
conditionality, beneficiaries and sustainability (Azevedo and Robles, 
2013). In the case of migrants who need the transfer, it must be large 
enough to increase the demand for schooling and face their particular 
context: during the transfer or waiting periods, these systems are seen 
as inapplicable; once at the destination, for low-income migrants, the 
aid should cover the costs of transfer and teaching or complementary 
material, as well as the opportunity cost of employing their children 
or dedicating them to domestic tasks in the case of girls. The 
situation is further complicated in the case of irregular migration, 
as these programmes base their effectiveness on the monitoring of 
beneficiaries, so that migrants’ fear of being deported after enrolment 
in the programme or as a consequence of non-compliance with 
conditions after communication to migration officials relativizes the 
effectiveness of these instruments.
 B. The right must guarantee the institutionalization of the child as 
an informed subject of his or her right to education, with access 
to the necessary information and the establishment of a relational 
framework —both with his or her family and at school— compatible 
with the provisions of the Convention.
 If we accept that the family is an essential support for the education 
of migrants, the absence of it turns Unaccompanied Foreign Minors 
(UFMs) into a group with a high risk of being marginalized from 
the educational system or condemned to school failure. According 
to UNESCO (2018b), nearly 73% of the 86,000 children who arrived 
in Italy between 2011 and 2016 were alone. Despite protection laws 
passed in 2015 and 2017, only a minority regularly attend school. 
Also relevant is the way in which the media convey information about 
UFMs. Some studies show that they convey a distorted image of reality 
that does not respond to the generality. This favours social rejection, 
stigmatisation and makes it difficult for them to integrate into schools.
 In 2005, the Committee on the Rights of the Child adopted a General 
Comment on the treatment of unaccompanied and separated children 
outside their country of origin (CRC, 2005). It indicated that States are 
responsible for ensuring permanent access to education during all 
stages of the displacement cycle and, in particular, for the full access 
to education in the receiving country for children and children with 
disabilities. In order to ensure that the best interests of the child are, 
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in the absence of his or her family, duly represented, the General 
Comment (2005) established an obligation on the part of the State to 
appoint a guardian until the age of majority or permanent abandonment 
of the territory. Such a guardian must be familiar with all planning and 
decision-making procedures, including matters concerning the child’s 
education. Twelve years later, the issue of assistance is concretized by 
Joint General Comment No. 3 (CRC, 2017a) as it shows:
i.  that the representative must be qualified and familiar with the 

child’s ethnic, religious and cultural characteristics; 
ii.  that the nature of representation is not a substitute for the right of 

the child to be informed of his or her rights and services available 
to him or her in his or her own language; 

iii.  the establishment of a maximum period of five days for the 
appointment of the legal guardian from the moment of contact with 
the national authorities, urging the establishment of a maximum 
number of persons represented by the same guardian in order to 
ensure effective accompaniment of each child.

 C. The right to aforementioned right to education must guarantee a 
system that empowers the child to face a life responsible for himself or 
herself and makes them understanding and tolerant of the environment 
that surrounds. Obviously, this obligation can only be applied if the 
necessary complementary measures are taken beforehand to alleviate 
the difficulties and gaps arising from the migration process. For 
example, lack of language proficiency has been pointed out as an 
educational disadvantage, as it hinders socialization, the establishment 
of relationships, the feeling of belonging and increases the risk of 
discrimination. The same is true for the different level of knowledge 
with which children arrive in relation to natives. 
 Some States have implemented “welcome classes” that follow three 
models: temporary classes that last only part of the day; immersion 
classes; and intercultural classes that go beyond language support 
and seek to establish links between families and schools. These 
preparatory classes alleviate the problems of entry; however, there 
are no studies that establish a uniform position on their content and 
duration. On the other hand, the UNESCO reports (2018b) maintain 
that a perverse effect has been detected in the prolongation of this type 
of education, since it can accentuate the inadequacies and aggravate 
the disadvantage. The Committee urges States to have alternative 



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 113-133
Received: 29-03-2019    Accepted: 20-09-2019

122

Arrufat Cardava, A.D., Sanz Ponce, R.  The righT To educaTion of migranT children. reflecTions on The difficulTies To ensure an effecTive compliance of 
iTs legal obligaTion

learning programmes when necessary, without this implying that 
they are immersed in systems or models whose final result differs 
from being able to accredit what they have learned (CRC, 2017a). The 
Comment indicates that States must ensure equal access to inclusive 
and quality education for all migrant children. 
 The Observation is intended to have effects not only on the design 
of programmes and curricula, but also on complementary aspects 
of greater complexity, such as the distribution of centres in urban 
planning in the destination States, the analysis of the educational 
population from the perspective of human geography, and the 
provision of centres for teacher innovation. An extensive interpretation 
of the General Comment would even make it possible to attend to and 
personalize the forms of evaluation of initial and acquired knowledge, 
since traditional systems tend to be designed in accordance with the 
learning system of the receiving States, thus causing worse results 
among migrant students.
 In addition, States should implement appropriate measures to recognize 
children’s previous education by accepting previously obtained school 
certificates or by issuing new certificates based on their abilities and 
competencies, so as not to create stigma or criminalization. 
 D. Frame the objectives of education with a view to achieving the 
highest level of development of the physical and mental capacities of 
the child, including the right to leisure and recreation, and to instilling 
in the child respect for Human Rights and the principles enshrined 
in the Charter of the United Nations. It should include educational 
methodologies and curricular itineraries that are compatible with 
the existence of ethnic, religious, linguistic minorities or persons 
of indigenous origin. The phenomenon of migration is studied in 
most of the basic education curricula of developed States. On the 
other hand, official development assistance has strongly alerted the 
population of the sending countries to the risks of irregular migration. 
The Observation calls for observing the migration phenomenon 
by applying a Human Rights approach based on the principles of 
non-discrimination and prevention of xenophobic or discriminatory 
attitudes that could affect the long-term integration of migrants. 
Such an approach necessarily entails the application of intercultural 
dialogue methodologies. In this sense, the General Comment does 
not go beyond what is currently in force in many States, however, 
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the mere existence of a formal legislative framework is far from an 
effective implementation of obligations. In this regard, the Committees 
have endeavoured to establish a curricular framework in line with the 
Convention, but perhaps it would be desirable to propose the creation 
of monitoring bodies.
 E. And fifth, international cooperation in education. Article 28 of the 
Convention provides that States Parties shall promote and encourage 
international cooperation in matters relating to education. Joint 
General Comment No. 3 has weakened the level of obligation by 
indicating that States “should resort” —it should be mentioned here 
that within a General Comment different levels of obligation can be 
distinguished according to the terminology used by the Committee— 
to the technical cooperation of the international community, including 
United Nations agencies and entities and regional organizations, for 
the implementation of migration policies towards children. 

Problems associated with the effective application of the Law

The Joint General Comment has helped to concretize States’ obligations 
towards children in the context of international migration and 
circumscribed by the right to education. In addition, it has served to 
alleviate the lack of consideration of migration in its Observation No.1. Of 
course, a relevant impact can be expected, since it should be remembered 
that it serves as a parameter for the evaluation of effective compliance 
by States during the periodic reviews to which they are submitted with 
the ratification of the Convention and in the Opinions issued on the 
basis of individual complaints against States Parties. For their part, some 
States —such as Spain recently— have opted to give binding value to 
the Opinions issued by the Monitoring Committees, which should have a 
positive impact on the fulfilment of the Human Rights of migrants.

In spite of this, ensuring the right to education for migrant children 
presents two types of legal shortcomings: 

 – Lack of normative order that attend to the lack of adaptation of the 
norms to the reality of the migratory phenomenon in three different 
moments:
i.  After departure from the State of origin. In recent years, various 

international organizations have denounced the threats and 
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violations of rights during the migration process, which, depending 
on the destination, can last from weeks to months. The absence of 
safe routes is considered by International Organizations as the main 
impediment to address an improvement in the conditions of flight. 
However, their implementation is seen by receiving States as an 
invitation to migration, the only effect of which will be to increase 
pressure on their borders. Without detracting from either position, 
it is unquestionable that the provision of the right to education 
requires continuity and planning, so the establishment of these 
structures would facilitate the activation of services provided. In 
the case of the regular migration of children, the requirement at 
source of documents accrediting their level of education —and 
not only those concerning their identity and family affiliation— 
would improve the planning of educational services in transit and 
receiving States, as well as their incorporation into the educational 
system. In fact, this type of requirement already exists in networks 
for managing the migration of adult jobseekers and even adopted 
children.

ii.  During the period immediately prior to access to the destination 
state. A high percentage of migrants spend long waiting periods 
at the border of the State to which they seek access, whether 
dispersed, in refugee camps or confined in immigration detention 
centres in the destination State, waiting for their migratory 
situation to be resolved. In spite of the criticisms received, the 
centres constitute an adequate structure to develop a sustainable 
education —especially, during the Primary training—, although 
the prolonged periods in these centres generate involutions in 
the learning processes —particularly, when the training is given 
entirely in the enclosure of the camp—. In some States —mainly 
developing countries—, these stays are compatible with activities 
of underground economy or indigence, which leads to high levels 
of school absenteeism, lack of motivation and uncertainty about 
the usefulness of what has been learned. Faced with this situation, 
a well-trained teaching staff is essential to integrate immigrant and 
refugee students. However, the adequate preparation of teachers 
cannot make up for the lack of means to take charge of classes that 
are “multiage”, multilingual, multicultural and with students with 
special psychosocial requirements. The use of technology would 
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be an adequate —and rarely used— resource that would facilitate 
training. In this sense, it is important to develop curricula with 
content adapted to the migratory context. However, the receiving 
State is not obliged until the minor is a refugee, a beneficiary of 
international protection or is physically present in its territory.

iii.  Upon acceptance by the receiving State, it may appear that their 
legal status changes. However, as various official documents have 
expressed, migrant status is perpetuated by many legal systems. At 
other times, the standard of provision of education is altered by its 
interaction with other rights. In the European Union, Article 31.2 
of the Dublin III Regulation (EU, 2013) provides that, in the event 
of the transfer of a child - whether by reunification or otherwise - 
the State carrying out the transfer must send prior information on 
the child’s education to the State of destination; this requirement 
—which is poorly detailed facilitates continuity in the provision of 
the right— is an exception, outside the European Union. There is 
a favourable presumption that family reunification is in the best 
interests of the child; however, this type of prevention should 
be more detailed and implemented, as it allows a better judicial 
review of the decision taken in an administrative instance and, 
therefore, a better guarantee of compliance with the obligation.

 The second type of legal shortcomings that the right to education for 
migrant children presents are those associated with verification of 
compliance. Paradoxically, while the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child requires the highest possible level of education, in general terms, 
verification of the acquisition of competencies remains a pending 
subject in the right to education. Interesting indicators such as the 
reduction in literacy rates in some countries may be related to the 
arrival of migrants. However, since migrants tend to be treated as an 
undifferentiated or residual population in the design of surveys, this 
cannot be stated with certainty (UNESCO, 2017a). On the other hand, 
migrant children are encouraged to be enrolled in the same centres as 
native children in order to avoid segregated education. However, this 
also allows States to disguise the specific expenditure on training of 
migrant children within the large figures for general education.
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Problems associated with the material realization of that right

The material realization of the right to education for migrant children 
faces challenges that are not always easy to address. The child and his or 
her protection are above all other considerations, yet it is not always easy 
to articulate their rights in countries of transit, destination and/or return. 
The right to education is no exception.

One of the first problems and from which all the others derive is the 
conception of the right to education. UNESCO (2013b, p. 9) established 
as a priority objective that “all children and young people should have 
the same opportunity to learn the skills and knowledge necessary to 
succeed in school and in life,” regardless of the country of birth, gender, 
family income, or the physical or mental health of the learner. In this 
sense, it is true that most democratic countries legally recognize the right 
of access to education of migrant children3, although the recognition 
of the acquisition of the skills and knowledge necessary to succeed in 
school and in life, as stated in the aforementioned Report, is not simply 
satisfied with guaranteeing the right to attend school. That is why, going 
a step further, UNESCO itself (2013a, p. 10) states that “the human right 
to education cannot be realized simply by ensuring that children attend 
school; they must also learn while they are there. Therefore, the right to 
learn —and not only to access— is recognized for all children, including 
migrants, who are often considered invisible learners”. 

It is in this clarification where many of the challenges —problems— 
are framed, and which we are going to try, at least, to enunciate and 
situate.

If we take as a reference some data provided by UNESCO (2015; 2017b), 
we can see that the percentages of school abandonment and educational 
failure4 among immigrant students is significantly higher than that of 
native students. In that sense, the results of the Cash Transfer Program 
that have increased enrollment and attendance at schools, reducing 
school dropout are relevant, although academic results have not always 
improved (UNESCO, 2015). With regard to school abandonment, the study 
by López Rupérez (2013) shows that the percentage of immigrant students 
who leave school early in Spain is much higher in all the Autonomous 
Communities (around 20% on average). In terms of academic performance 
or school failure, we observe how immigrant students obtained “50 points 
less than their peers with no migration background, in terms of reading 
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and mathematics in the PISA 2012 assessment conducted in OECD 
countries” (UNESCO, 2017b, p. 315). These differences persist beyond 
the first generation of immigrants. In countries such as Canada, Germany 
and Italy, second-generation immigrant students scored 20 points less 
than native students (UNESCO, 2017b). Both early school leaving and 
educational failure, in many cases, is related to the low participation 
and commitment of migrant children’s families in school life. In this 
sense, the implementation of policies that strengthen and improve the 
ways of participation, commitment and attachment of these families will 
result in improved educational results (Santos Rego and Lorenzo Moledo, 
2012). The sanctioning measures (Romania, Australia, Bulgaria, United 
Kingdom, Denmark or USA) have not obtained satisfactory results; On 
the contrary, the Cash Transfer Programs - already mentioned - and the 
educational information and guidance programs for families (France) 
seem to offer better results (UNESCO, 2017a). 

Another of the problems that we can observe in many of the countries 
that receive migrant children is the creation of neighbourhoods in which 
a high percentage of these children are concentrated, forming real ghettos 
that do not favour the inclusion, development and normalization of these 
groups. Normally, these schools tend to become problematic centres, 
with economic difficulties, lack of resources, low academic results5 and 
a higher percentage of temporiness among teachers. Educational zoning 
policies promote the concentration of migrant population in certain 
neighbourhoods. These policies are far from favoring the educational 
inclusion of migrants.

A third difficulty which we encounter in materially achieving the 
right to education is the language (European Commission, 2019). The 
impossibility, for a variable period of time, of fluent communication 
between teachers and migrant children and between them and their 
classmates hinders the teaching-learning process, generates certain 
conflicts and causes frustration among migrant children themselves 
and among their teachers, in addition to increasing the risk of 
discrimination. Like language, cultural differences also lead to tensions, 
misunderstandings and difficulties in implementing the educational 
process. From the curricular point of view, these cultures are silenced, 
disappearing from textbooks and academic curricula, thus promoting their 
abandonment, discrimination and oblivion (Torres Santomé, 2011). There 
are experiences of Comprehensive Orientation Courses and Language 
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Immersion Classrooms in some countries to serve newly arrived migrants 
(UNESCO, 2018b).

These problems lead us to consider the role of teacher training in 
meeting the challenges posed by the education of migrant children 
(European Commission, 2019). Well-trained teachers are essential to 
integrate migrant pupils, fight all forms of poverty, intolerance, violence 
and discrimination and implement inclusive methodologies that promote 
quality learning for all (Zeichner, 2010). In addition, the teaching task must 
be based on two convictions: people from other cultures have different 
values   and must be sensitive to the student’s cultural antecedents (OECD, 
2019). They need support to take charge of multilingual and multicultural 
classes and teachers prepared to develop “Welcome” or “Welcoming” 
Programs in order to facilitate the transition to a true quality education.

Finally, the implementation of the right to education of migrant 
children also brings some problems of rejection among the families 
of native children, what Adela Cortina (2017) calls “aporophobia”. The 
incorporation of migrant children into certain schools is sometimes 
experienced as a threat. In this sense, the media do not help either, 
offering, in some cases, distorted information that fosters social rejection, 
stigmatization and hinders the integration of these students and their 
families in schools. This is why many families still associate immigration 
with social problems —violence, poverty, uprooting,...— and with 
academic problems, being unable to observe the possible benefits of an 
education in diversity (Santos Rego, 2013).

For that reason, international institutions have been advocating for 
a long time for measures to alleviate and combat these difficulties. For 
example, the World Declaration on Education for All (UNESCO, 1994). 

Conclusions

Education is the basic instrument for the eradication of social inequalities. 
It is a “fertile capacity” that allows the development of other capacities 
and enables the development of a dignified life (Nussbaum, 2012; Bernal, 
2014). But, at the same time, it can also become a focus of inequalities 
and a potentiator of the social gap. In this sense, Bauman (2011) affirms 
the existence of some “despised lives”, people with de jure rights, 
although not de facto. In many countries, access or not to education 
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and/or quality education change people’s lives, especially if they are 
displaced, live in situations of vulnerability, marginality, war or poverty. 
Ending these problems, injustices and inequalities is a question of social 
justice (Sanz and Serrano, 2016). But it would also not be fair to charge 
all the ink against the role of the school, but it is necessary to approach 
the problem from a global approach (economic, political, social, cultural 
and educational) in order to face the drama of migrant children. They 
need education, but also family, economic and cultural stability in order 
to develop and make effective not only the right to education, but also 
the right to a dignified life (Santos Rego, Lorenzo Moledo and Priegue, 
2012). 

The fact that 50 million children migrate every year, fleeing situations 
of poverty, armed conflicts and/or the consequences of climate change, 
with the addition that many of them move unaccompanied, makes this 
problem a question of “humanitarian emergency”, which requires the 
design of new policies.

The importance of education within the framework of these policies 
to combat inequalities and discrimination is beyond any doubt. It is 
simply necessary that these policies and regulations are carried out in an 
effective and real way, that they are endowed with the necessary economic 
and material resources, that a series of mechanisms are established to 
evaluate their results and that the necessary compensatory measures are 
put into play, as stated in the document of the European Commission 
(2019): Integrating Students from Migrant Backgrounds into Schools in 
Europe. National Policies and Measures.

The Joint General Comment and the Committee on the Rights of 
the Child have specified the obligations of States of origin, transit and 
destination in relation to the right to education of migrant children. In this 
sense, the most common problems encountered by these children are: 
the effective implementation of the right to education, and the material 
realization of this right. With regard to the effective implementation of 
the right to education, the problems associated with regulations and 
their implementation must be addressed, both in the countries of origin 
and across borders and in the countries of destination. Gaps in effective 
measures for the verification of compliance with the law must also be 
addressed. On the other hand, with regard to the material achievement of 
the right to education, there are several aspects that must be addressed if 
quality education is to be implemented, capable of eradicating inequalities 
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and providing real opportunities for this group: combat school failure 
and education abandonment through compensation measures; undo 
ghettos and schools with a concentration of vulnerable groups in order 
to normalize the teaching-learning process; address the cultural and 
language differences of migrant children; provide schools with competent 
and committed teachers; and, finally, establish family policies to care for 
vulnerable groups in order to integrate them into society and give them 
opportunities for growth.

In short, the right to education is a recognized right, but it will never 
be an effective right if the peculiarities of each of the different social 
groups are not taken into account. Migrant children face problems that 
must have a global, multidisciplinary and sensitive response to their 
difficulties and characteristics. 
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Abstract
This paper presents a portion of the results of a broader investigation carried 

out within a Moroccan immigrant community in Spanish territory. The aim 
of the research is to discover which learning processes generate integration 
opportunities for this collective in the host society, as well as the relations of 
domination that appear in the process. The theoretical bases are the concepts 
of domination, based essentially on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, and situated 
learning, as proposed by Lave and Wenger. The research was conducted through 
a qualitative approach based on the methodological plurality using case studies, 
ethnography and biographical-narrative research. In-depth biographical-
narrative interviews, discussion groups and field diaries were used to collect 
data. The results of the research are expressed in the story of the journey that the 
members of this community have followed since their arrival in Spanish territory, 
emphasising the time they had to spend in hiding, as well as the process followed 
to regularise their situation in Spain and continue to live in this country; in these 
processes, the collaboration of the whole community is decisive. Finally, in the 
discussion and conclusions, we propose a situated learning process in which 
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Moroccan citizens begin as legitimate peripheral participants. It is a process 
characterised by a domination relationship by the state that ends up generating 
transformations in the identity of Moroccan nationals, resulting in a situation of 
subalternity and foreignness.

Keywords: immigration, minorities, integration, situated learning, communities 
of practice, domination, identity, subalternity, foreignness.

Resumen
Este artículo presenta parte de los resultados de una investigación más 

amplia llevada a cabo en el seno de una comunidad inmigrante marroquí en 
territorio español. El objetivo de la investigación es conocer aquellos procesos de 
aprendizaje que generan oportunidades para la integración de este colectivo en 
la sociedad de acogida, así como las relaciones de dominación que se manifiestan 
en el proceso desde el Estado hacia la comunidad. Las bases teóricas de las que 
parte la investigación son el concepto de dominación, a partir esencialmente 
de la obra de Pierre Bourdieu, y el de aprendizaje situado propuesto por Jane 
Lave y Étienne Wenger. La investigación se llevó a cabo desde un enfoque 
cualitativo basado en la pluralidad metodológica en la que se encontraban tanto 
los estudios de caso, como la etnografía y también la investigación biográfico-
narrativa. Las herramientas para la producción de la información son entrevistas 
en profundidad de carácter biográfico-narrativo, grupos de discusión y diario 
de campo. El análisis de los datos partió de un proceso de codificación axial. 
Los resultados de la investigación se concretan en el relato del periplo que han 
seguido los miembros de esta comunidad desde su llegada a territorio español, 
destacando el tiempo que tuvieron que pasar en la clandestinidad, así como el 
proceso seguido para regularizar su situación en España. En estos procesos, 
se manifiesta como determinante la colaboración de la toda la comunidad. Por 
último, en la discusión y conclusiones, proponemos que nos encontramos ante 
un proceso de aprendizaje situado en el que los marroquíes empiezan siendo 
participantes periféricos legítimos, caracterizado por una relación de dominación 
dese el Estado que acaba generando transformaciones en la identidad de los 
marroquíes hacia la subalternidad y la extranjeridad.

Palabras clave: inmigración, minorías, integración, aprendizaje situado, 
comunidades de práctica, dominación, identidad, subalternidad, extranjeridad.
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Theoretical foundation

This article is part of an investigation carried out within the Moroccan 
community living in Sant Mateu (Castellón, Spain), a population of about 
2,000 inhabitants located in the rural interior Catalan-speaking area of 
the province, although the entire population is bilingual (Catalan and 
Spanish). The study had two objectives: to discover which learning 
processes generated opportunities for the integration of the Moroccan 
collective in the host society and to identify the relations of domination 
from the state towards the community that this integration process 
revealed. These objectives were part of a broader research project: a case 
study on the relationship between learning processes, integration and 
identity transformations of an immigrant community.

The concepts of domination and situated learning were fundamental 
to the analysis from a theoretical point of view. Domination is a specific 
advantage that grants the possession of a certain capital, whether 
economic, symbolic or cultural (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2005). This 
is one of the “habitus” that agents who participate in a field acquire 
in support of their intention to hold a certain position. Domination 
constitutes one of the variables that contributes to defining the objective 
positions that analyse a social action field. In opposition to Althusser’s 
(2016) approaches to social structures and apparatuses of the state as 
structures of domination, Bourdieu and Wacquant (2005) granted the 
dominated the option of resistance. Domination and resistance must 
then be understood as phenomena that operate simultaneously in a field, 
considering the field as an organised social space that provides structure 
and for which the main elements are institutions, agents and practices. 

Above the fields for social action, Bourdieu (2014) placed the state: 
a metafield for which the main characteristic is to monopolise symbolic 
violence and which is in charge of organising the concentration and 
redistribution of the different economic, cultural and symbolic capitals 
(Bourdieu, 2002).

The symbolic violence grants to the dominant groups certain credit 
capital that escapes the traditional explanations of exploitation. Among 
the forms this capital adopts, Fernández (2005) highlighted those that 
are publicly and legitimately redistributed (embodied in social policies) 
and privately redistributed (limited to the financing of foundations and to 
donations to hospitals or educational or cultural institutions). 
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Hall (1998) highlighted the unifying function of the state that tries 
to unite, under the umbrella of a complex structure, various political 
discourses and social customs: family life, civil society, gender relations 
and economic relations, to name a few. By setting up norms and 
mechanisms of domination, the state articulates the diverse discourses and 
customs. Patzi (1999) considered that the implementation of integration 
mechanisms is a sine qua non condition for the existence of the state. 
These mechanisms are renewed from time to time through a permanent 
exercise of physical coercion or, in a more habitual and disguised way, 
symbolic violence: a form of violence that is exercised on a social agent 
with the consent of the latter and that is beginning to be ignored as 
violence, which is why social agents begin to consider it as self-evident 
(Patzi, 1999, p. 538).

These integration mechanisms seek the reproduction or perpetuation 
of the dominant classes through the selection of those practices with 
universalisation possibilities that, at the same time, impede equality. Thus, 
integration implies assimilation, because it includes the mechanisms of 
exclusion necessary to perpetuate the dominant class.

According to Bourdieu, the bureaucratic field is the space established 
by the state to settle these types of disputes, which are concretised in 
the ostentation of state power and in the manipulation and definition of 
public goods (Wacquant, 2005). His theory of the social field transmitted 
a notion of domination based on relations of force. The fields are, thus, 
the spaces of conflict between diverse groups of agents confronted in 
relation to their functioning or to their objectives (Peña-Cortés, 2016). 
In this struggle, the most prepared agents are those who present greater 
legitimacy and offer better projects, that is, those who dominate the field 
due to the monopoly of capital that is at stake (Vizcarra, 2002).

Capital is ultimately the foundation for granting power or authority to an 
agent in a given field (Bourdieu, 1990). Those who possess capital will strive 
to preserve it, while newcomers, or the dispossessed, will try to subvert it 
through a series of strategies. The dominated ones, therefore, are impelled 
towards the centre of a tension between co-opting part of the dominant 
structures or entering into the ways of resistance (Ming-Cheng, 2015).

Domination and resistance are concepts that help to understand the 
world we live in since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the adoption of the 
free market economy by China. According to Clay and George (2016), 
this world has left the set of capital in the hands of fewer and fewer 
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people, condemning most of the population to subalternity. However, 
the logic of domination is premised on the erroneous concept that it can 
control everything (Arteaga, 2007). In this sense, it cannot be ignored that 
the bureaucratic procedure of the state is usually opposed to a certain 
degree of resistance that vindicates diversity, autonomy and individuality. 
In this way, Ming-Cheng (2015) emphasised that, as far as cultural capital 
is concerned, there is a set of unrecognised values through which the 
dominated ones can adopt attitudes of resistance. They are resources 
with little symbolic value, but valuable for the dominated, since they can 
even push back certain forms of domination.

This type of resistance usually manifests itself through indirect 
forms of expression (Scott, 2000) between what is allowed and what 
is forbidden in the language of political (Delgado-Huertas, 2016) and 
everyday situations, such as production relations at work (Negri, 2001). 
This resistance implies a creative process that tries to transform reality 
through active participation (Lazzarato, 2006).

According to Giroux (1985), the fact that the theories of reproduction 
focus on questions of power and its consolidation by dominant agents 
prevents us from observing the degree of resistance through which the 
dominated create and invent within the culture of these groups. Cultural 
production, understood as the set of material and symbolic practices 
expanded by a group, has then the capacity to generate resistance 
mechanisms among those agents that do not hold the capitals of the 
social action field (Avila, 2002; Willis, 1988, 1999).

In short, resistance reveals the importance of informal organisation 
in social groups, as well as the relationship between equals, as spaces 
where mechanisms of domination are compensated. Subordinate groups, 
therefore, establish micro-resistance but also construction strategies, 
since they need to give meaning to the life of their own group.

On the other hand, situated cognition assumes that any educational 
situation is a consequence of the relationship between the objective 
conditions of the social environment and the characteristics of the 
learner (Díaz Barriga, 2003), and therefore, learning is an integral and 
inseparable aspect of social life (Lave and Wenger, 1991). In this sense, 
learning is neither fixed nor immutable, but dynamic and open:

 The situated character of cognition is the recognition of the necessarily 
indeterminate nature of human activity and its creative power: the same 
knowledge does not establish fixed and predetermined patterns of action; 
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the ways in which problems are posed depend on the meaning attributed 
by people to their experiences and model the way in which their knowledge 
is constructed, modified and put into play, always according to a specific 
situation. (Sagástegui, 2004, p. 33)

Lave (1991) gave great relevance to everyday life as a fundamental 
space for learning. As such, cognition manifests itself not only through 
the mind, but also through the body, activity and cultural systems. In 
situated learning, the social dimension prevails (Niemeyer, 2006), and the 
acquisition of knowledge is based on the importance of the community 
in the educational fact, which, hence, becomes a tool for the analysis of 
development processes. As Díaz Barriga (2003, p. 4) pointed out, ‘In this 
perspective the basic unit of analysis is not the individual in the singular 
nor cognitive processes or “cold” learning, but reciprocal action, that is 
to say, the activity of people who act in certain contexts’.

The concept of legitimate peripheral participation is developed from 
this idea of learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991). This refers to the space that 
is occupied in a specific social practice, and, therefore, to the commitment 
of the individual based on the power relations that are established. As a 
participant leaves the periphery to situate him or herself in the centrality 
of the practice, skills and knowledge are acquired, and transformations 
are also produced. The concept of community of practice (Wenger, 2011) 
is based on the same assumptions. It can be defined as a self-organised 
system in which ‘a group of people linked by a common, recurrent and 
stable in time practice’ (Vásquez, 2011, p. 53) learn, share and circulate 
knowledge. For Wenger (2001), learning is the result of the production 
of meanings from our commitment, our participation and the way we 
experience the world. Situated learning, as Niemeyer (2006, p. 109) 
pointed out, ‘is based on the three elements of a community of practice: 
belonging, participation and praxis’. It is from these approaches that we 
analyse, in a community of practice of immigrants, how the learning 
processes are developed to generate new opportunities for participation 
and integration of this collective in the host society.

Finally, in relation to the concept of situated learning, it should be 
noted that, ultimately, the proposal of Lave and Wenger (1991) implies 
that this is essentially the production and reproduction of the social order, 
and that the product obtained from this learning is intimately related 
to the identity of the people who participate in a given community 
of practice (Wenger, 2001). In this sense, the criticism formulated by 
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Niemeyer (2006) is interesting, when he explains how this educational 
model does not solve the problem of how power relations are established 
and perpetuated within the groups themselves:

 The right to full participation is limited by the hierarchical and power 
constellations inscribed in the communities and sociocultural contexts in 
which the groups are situated [...]. So far, there has been no question of 
how positions of power are constituted in informal learning contexts, what 
mechanisms they have for their reproduction, or how they influence the 
development and success of educational processes. (p. 118)

Methodology

The research began with a qualitative approach based on the 
methodological plurality that supposed a link between ethnography 
(Angrosino, 2012; Atkinson and Delamont, 2012; Hammersley and 
Atkinson, 1994; Rockwell, 2008), biographical-narrative research (Bolívar, 
Domingo and Fernández, 2001; Moriña, 2017) and case studies (Gutiérrez, 
Pozo and Fernández, 2002; Simons, 2011; Stake, 1998, 2012; Yin, 2009).

The adoption of this plural positioning responded to the fact that each 
one added its own way of constructing qualitative research, while at the 
same time adequately solving the needs generated by the research itself. 
The research required a deep understanding of the people under study. 
It was necessary to empathise with them, and this is generally what those 
who approach the field of research from an ethnographic point of view 
experience (Olmo and Osuna, 2014). 

On the other hand, it is about understanding the community under 
study as well; therefore, the research is identified with the intrinsic 
character of the case studies as described by Stake (1998).

Finally, among the main tools used to gather data, two in-depth 
biographical interviews should be highlighted, which are related to 
the intention of knowing the phenomena from people’s point of view 
(González and Padilla-Carmona, 2014). These in-depth biographical-
narrative interviews were conducted with two members of the community: 
Informant 1 was interviewed in two sessions (EO1 and EO2 codes) and 
Informant 2 in seven sessions (EM1, EM2, EM3, EM4, EM5, EM6 and 
EM7). The interviews were structured around six broad blocks: general 
issues, life in Morocco, transit Morocco-Spain, life in Spain with emphasis 
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on the period of residence in Sant Mateu, Moroccan community in Sant 
Mateu and future plans.

In addition, two discussion groups were held, one at the beginning of 
the research and the other at the end of the research, with a total of 15 
participants (GD1 and GD2 codes). The discussion topics were migration, 
the concept of foreigners, the future of the community in Sant Mateu, 
plans for the future and multiculturalism. In addition, documentary 
research and collection of field notes (DC code) were also carried out.

Participant selection was negotiated with the community based on 
two criteria: seniority in Sant Mateu and centrality within the institutions 
of the community (cultural association and mosque). Discussion group 
membership diversity was based on age, origin (rural area vs. city) and 
level of studies. All participants were men since they are the first to 
emigrate, while women emigrate through family reunification. This 
sample was ideal for approaching the investigation because it included 
individuals with a certain degree of authority within the community, 
especially in the case of Informant 2, who was at that time president of 
the association and was acting as an accidental imam.

As part of a broader research project, the purpose of this article 
is to answer two research questions based on the project objectives: 
what learning processes generated opportunities for the integration of 
Moroccan society into the host society, and what relations of domination 
were raised in the process of integration from the state towards the 
Moroccan community. 

During the final stages of the fieldwork and after it was completed, 
data analysis was conducted in three consecutive phases, during which 
the work focused on coding and categorising the information obtained 
through the various sources.

The codification process followed Rubin and Rubin (1995), involving 
the grouping of raw information into various categories that were 
established prior to entering the field, that emerged during fieldwork, 
or both. 

In the first two phases we used the open coding system proposed 
by Strauss and Corbin, taking it as the ‘analytical process by means of 
which concepts are identified and their properties and dimensions are 
discovered in the data’ (Strauss and Corbin, 2002, p. 110). These authors 
considered that data should be ‘opened’ to expose the meanings, ideas 
and thoughts they contain, then compared and then the explanatory 
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categories extracted. The open coding process was supported by the 
creation of concept maps using the CmapTools software. For Simons 
(2011), concept maps are made at the end of each interview or any 
other field entry. That approach focuses on the fact that the comparison 
of all the maps produced by an investigation can generate a large map 
in which the different categories are represented. In our research, this 
holistic map started from the creation of several initial maps during the 
first phase of the information analysis and was already generated by the 
second open coding phase. This second phase had a more particularistic 
character than the previous one. The conceptual map articulated from 
the open codification comprised three chronological levels: historical, 
processual and prospective. 

The third phase of data analysis involved the transition from open 
coding to axial coding. Thus, following Strauss and Corbin (2002), data 
that had been disaggregated in the two previous phases were again 
regrouped based on the questions that constituted the research.

During this third and final phase of data analysis, pertinence and 
relevance criteria were considered. The pertinence criterion dictates that 
only information, and by extension, those categories, that are related 
to the purpose of the research are considered. Relevance, on the other 
hand, indicates that only recurrent or assertive information can be used in 
the construction of the results (Cisterna, 2005). Therefore, the categories 
were ultimately organised around axes that connected with the research 
questions.

The categorical axes were made using the Manual Thinking 
organisational tool (Huber and Veldman, 2015), through which tangible 
concept maps can be designed. The categories that appeared once the 
analysis of the data was finished and in reference to the thematic axis 
that concerns us were the following: participation, mosque, cultural 
reproduction, cohesion, equality, respect, good image, public space, 
coexistence, Red Cross, charity, instrumentalisation, domination, subaltern 
class, vulnerability, bureaucracy, symbolic violence and state. These 
categories emerged inductively, proposed as general patterns based on 
the accumulation of descriptive details. A typical logic of studies focused 
on dialectics and the need to understand human behaviour. Due to the 
application of the criteria of pertinence and relevance, other categories 
that emerged during the research were discarded.
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Finally, a triangulation was developed between the strata (Cisterna, 
2005) establishing comparisons between the subjects interviewed in 
depth and the participants in the discussion groups. In our case, it 
was based on the research questions. An additional triangulation was 
established between the results and the theoretical framework, which is 
specified in the discussion.
We followed the credibility, transference, dependence and confirmability 
model (Guba, 1989; Dorio, Sabariego and Massot, 2009) to ensure the 
quality of the criteria. These principles were guaranteed through the 
following: persistent and prolonged immersion in the field of study, 
periodic return of information to the community, triangulation (credibility 
and confirmability), susceptibility of the study to provide theoretical 
knowledge in other fields of similar characteristics (transference) and 
description of the process followed in the production of information 
with special incidence noted on difficulties and conditioning factors 
(dependence).

TABLE 1. Research timeline

06/14 01/15 06/15 01/16 06/16 01/17 06/17

Bibliographic review

Information production

Information analysis

Results

While we were carrying out the fieldwork for this investigation, an 
unexpected event occurred. A member of the community had to hastily 
leave Spain due to a serious economic problem. The administration was 
seeking around 6,000 euros for an illegal work contract he had signed 
several years earlier with a fictitious company. He had an appointment at 
the employment office to discuss the matter, but a Red Cross volunteer 
informed him that there was nothing he could do to solve the problem 
and recommended he leave the country. The Moroccan community was 
upset about his situation:



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 135-155
Received: 31-03-2019    Accepted: 20-09-2019

145

Segarra Arnau, T., Traver Martí, J.A., Lozano Estivalis, M.  From Alien to Foreigner: BureAucrAcy, DominAtion AnD SituAteD leArning in the moroccAn 
community in SAnt mAteu (cAStellón, SpAin)

 His working life reflects that he has contributed to the social security system. 
How should he know if that company exists or not? When the fraud was 
discovered, he had problems. He came to the mosque and told us that he 
had been caught. They told him that his resident card would be revoked. If 
he was lucky, he wouldn’t go to jail. This guy has seven children in Morocco 
[...]. He had a lot of problems. Now the employment office is asking him for 
7,000 euros because of the forged contract. But what is his fault in this? He 
knew nothing. [EO2]

Most of the adult men who belong to the Moroccan community of Sant 
Mateu arrived and lived in Spain under illegal conditions. In almost all 
cases their situations were regularised after a certain period. Informant 1 
spent more than two years without papers. In 2004 he got his first pre-
contract for work, which enabled him to regularise his situation. In 2005 
he started working as a bricklayer.

Informant 2 spent time in Marbella, where he had no job, no papers, 
could not speak Spanish and knew no one except two foster brothers. 
After a while he went to the house of some of his father’s acquaintances, 
who lived in Sant Mateu. He arrived in the village in March 2007 and found 
his first job nine months later. Little by little he managed to regularise his 
situation and achieve job stability. For him, getting a resident’s card was like 
obtaining freedom. A Moroccan national immigrant without legal papers 
will spend at least three years in a situation that is often referred to as a 
prison. During that time, they cannot move freely and lack certain rights.

Regarding the objective of knowing the relations of domination that 
the integration process raises, whether they arrived illegally or, in fewer 
cases, with a work contract, all the Moroccan nationals had to undergo 
a bureaucratic process when they arrived in Sant Mateu in order to 
regularise their situation and, thus, live legally in Spain. Many of them 
obtained the necessary papers in the 2005 Special Immigrant Legalisation 
process. This massive regularisation was seen from Morocco as a great 
favour to its people. A few, however, remain clandestine to this day.

The process followed by most of these Moroccan citizens was to live 
illegally in Spain for not less than three years with no interruption. After 
this time, they could ask for a certificate proving social ties with the 
community and work experience, which they could then use to obtain a 
temporary residence permit (one year) due to exceptional circumstances. 
All this is useless, however, for those who lack an employment contract 
for a period of no less than one year and for those with a criminal record.
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While living illegally in Spain, these men continually collect evidence, 
such as municipality residency registration papers, public health system 
hospital admissions or medical records or similar documentation, to 
subsequently prove their presence in Spain.

 You have to get evidence every day. For example, if you buy something at 
the hardware store, the ticket is useful. All those receipts are useful. [...] You 
need a medical certificate that proves that you are not ill. You also need your 
passport and your passbook. And what else is needed? [...] Usually you have 
to present a lot of papers to get a small card, but that card is worth a lot. That 
card is worth freedom. [EM3]
 You have to get more evidence. For example, you can buy a cell phone with 
an invoice in your name, or you can open a bank account. You also need a 
certificate of attendance at the Spanish courses organised by the Red Cross 
[...]. I have that certificate. Now, it is necessary to have it. But it’s easy to get 
all those things. The most difficult thing is to get an employment contract. 
[EO2]

Obtaining paperwork related to the residence authorisation was the 
first problem each  of them faced, as described in the following 
interview excerpt from Informant 1:

 When I got here, I found people who had experienced the same situation. 
When we get here, we only talk about that subject: papers. Anyone who 
comes here for the first time contacts us. So, he asks, how did you get the 
papers? What should I do? Well, in my case I lived with some Moroccan 
national friends. They had experienced the same situation, and they helped 
me. They knew what to do. So, the first thing I did the next day was to go to 
the town hall to register, because it’s very important to do that. [EO2]

The path that others have travelled before and the solidarity among 
people within the Moroccan community provide fundamental learning 
processes for generating opportunities for integration. Those who have 
already carried out such procedures and understand what is involved 
are not only advisors to newcomers, but also active participants in the 
process of regulating new members of the community, taking such 
actions as welcoming them into their homes, speaking on their behalf 
to the administration, and providing them with vouchers to demonstrate 
their permanence in Spain for the necessary time. Lately, the process to 
obtain proof of residence in Spain has become more difficult. However, 
the community accepts these procedures as necessary.
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 The first thing people ask when they get here is what they should do to 
legalise their situation. We all help each other with this issue. Before, the 
process was easier. Now, it’s a little more complicated. For example, now you 
can’t open a bank account without being legalised. Do you know why? It is 
because of terrorism. That’s why they have to filter people. You have to give 
your data so that, if something happens, they can arrest you. [EM3]
 When someone sets up here, he asks the others for help. [...] We all help 
each other. For example, I used to be able to send money to my family 
with someone else’s data, but now I can’t. If I want to send money, I need a 
residence. I can’t do it with my passport. Everything is controlled. It’s normal 
because the world has changed. Now there are more problems. [EM3]

Old members act as mentors to new ones to integrate them into 
the community, which helps the newcomers speed up their regulation 
process. The immigrant who finds himself alone must knock on many 
doors before finding the right one. Once welcomed by the community, 
he will find the right path soon because the community has acquired 
that knowledge. A member of the community will accompany him to the 
town hall to register him in his home.

For the former members of the community, the road was more difficult. 
As the years went by, the community grew, and the chain of transmission 
of knowledge about regulation became longer and longer. Therefore, 
new members were better prepared to present the dossier in order to 
obtain the regulation.

However, during all this time they live in fear of being arrested by 
the state security forces, which illustrates relations of domination that 
the integration process raises. They pass through their lives invisibly, 
adopting routines such as returning home quickly and avoiding places 
where they know the national police may be. In general, Moroccan 
nationals explain how they are deprived of certain rights and freedoms 
enjoyed by the host community.

As the objective of the immigrant is integration within both the 
Moroccan community and the host community, when they finally obtain 
a resident’s card or NIE, Moroccan nationals see themselves as freer, but 
they know that they must now seek the right to permanently remain in 
Spanish territory and opt for nationality. In this new way they also live 
subject to continuous control. In the eyes of the state, the Moroccan 
citizens are in Spain in response to labour issues, and their presence 
cannot be understood in any other way:
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 Being unemployed is like being in jail. You have the right to visit your family 
for only 15 days. If you don’t come back in 15 days, your unemployment 
benefit will be withdrawn, or you will be fined 4,000, 5,000, 6,000 euros or 
more. They don’t let you go free. Under the current laws you can ask for 
permission to go to Morocco for more than 15 days, but you don’t get paid 
until you return. [...] That’s why we’re in jail. [GD1]

Moroccan citizens are forced to accept any jobs offered to them, which 
are usually only construction and agricultural sector jobs and below 
their professional qualifications. If they have a residence permit for work 
reasons, they are obliged to pay social security taxes for a certain period. 
Not having a job would result in losing the residence permit once the 
period for which it was granted has ended.

While maintaining their residence permits and when starting the 
process to obtain their Spanish nationality, Moroccan nationals are often 
involved in unusual situations that cause them embarrassment, confusion 
or frustration. 

For example, when Informant 2 received his family reunification permits, 
his wife was pregnant. She got the necessary visa, and they readied to 
return to Sant Mateu. However, she went into labour, and the baby was 
born in Morocco. Consequently, family reunification could not take place, 
as the number of family members had changed. Informant 2 had to return 
alone to Sant Mateu and restart the family reunification procedure. 

Informant 1 had applied for nationality for his son, who was born 
in Spanish territory, when the child was a year old. At the time of the 
interviews, five years after he had submitted the application, he had not 
yet received any response.

The slowness of the administrative processes, the diversity of 
regulations between different public administrations and the economic 
costs of the procedures, among which trips and sworn translations of 
documentation stand out, all cause frustration.

At the time of the interviews, the story of a Moroccan national who 
had been living in the village without documents for 11 years and had 
become ineligible for residency due to missing legal deadlines was well 
known within the community.

 You need to get lucky. This guy has been in Spain illegally for 11 years. He 
arrived in 2004. In 2005 he tried to regulate his situation. It was the last day 
to do it. The deadline was 12:00 p.m. This guy went with two people to the 
immigration office in Castellón. He arrived almost at the last minute, at half 
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past eleven. They asked for his documents, but he had forgotten his passport 
in Sant Mateu. [EM3]

The end of the road should be the acquisition of nationality 10 years 
after the granting of the first residence permit. For Moroccan nationals, 
obtaining nationality has an instrumental meaning: it opens the door to 
work all over Europe and facilitates transit across borders. However, it 
also represents a right of citizenship:

 Why shouldn’t I get Spanish nationality? We lived here for eleven months. 
So, Spain is the second... it’s my country too. If I were living in Morocco, I 
would have to renew that permit every ten years. Why shouldn’t I have that 
permit here, too? If I have the right to it, why should I resign? I am a Spanish 
Moroccan national. I eat Spanish food and Moroccan food. I drink Spanish 
water and Moroccan water. What is the difference between them? There is no 
difference. [EM4]

Discussion of results and conclusions

In reference to the objective of knowing the learning processes that 
generate opportunities for integration, the process of participation for 
the regularisation of the residence permit also means dignifying people, 
as it implies a progressive approach to full citizenship from the legal 
point of view since, if not obtained, participants will continue to be 
excluded (García-Fernández, 2008).

This progressive approach makes the support of the pioneers 
fundamental, since they welcome, advise and help those who have 
just arrived, acting as a kind of ‘sponsor’. For newcomers, presenting 
documents to the administration is a world to travel. They enter as 
legitimate peripheral participants (Lave and Wenger, 1991) with the 
accompaniment of the pioneers.

It should be noted that, according to Lave and Packer (2011), learning 
within a community of practice implies that conflict and inequality are 
part of participation in the social world. This entails, in turn, that a 
theoretical approach based on the social construction of learning must 
consider the relations of domination (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2005) as 
a fundamental element of this construction.
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In our case, this domination is reflected in the exercise of symbolic 
violence as a state monopoly (Patzi, 1999; Fernández, 2005; Bourdieu, 
2014) through which economic, cultural and symbolic capital are 
distributed. Maffesoli (1982) argued that it is the bureaucracy that enables 
domination by the state. In our case, the bureaucratic field, which always 
tends towards centralisation and hierarchisation, is in charge of exerting 
symbolic violence. On the other hand, throughout the investigation, the 
situations of intra-community domination to which Niemeyer (2006) 
referred did not emerge when the model of communities of practice 
did not solve the hierarchisation and the power relations within the 
communities of practice.

These processes of domination in relation to the state, in this case, have 
not been exempt from certain resistances because of the tensions that 
occur in the transformation of the cultural identity of Moroccan nationals. 
The Moroccan community of Sant Mateu has seen the need to reconstruct a 
collective identity, due to the diversity in origin of birth, cultures, languages, 
social status and other factors. This is necessary because Moroccan citizens 
have a common interest (Del Olmo, 2003), which is expressed here in 
getting residence permits and nationality and in the fact that they need 
to feel respected as a collective within increasingly complex societies 
(Thoilliez, 2019). It is also due to the need to build a common refuge 
through affection and solidarity within the group. These are all issues that 
bring us closer to the idea of community of practice.

Regarding the objective of knowing the relations of domination posed 
by the integration process, based on these conditioning factors, the 
learning processes we found have been stressed by the need to establish 
mechanisms of resistance. The Moroccan community strives to reproduce 
its own culture, although in reality it builds a new one, thus situating 
itself between a legitimating identity, which according to Castells (2001) 
is the one produced by dominant institutions based on power relations, 
and an identity of resistance, which is based on different principles to 
those proposed by dominant institutions. It is a paradox in which they 
see the need to be recognised by the state, thus assuming the domination 
exercised by the bureaucratic field, and at the same time, they try to 
resist its unifying force.

These tensions imply that the regularisation process ends up 
generating in Moroccan nationals a social positioning susceptible 
of being understood using the Gramscian concept of the subaltern 
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(Gramsci, 2013; Alabarces and Añón, 2016). Moroccan citizens, especially 
if they cross the Strait of Gibraltar illegally, are subalterns because they 
are deprived of certain symbolic capital (passport, residence permit) and 
cultural capital (such as the ability to speak Spanish or, in this case, 
also Catalan) (Bourdieu, 2002). The phenomenon of immigration is, thus, 
submitted in this research to judicialisation and to the constitution of a 
second citizenship based on the non-equality of opportunities (García-
Fernández, 2008).

In the field of identity, the subaltern condition understood as ‘of inferior 
rank’ (Alabarces and Añón, 2016) crystallises into a sense of inferiority. 
Moroccan citizens assume certain social roles as clandestine, since they 
are not part of the state when they arrive (Gramsci, 2013), although 
they integrate progressively, as they overcome the successive moments 
of revision of their residence permit. They cease to be subalterns, at least 
regarding their legal status.

The experiences emanating from the relationship of Moroccan 
nationals with the bureaucratic field represent yet another aspect of a 
path in which one learns to be an immigrant and, ultimately and in 
spite of obtaining nationality, one ends up being a foreigner. In this way, 
foreignness is related to a way of seeing the world and situating oneself 
in it. It is an element related to the idea of universal citizenship, although 
it starts from a contradiction: the difficulty of being oneself in one’s own 
place and picturing oneself in another place.

Despite the limitations inherent in this type of qualitative research, such 
as temporality and availability of participants, the volume of information 
and the wealth of sources open numerous avenues of analysis. The very 
logic of our study obliges us to establish a constant interpellation with 
the reality of the communities in order to understand the evolution of 
their learning and their forms of integration and resistance. 
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Abstract
The evolution of institutional recognition of co-official languages in Spain 

in the last four decades has generated a new set of hierarchical relationships 
amongst linguistic groups. These new relationships are based on the institutional 
recognition of the co-official language with regards to the sociolinguistic 
environment of each regional educative subsystem. Given the variety of bilingual 
educative systems in Spain, it is reasonable to investigate whether they work 
as expected or, in other words, whether they can generate a context of equal 
opportunities for the success of the different linguistic and identity groups. The 
goal of this paper is to shed some light on the effects of the regional bilingual 
subsystems, which are designed based on a collective identity, on academic 
perform. In this research, language spoken at home is for a proxy of collective 
identity. The methodological design consists of two parts: a) imputing missing 
values for the analysis variable and b) building a multilevel model. The results 
show that, in general terms, the symbolic and formative experience of the 
students is not affected by the language spoken at home if they use Spanish or 
one of the co-official languages. However, those who speak a foreign language 
at home tend to perform at a lower level compared to the other two groups in 
some regions like Balearics or Catalonia.

Keywords: bilingualism, identity, language, minorities, achievement.
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Resumen
El reconocimiento institucional de las lenguas cooficiales en las últimas 

cuatro décadas ha generado nuevas relaciones jerárquicas entre los grupos 
lingüísticos en el Estado Autonómico español, mediadas por el estatus otorgado 
a las lenguas cooficiales en los distintos subsistemas educativos y los usos de 
las propias lenguas por parte de la población en cada territorio. La variabilidad 
de bilingüismos educativos acomodados a cada comunidad autónoma permite 
preguntar si todos ellos son efectivos. Es decir, si articulan un contexto de 
igualdad de oportunidades para el logro educativo de los diferentes grupos 
lingüísticos e identitarios. El objetivo del presente trabajo consiste en aportar 
conocimiento sobre los efectos del aprendizaje de los distintos modelos de 
bilingüismo, organizados para promocionar una identidad colectiva, sobre el 
desempeño en tres competencias diferentes: matemáticas, lectora y científica, 
y según la lengua hablada en el hogar, entendida, a su vez, como indicador de 
identidad. Para ello se analiza el desempeño en dichas competencias según PISA 
2015 del alumnado teniendo en cuenta la lengua que ellos hablan en casa. La 
estrategia metodológica de este trabajo consta de dos fases: a) la imputación de 
valores perdidos en las variables del análisis y b) la construcción de modelos 
multinivel con constante aleatoria. Los resultados muestran, por un lado, que 
la experiencia simbólica e instructiva que ofrece cada modelo lingüístico no 
condiciona el desempeño de los estudiantes, cuya lengua hablada en casa es el 
castellano, aunque se dan algunas excepciones. Pero, por otro, sí se encuentra 
asociada a un peor desempeño de la minoría de habla extranjera con relación a 
los castellano-hablantes en varias comunidades como Islas Baleares, en el caso 
de las matemáticas, o Cataluña, en el de ciencias.

Palabras clave: bilingüismo, identidad, lengua, desempeño, minorías.

Introduction

The Spanish Constitution of 1978 legally recognized languages other than 
Spanish for the first time. Vernacular languages that had been banned 
in public institutions by the prior regime gained co-official status, in 
acknowledgment of their deep roots in some regions (Lodares, 2002). 
Ever since, defending those languages has been a priority for the regional 
governments of these bilingual autonomous communities, especially in 
the area of education (Blanco, 2008). They took advantage of the structural 
opportunity provided by the new Constitution to create linguistic models 
that reflected their collective identity (Balfour & Quiroga, 2007; Doncel, 
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2014), because the language used by a population is an important aspect 
of social cohesion (Kymlicka 2002; Bekerman & Shhadi, 2003; Bekerman, 
2003). In this context, Catalonia, the Basque Country and the Valencian 
Community passed linguistic normalization laws between 1982 and 1983 
(Aja, 2003). In 1986, Navarre and the Balearic Islands followed suit, 
passing their own laws.

Although all the bilingual autonomous communities have sought to 
defend their languages, and by extension their identities, within their 
education systems, they have pursued different strategies to achieve this 
(Doncel, 2013). For example, Catalonia only offers linguistic immersion in 
a single language, while the Balearic Islands, Navarre,1 Valencia2 and the 
Basque Country3 offer various options for students to be instructed in a 
preferred working language, while Galicia teaches half of the subjects in 
each language. These various approaches to bilingualism were adapted to 
reflect the sociolinguistic circumstances of each autonomous community 
(Blanco, 2008; Elosua, 2018).

Although the institutionalization of bilingualism was meant to 
compensate for the marginalization of certain linguistic groups during 
the prior regime, like everything related to the collective identity of 
the Spanish State, the manner in which co-official languages have been 
introduced into the public school curriculum has generated sociolinguistic 
tensions (López, 2007; Pérez, 2012; Huguet, 2017). To cite two cases, the 
vernacular languages of Catalonia and the Balearic Islands currently are 
more widely implanted in their public education curricula than Spanish. 
This asymmetrical organization has led to lawsuits by Spanish-speaking 
parents who claim they are unable to exercise their right to choose the 
language in which their children are instructed (Ríos & Roger, 2010). 

Evidently, this struggle between “languages in contact” (Siguan, 2001) 
has directly affected the way the education systems have been organized. 
This is why the Spanish Ministry of Education and Professional Training 

(1)  In the Autonomous Community of Navarre four linguistic models are offered: A (Spanish, with 
Basque as a subject), B (Bilingual Basque-Spanish), D (Immersion in Basque) and G (Spanish only).

(2)  The Valencian Community offers four programmes. Education in Valencian Programme (PEV): the 
language of instruction in all or most non-linguistic subjects is Valencian. Gradual Incorporation 
Programme (PIP): Valencian is the language of instrution in at least two non-linguistic subjects. 
Multilingual Education in Valencian Programme (PPEV): multilingual programme in which the 
main language of instruction is Valencian. Multilingual Education in Spanish (PPEC): multilingual 
programme in which the main language of instruction is Spanish. 

(3)  The Basque Autonomous Community offers four linguistic models: A (Spanish, with Basque as a 
subject), B (Bilingual Basque-Spanish), D (Immersion in Basque).
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has established a classification of four linguistic models depending on the 
preferred language of instruction.4 Although this classification allows the 
symmetry of power relations between groups in schools to be monitored, 
it does not adequately reflect the complex sociolinguistic situation in the 
Spanish State. The symmetries of power relations between the linguistic 
groups have evolved over the past four decades. Not so much those that 
take place in the classroom, but rather those that arise when comparing 
institutionalized linguistic models with their sociolinguistic backgrounds. 
Consequently, to determine the hierarchical relations in an autonomous 
community, the bilingual education model is compared to the regional 
sociolinguistic context. To do so we must examine the recognition of 
the maternal language used at home (L1) in relation to the language of 
instruction in schools (L2) in each autonomous community. 

Table 1 compares the percentage of students enrolled in the different 
linguistic models with the percentage of the regional population that 
speaks the different languages at home. The data reveals that the co-official 
language is overrepresented in the majority of the regional subsystems 
analysed, with the exception of Valencia and Galicia. In other words, 
there is a larger percentage of students registered in linguistic immersion 
models than individuals who report using the vernacular language at 
home. For example, in Catalonia 100% of students are registered in the 
Catalan immersion model, when according to the 2015 Enquesta d´usos 
lingüistics de la poblacio (a language survey carried out in Catalonia) 
only 29.3% of the population spoke Catalan at home, while 52.3% spoke 
Spanish. In every case Spanish is underrepresented, although to a lesser 
degree in the Community of Navarre. That is, the percentage of students 
enrolled in Spanish language models is lower than the percentage that 
speak Spanish at home. 

(4)  The four models are: Spanish only; Spanish as language of instruction, with a co-official language 
as a subject; bilingual languages of instruction; and co-official language as language of instruction, 
with Spanish as a subject.
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TABLE I. Percentage of students enrolled in different linguistic models and percentage of popula-
tion according to home language.

Predominance of co-
official language

Bilingual
Predominance of 

Spanish

Instruction 
language 

Home 
language

Instruction 
language

Home 
language

Instruction 
language

Home 
language

Balearic 
Islands

66.7 39.7 30.8 1.1 2.55 48.2

Catalonia 100.0 29.3 0.0 4.7 0.0 52.3

Galicia 0.0 38.5 100.0 21.46 0.0 37.3

Navarre 24.4 3.77 0.5 8.78 75.49 87.810

Basque 
Country

66.1 14.1 18.6 72.7 24.811 10.2

Valencia 31.0 28.712 61.2 13.213 7.8 47.914

Source: created by the authors using data from: Estadística de la Enseñanza no Universitaria. 2015-2016. S.G. de Estadística y 
Estudios published by the Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports (MECS) ; Enquesta d´usos lingüistics a les Illes Balears 
(Meliá & Vanrell, 2018); Enquesta d´usos lingüistics de la poblacio (Institut Catalunya, 2015); Instituto Galego de Estatística datos 
for 2013; VI Encuesta sociolingüística del Euskera (Instituto Navarro del Euskera 2017); Instituto Vasco de Estadísticas (Eustat, 
2016) and Enquesta coneiximent i us social del valenciá (Generalitat Valenciana, 2015).

567891011121314

(5)  The sum of students enrolled in systems in which Spanish is the language of instruction, with 
Catalan as a subject, and that in which only Spanish is used.

(6)  This number is the result of calculating the percentage of Galicians who report speaking a little bit 
more Spanish that Galician and vice versa. 

(7)  This number is the result of calculating the average between all the linguistic territories recognized in the 
Community of Navarre and of local population that has reported speaking more Basque than Spanish.

(8)  This number is the result of calculating the average between all the linguistic territories recognized 
in the Community of Navarre and of local population that has reported using Spanish and Basque 
or reported using less Basque than Spanish.

(9)  The sum of students registered in the Spanish system with a Catalan language subject and whose 
subjects are all taught in Spanish.

(10)  This number is the result of calculating the average between all the linguistic territories recognized 
un the Community of Navarre and of local population who have reported only using Spanish, or 
who speak very little Basque..

(11)  The sum of students in the Spanish system with a Basque language subject and everything taught 
in Spanish.

(12)  This number is the result of calculating the average between all the linguistic territories recognized 
in the Community of Navarre Generalidad de Valencia and Valencians who have reported speaking 
Valencian at home or in general.

(13)  This number is the result of calculating the average between all the linguistic territories recognized 
in the Community of Navarre Generalidad de Valencia and Valencians who have reported speaking 
both Valencian and Spanish at home or preferably in Valencian or Spanish.

(14)  This number is the result of calculating the average between all the linguistic territories recognized 
in the Community of Navarre Generalidad de Valencia and Valencians who have reported speaking 
Spanish at home or in general.
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However, the relationships are not the same in every case, which 
means that each profile must be identified. To obtain criteria to determine 
the profiles of every bilingual model in relation to its sociolinguistic 
setting, Figures I and II present the polar relationships observed earlier. 
Figure I, on the left, displays how well the model in which the co-official 
language predominates aligns with its actual usage in the region. For 
example, in terms of symmetry, 66.1% of students in the Basque Country 
are enrolled in a Basque linguistic immersion model, but only 14.1% 
speak the language at home. Figure II shows the same comparison, 
but for Spanish. Here the Community of Navarre shows the greatest 
alignment between the percentage of students whose home language is 
Spanish and the percentage enrolled in a model that uses Spanish as the 
language of instruction. 

FIGURES I and II. % of students enrolled in different linguistic models in regional education 
systems and their home languages
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The two figures illustrate the relationships observed earlier, but also 
allow us to obtain a criteria by which to classify the cases over a continuum 
according to the alignment of the co-official language with its setting. 
Table II classifies the different levels of matching, a (+) sign indicates 
overrepresentation in the education system of a certain language, a (=) 
sign indicates that the percentage of students in a model is similar to the 
population that uses that language at home, and a (-) sign determines 
that the language is underrepresented in the regional educational system.

The table II presents four established bilingual profiles (P) that 
represent how the instruction language (L) used in schools aligns with 
the sociolinguistic environment (E). 

•  PLE-1: the co-official language is overrepresented in the education 
system and Spanish is underrepresented. Catalonia, Balearic Islands 
and the Basque Country.

•  PLE-2: the co-official language is overrepresented in the education 
system, but the Spanish model is closely aligned with the number 
of declared Spanish speakers. Navarre.

•  PLE-3: the education system is in line with actual usage of the co-
official language, but Spanish is underrepresented. Valencia. 

•  PLE-4: both the co-official language and Spanish are in line with 
their actual usage. Galicia.

TABLE II. Relation between the number of students enrolled in systems in which one language is 
predominant and the percentage of the population that reports using that language at home. 

Co-official language

+ = -

Spanish

- CAT, BAL, BC VAL

= NAV GAL*

+

* Galicia has been included, even though it does not have an asymmetrical bilingual model. 
Source: Figures I and II. 
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Given the variability of these bilingual profiles, their effectiveness 
should be questioned from a social perspective. That is, it should be 
examined if they generate equal opportunities for educational attainment 
for the different linguistic groups. According to Skutnabb-Kangas and 
García (Bekerman & Shhadi, 2003) an effective bilingual project (a high 
school that provides symmetrical organization for the two linguistic groups 
in contact) generates a space that positively acknowledges the other and 
provides equal opportunity for achievement (Fernández-Río, Hortigüela 
& Pérez, 2017; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2006; Cummins, 2001). These authors 
point out that some ways of organizing bilingual education generate a 
learning environment in which students are exposed to symbolic and 
instructive experiences that affect their educational careers and personal 
lives. Our work not only examines this aspect but also the symmetry of 
how the dominant language in an educational subsystem aligns with its 
actual use in its sociolinguistic environment, using the same properties 
indicated for organizational symmetry. 

This effective bilingual perspective does not provide insight into the 
relational and symbolic experiences of a majority group of students 
whose home language is Spanish, but who are enrolled in a Catalan 
immersion model. Or of a minority group of students in an environment 
who speak Catalan at home, but are taught in a monolingual Spanish 
system. Or of students who speak Galician with their parents and whose 
subjects are taught 50% in Spanish and 50% in Galician. Or even of a 
group of immigrants, a minority both in the region and in the educational 
subsystem, who are enrolled in any of these linguistic models. Among 
other issues, also because in bilingual autonomous communities in 
Spain the home language conditions how a person feels about their own 
identity. For example, it has been shown that people who speak Spanish 
in bilingual communities tend to more strongly identify themselves as 
Spanish and those who only communicate in a co-official language tend 
to identify with more regional profiles (Azurmendi, García, & González, 
1998; Vicente & Moreno, 2009; Paredes, 2010; Vila, Esteban & Oller, 
2010). Following this argument, because different bilingual profiles 
generate different symbolic language group relationships, they may be 
conditioning the educational experience of minority groups Neuwman, 
Trechs-Parera & Shukhan, 2008; Clots-Figueras & Masella, 2013; Anghel, 
Cabrales & Carro, 2016; Sedat, Martin, Magnunson, Alario & Costa, 2016; 
Arroyo & Berzosa, 2018; Elosua, 2018; Barragán & Fernández, 2019).
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Since the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA, 
OECD) results have been published, a great deal of research in Spain has 
focused on explaining educational performance. Article after article has 
shown that there is an unequal distribution of educational performance 
based on community of residence. These differences are partially 
explained by psycho-educational, socioeconomic, cultural or contextual 
factors (Calero & Choi, 2011; Cordero, Crespo, Pedraja & Santín 2011; 
Elosua, 2013; Gil, 2014; Gamazo, Martínez-Abad, Olmos-Miguelañez & 
Rodríguez-Conde, 2018; Rodríguez-Mantilla, Fernández-Díaz & Jover, 
2018; Tourón, López-González, Lizasoain, García & Navarro, 2018; López-
Martín, Expósito-Casas, Carpintero & Asensio, 2018; Arroyo, Constante 
& Asensio, 2019). Focusing on the relationship between the instruction 
language in schools and educational performance, López-Agudo and 
Marcenaro-Gutiérrez (2018) found differences in educational performance 
in autonomous communities depending on the weekly amount of time 
spent teaching in a co-official language. According to both authors this 
variation may be due to the difference between the language used to 
teach students and the language with which they took the PISA 2015 test. 
This discrepancy would increase the variability of their scores because 
they would have greater difficulty understanding the test. Calero & Choi’s 
work (2019) is particularly interesting in this sense, as they explored 
how the Catalan linguistic immersion policy affected Spanish speakers 
in Catalonia. The results indicate that if the home language was Spanish 
students perform worse in this immersion programme than students who 
spoke Catalan at home, in language and science, but not mathematics, as 
evaluated in PISA 2015. 

The empirical evidence demonstrates that a certain symbolic and 
linguistic context is associated with educational performance, but also 
that robust texts are also lacking (Calero & Choi, 2019). The objective 
of this work is to investigate the relationship between mathematics, 
language and science literacy, as measured by PISA, and the home 
language reported by students, as an indicator of their collective identity. 
This relationship is studied in the six subsystems in which a co-official 
language exists alongside Spanish, in order to compare results. 

In addition to this general objective, this work pursues two secondary 
objectives. First, to analyse if the influence varies among the four bilingual 
profiles, in accordance with how in line the instruction language is with 
the sociolinguistic setting of the community (PLE). And, second, to study 
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the effect of these bilingual education models on other minorities whose 
home language is neither the co-official language or Spanish.

Methodology

This work employs data from PISA 2015 to compare the relationship 
between home language, understood as an indicator of the students’ 
collective identity, and performance in mathematics, reading 
comprehension and science. Our methodological strategy includes two 
phases: a) the imputation of lost values in the variables used in the 
analysis and b) the construction of multilevel models.

Sample

Every three years Spanish students are evaluated to measure their 
proficiency in mathematics, reading and science. This evaluation takes 
place in the 17 autonomous communities in Spain and it is the basis 
for numerous studies on the factors that affect educational attainment, 
as well as serving as a framework for comparative analyses. The PISA 
15 population consists of 15 year olds who attend school. To choose 
a sample of students a multistage method was used that first selected 
schools, keeping in mind the region in which they were located and the 
type of funding they received. In the case of the Basque Country, the 
school sample was also stratified by the type of linguistic immersion 
model. Once the schools were selected, the participants were selected 
following a systematic sampling method implicitly stratified by sex 
and age. The students selected in the centres were asked to fill out a 
questionnaire along with the tests on mathematics, reading and science 
(OECD, 2017). The final sample was made up of 12,109 students. 

This work uses samples from different autonomous communities used 
in the PISA 2015 studies, which for the first time included a variable 
regarding the main language spoken at the student’s home. Our study 
specifically uses data from the communities in which a co-official language 
exists along with Spanish: Catalonia, the Basque Country, Valencia, 
Navarre, Galicia and the Balearic Islands. Within these communities 
students were selected who attend public schools or publically-funded 
private schools with (known as concertados). The variables included in 
the analysis are presented in Table III.
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TABLE III. Variables used to construct the models.

Dependent variables

Mathematics
Plausible scores for students on the mathemat-
ics test

Reading
Plausible scores for students on the reading 
comprehension test

Science Plausible scores for students on the science test
Identity

Home language
Indicator of the language mainly spoken at the 
student’s home

Spanish
Co-official language
Foreign language

Controls: characteristics of individuals and households

Sex Sex
Female
Male

Immigrant Immigration indicator
Native
First generation
Second generation

ESCS Index Student economic, cultural and social status
Age Age

School transfer
If the student transferred schools in primary or 
secondary 

No transfer
Transfer

Grade repetition
If the student repeated a grade in primary or 
secondary

No repetition
Repetition

Test language Language used to take the PISA test
Spanish
Co-official

Controls: school characteristics

School owner-
ship

Type of school according to ownership
Public
Private with public 
funding

School popula-
tion

Number of students enrolled in the school

Class size Number of students per class
Student teacher 
ratio

Ratio between students and teachers in the 
school

Leadership
Indicator of the leadership of the school’s ad-
ministration team

School ESCS School’s ESCS average
% immigrants in 
the school

% of immigrants in the school

% co-official lan-
guage speakers 
in school 

% of students who speak the co-official language 
at home
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Research design

Before calculating the models, the missing values of the dependent and 
independent variables were predicted through multiple imputation, 
a technique that generates a number m of complete data sets, which 
can then be used to carry out the analysis. In addition to ensuring the 
inclusion of every case in the analysis, it also guarantees that standard 
errors take the uncertainty derived from imputing values into account 
(Carpenter & Kenward, 2012; Rivero, 2011). To predict the values a 
chained equations model was used in which the missing values were 
iteratively substituted, taking into consideration the values imputed in 
previous iterations (Rivero, 2011). In this multiple imputation model, each 
variable was calculated using a different model depending on its type. 
For example, binary variables were estimated through logistic regression 
models, while scale variables were estimated using linear models or by 
searching for the nearest neighbour.

Furthermore, three basic characteristics of the PISA data had to be 
considered when carrying out this analysis. First of all, the variables 
regarding student test scores in mathematics, reading and science had 
already been estimated from a series of ten plausible values for each. 
It was necessary to include these plausible values when building the 
imputation model in order to predict the missing values of the other 
variables included (Von Hippel, 2007). Second, the PISA test has a 
multilevel design, first generating a sample of schools and then later 
selecting students. To take this into account, two imputation models were 
created, one to deduce the characteristics of the schools, and another for 
the students. The aggregate characteristics of the students were included 
in the school imputation model, and the school variables were included 
in the models used to estimate the missing values of variables related to 
individual students. Finally, given that the objective of the analysis was to 
compare bilingual communities, the small number of schools selected in 
some of them made it necessary to estimate the missing school values for 
all six communities as a whole, including a region fixed effect. However, 
the missing values at the individual student level were imputed separately 
for each community.

Once the missing values were imputed, a set of random intercept 
models were run. Multilevel models allow the variance caused by the 
fact that students are grouped by schools to be taken into account, 
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thereby avoiding problems produced by violating the assumption that all 
observations are independent in regression models using the ordinary 
least squares method. To be more specific, in this model the score (Y) 
of the student (i) and school (j) are determined by a set of variables at 
the individual level (x) and variables at the school level (z) (Snijders & 
Bosker, 1999):

(1)

The dependent variables in the models are the test scores in 
mathematics, reading and science. Moreover, reading is divided into 
Spanish literacy and co-official language literacy, except for Catalonia, 
where tests were not taken in Spanish. It must be kept in mind that 
student assessments in either language depend on the affiliated school 
and that students are not randomly assigned. Each model was carried 
out for the autonomous community subsamples in which a co-official 
language exists: Catalonia, the Basque Country, Navarre, Valencia, Galicia 
and the Balearic Islands. A summary of the imputed variables included in 
the analysis is presented in Table IV.

TABLE IV. Descriptive statistics of the imputed variables used in the models. 

Variable Average
Standard 
Deviation

Min. Max. Cases

Mathematics 489.54 81.70 203.29 756.50 12109

Reading 497.68 88.21 138.60 770.31 12109

Science 496.51 87.24 182.12 757.94 12109

Home language 1.42 0.60 1.00 3.00 12109

ESCS -0.48 1.11 -5.48 3.52 12109

Immigrant 1.28 0.67 1.00 3.00 12109

ESCS Index 1.51 0.50 1.00 2.00 12109

School transfer 0.32 0.47 0.00 1.00 12109

Age 15.87 0.28 15.42 16.42 12109
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Repeated year 0.29 0.45 0.00 1.00 12109

Test language 0.62 0.49 0.00 1 12109

Type of school 0.32 0.47 0.00 1.00 12109

School population 670.99 423.54 23.00 2635.00 12109

Administrative team leader-
ship

-0.37 0.82 -3.01 2.64 12109

Student teacher ratio 11.95 5.38 1.00 50.48 12109

Class size 27.22 10.97 13.00 99.00 12109

School ESCS -0.46 0.53 -2.74 0.96 12109

% immigrants in school 0.15 0.15 0.00 0.89 12109

% co-official language speakers 
in school

0.30 0.25 0.00 0.97 12109

Results

This section presents the main results of our research on the relationship 
between student home language and the literacy acquired for the three 
subjects examined in the different educational subsystems used in 
bilingual autonomous communities.15 The complete models can be found 
in Annex 1.

Figure III presents the coefficients corresponding to the differences 
in mathematics test scores among students who speak the co-official 
language at home and those who speak Spanish, as well as between 
those who speak a foreign language at home and Spanish speakers. The 
coefficients belong to three different models: the first is the Basic Model, 
which only includes the home language variable; the ESCS Control Model 
includes this variable and also adds the socioeconomic status (ESCS) 
of student families; finally, the Controls Model includes all the control 
variables presented in the Methodology section (see Table III).

Figure III shows that when the home language is the only variable 
included (Basic Model), students who use the co-official language have a 
higher average score in mathematics than Spanish speakers in Catalonia 
(ϒ = 24.84. p <.001), the Balearic Islands (ϒ = 19.40. p =.017), which 

(15)  The complete results from the models and the analysis code can be found at the following address: 
https://github.com/pablocal/pub_RevistaEducacion_biling 
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both have PLE1 profiles, and Valencia (ϒ = 22.42. p =.001), PLE3 profile. 
However, this effect tends to diminish when the ESCS socio-economic 
index is included, and disappears altogether when all controls are used 
in the Controls Model. Only Valencian speakers have a slight advantage 
in mathematics over their Spanish-speaking classmates in the Valencian 
Community (ϒ = 13.60. p =.054).

A similar tendency is observed for students who speak a foreign 
language at home, but with the opposite result. In the Basic Model this 
groups have lower scores for mathematics than Spanish speakers in every 
autonomous community, except Valencia (ϒ = -13.58. p =.220). However, 
these differences diminish as more control variables are introduced into 
the model, until they practically disappear when all control variables are 
included.

FIGURE III. Coefficients of the language spoken at home variable in each community (Spanish 
reference category in the models whose dependent variable is mathematics literacy

Changing the subject, Figure IV shows the coefficients of the language 
spoken at home variable in the models whose dependent variable is 
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reading comprehension. Regarding the use of the co-official language 
over Spanish at home, the same tendency appears as in the models 
focused on mathematical literacy. When applying the Basic Model, in 
Catalonia (ϒ = 24.31. p <.001) and the Balearic Islands (ϒ = 21.22. p 
=.006), PLE-1 profile, and in Valencia (ϒ = 18.44. p =.015), PLE-3 profile, 
students whose maternal language was Catalan or Valencian had higher 
test scores than those who spoke Spanish at home, although these 
differences decrease as other variables are added, until they disappears 
entirely in the Controls Model.

The same tendency can be observed when comparing students who 
speak a foreign language with Spanish speakers. The difference between 
these two groups diminishes as variables are added to the model. It 
should be noted, however, that in the case of Navarre (ϒ =.65. p =.953), 
which has a PLE-2 profile, the coefficient of the Controls Model is close to 
zero. But in the Balearic Islands (PLE-1), although the difference observed 
in the Basic Model (ϒ = -25.86. p =.005) diminishes, it does not disappear, 
remaining significant (ϒ = -18.13. p =.049) even after including all the 
control variables. In other words, the performance of the minority that 
speak a foreign language at home is lower than that of Spanish speakers. 

FIGURE IV. Coefficients of the home language variable for each autonomous community (Spa-
nish reference category) in models whose dependent variable is reading literacy. 
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Figure V shows models whose dependent variable is the science 
test score. As in the other cases, students from the PLE-1 and PLE-3 
Mediterranean communities who speak the co-official language at home 
have better average scores in the Basic Model than Spanish speakers. 
Again, this difference diminishes as the rest of the variables are included 
until in the final model only in the Valencian Community a small difference 
remains (ϒ = 11.77. p =.070) in favour of those who speak Valencian at 
home over Spanish speakers.

However, the differences in science scores are accentuated for 
students who speak a foreign language at home. According to the Basic 
Model they have lower average scores than those who speak Spanish at 
home. Although these differences diminish in the final model, especially 
in Navarre (ϒ = -1.43. p =.879), PLE-2 profile, and Galicia (ϒ = -26.67. p 
<.100), PLE-3 profile, they are notable in the Balearic Islands (ϒ = -23.15. 
p =.008), the Basque Country (ϒ = -18.87. p =.027) and Catalonia (ϒ = 
-27.58. p =.001), all of which have PLE-1 profiles.

FIGURE V. Coefficients of the home language variable for each community (Spanish reference 
category) in the models whose dependent variable is science literacy.
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Conclusions

The evolution in the way co-official language have been institutionally 
recognized over the past four decades has generated new hierarchical 
relationships among linguistic groups, not in the classroom, but rather 
due to how the working language in the autonomic subsystem aligns 
with its actual usage in its sociolinguistic environment. Throughout this 
research we have examined if the symbolic and educational experiences 
produced by some kinds of institutionalized bilingualism affect the 
educational attainment of minority language groups, according to their 
status within the education system. Given the variability of the linguistic 
and, by extension, symbolic accommodations found, the objective of 
this work was to ascertain if the linguistic models employed in the 
autonomous educational subsystems are effective. That is, if they provide 
a context in which the different linguistic and identity groups have the 
opportunity to perform well. 

This work is based on data from PISA 2015, which was used to carry 
out a comparison of the relationship between home language, as an 
indicator of student identity, and proficiency in mathematics, reading and 
science. The analysis has provided the following results. 

First, the average level of proficiency in the three core subjects in 
PISA 2015 is related to the sociolinguistic identity of the students, but 
with some distinctions. The linguistic alignment criteria examined in the 
education subsystems reveal that in PLE-1 communities, in particular 
Catalonia and the Balearic Islands, and in PLE-3 communities, such 
as Valencia, the Spanish speaking group is less recognized. Indeed, in 
the Basic Model this group performs worse in all three core subjects 
(mathematics, reading and science) than students who use the co-official 
language at home. These results are in line with those published by 
Elosua (2018) and Calero & Choi (2019). But in contrast to these authors, 
according to our models, in almost every case these differences disappear 
in the Controls Model; the only exception is the Valencian Community 
and even there it only persists in mathematics and science. 

Second, the results for the minority group whose home language 
is neither the co-official language or Spanish shows a more consistent 
pattern. Especially in PLE-1 education subsystems, students with a foreign 
home language perform worse than students who speak either Spanish or 
the co-official language at home. But again, there are distinctions. When 
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all the control variables are added to models focusing on reading literacy, 
differences only remain significant in the Balearic Islands. However, the 
gap widens in science literacy. This is especially true in autonomous 
communities that have solidly implemented immersion models, where 
foreign students perform worse than Spanish speakers. In this sense, 
the most notable results are from the Balearic Islands and the Basque 
Country. On the other end of the spectrum are Galicia, which has a PLE-
2 profile, and, especially, Navarre, which has a PLE-3 profile. In both 
cases they have managed to diminish the differences between Spanish 
speakers and foreign students. 

In summary, except for the distinctions mentioned, the symbolic and 
educational experience provided by each institutionalized linguistic 
model does not affect the performance of students on the PISA test, 
regardless if their home language is co-official or Spanish. The results 
show that a symmetrical bilingual model like in Galicia has a similar 
influence on mathematics literacy than a linguistic immersion model 
like in Catalonia. This data indicate that the influence may be more 
symbolic than educational, as suggested by authors such as Aspachs-
Bracons, Clots-Figueras, Costa-Font & Masella (2008) and Clots‐Figueras 
& Masella (2013). In this sense, a possible explanation for the specific 
case of Valencia, where Spanish speakers perform significantly worse 
than Valencian speakers despite not being a linguistic immersion system, 
could be a symbolic detachment among Spanish speakers that impacts 
their performance. 

In addition, the symbolic and educational experience offered by each 
linguistic model is associated with the performance of foreign students. 
In bilingual subsystems that place more emphasis on Spanish along 
with the co-official language, foreign students perform better, while 
in linguistic immersion models they have worse results. This is in line 
with the study carried out by Medvedeva & Portes (2018), which reveals 
the importance of linguistic proficiency in Spanish and the co-official 
language as a key identification parameter for young immigrants residing 
in Spain. Our results reveal that in linguistic subsystems that tend toward 
monolingualism and, therefore, symbolic singularity, foreign language 
speakers could have greater difficulty in fitting in in linguistic and identity 
terms that could affect their performance. However, because we cannot 
check the symbolic influence of the various structured bilingual models 
using PISA 2015 data, the next step is to propose research that allow 
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us to examine how defending identity through institutional recognition 
of a language affects the feelings of identification of under-represented 
minorities in the education subsystems. 
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Abstract
The purpose of this article is to evaluate policies against ethnic discrimination 

through the curriculum in the case of Brazil. The neoconservative orientation of 
the current government, headed by Jair Bolsonaro and the Social Party Liberal 
(PSL), which has tried to promote an educational agenda that restricts the 
freedom of education and the rights of ethnic minorities, demands a reflection 
on combat discrimination policies impact. The methodological strategy followed 
for this theoretical research involved two phases: heuristic and hermeneutic. The 
first consisted of the collection, categorization and integration of bibliographic, 
hemerographic and documentary sources that support the research, while the 
second comprised the interpretation and analysis of theoretical and documentary 
information to deliver a complex analysis. The path for the recognition of 
Afro-descendant people and their culture in Brazil through curricular policies 
is a paradigmatic case in the region. Therefore, we present the struggles of 
identity movements, progressive policies and institutional efforts to encourage 
coexistence within diversity through those policies. We also discuss the 
theoretical debate for the integration of nations in multicultural contexts, which 
oscillates between strategic essentialisms and demands for recognition. Given 
the threat to the construction of an inclusive agenda in Brazil, which fosters 
harmonious coexistence in the midst of diversity, it´s urgent the formulation of 
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projects capable to develop into policies that preserve minorities’ rights and their 
representativeness in the public space.

Keywords: curriculum; discrimination; nation; educative legislation; Brazil

Resumen
El objetivo de este artículo es hacer una evaluación de las políticas de 

combate a la discriminación étnica a través del currículum en el caso de Brasil. 
La orientación neoconservadora del gobierno actual, encabezado por Jair 
Bolsonaro y el Partido Social Liberal (PSL), que ha intentado impulsar una 
agenda educativa que coarta la libertad de enseñanza y los derechos de las 
minorías étnicas, demanda una reflexión sobre el impacto de las políticas contra 
la discriminación. La estrategia metodológica seguida para esta investigación 
teórica se desarrolló en dos fases: heurística y hermenéutica. En la primera se 
recabaron, categorizaron e integraron las fuentes bibliográficas, hemerográficas 
y documentales que sustentan la investigación y en la segunda, se interpretó 
y analizó la información teórica y documental para integrarla en un análisis 
complejo. El trayecto para el reconocimiento de los aportes del pueblo y la 
cultura afrodescendiente en Brasil a través de las políticas curriculares es un 
caso paradigmático en la región. En ese sentido, presentamos las luchas de 
movimientos identitarios, políticas progresistas y esfuerzos institucionales para 
fomentar la convivencia dentro de la diversidad a través de dichas políticas. 
También discutimos el debate teórico para la integración de las naciones en 
contextos multiculturales, el cual oscila entre los esencialismos estratégicos y 
las demandas de reconocimiento. Ante la amenaza para la construcción de una 
agenda incluyente en Brasil, que propicie la convivencia armónica en medio 
de la diversidad, se vuelve urgente la formulación de proyectos capaces de 
expresarse en políticas que preserven los derechos y la representatividad de las 
minorías en el espacio público.

Palabras clave: currículum; discriminación; nación; legislación educativa; 
Brasil. 

Introduction

This article discusses the debate about policies to combat ethnic 
discrimination through the curriculum in the case of Brazil. These 
policies have their background in the historical struggle against racism, 
institutionalized in the 2013 Montevideo Consensus. This legal frame 
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contemplates a series of measures to combat racism and discrimination 
against the Afro-descendant population from an intersectional approach 
(ECLAC, 2017), in particular, through affirmative actions, which seek to 
attack the causes of discrimination (Lemos, 2016). In turn, these policies 
are enabling new ethnic rights, which complement basic rights in the 
search for an inclusive constitutional paradigm (Valdés and Ansolabehere, 
2012, p. 245). The curricular guidelines for diversity are one of the main 
affirmative actions to advance in the integration of societies affected by 
discrimination and ethnic segregation (Canen, 2000; Oliveira and Candau, 
2010; Santos, 2011; Meneses-Copete, 2014; Johnson, 2015; Zarate, 2017).

The enforcement of the affirmative approach is crucial in the current 
Brazilian political situation, based on the neoconservative orientation of 
the government in office, headed by Jair Bolsonaro and the Social Liberal 
Party (PSL), which has expressed itself openly discriminatory of diversity 
and apologist of the civic-military dictatorship (1964-1984). In relation to 
the educational agenda of this party, it has materialized in the program 
“School Without Party” (Guilherme and Picoli, 2018), which seeks to 
prohibit “ideological indoctrination” in schools –under the assumption 
that educators abuse of teaching freedom for political purposes- and 
restrict the gender approach in the curriculum. This has triggered the 
response of a sector that has joined in the movements “School with 
Freedom and Diversity” and “School Without Gag” (Jornal do Comércio, 
02/19/19). These movements oppose mainly to the initiative of “School 
Without Party” to keep an eye on teachers, which goes in the opposite 
direction to the initial and continuous educators’ training policies framed 
in a paradigm of interculturality. 

Faced with the threat to the construction of an inclusive agenda in 
Brazil, which promotes harmonious coexistence in the midst of diversity, 
the following questions arise: what is the role of policies aimed at 
preserving minorities’ rights and their representativeness, within the 
framework of an authoritarian regime? In addition, what has been the 
impact of policies for diversity and integration through the curriculum in 
the capacity of agency and empowerment of the subjects who claim the 
recognition and integration of their ethnic identity to the nation? Based 
on the assumption that an intercultural curriculum contributes to form a 
citizenry aware of its diversity and is able to organize itself in the defense 
of civil rights, this article explores the contribution of affirmative actions 
against discrimination in the curriculum. It also focuses on their role to 
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face a neoconservative and discriminatory agenda of minorities, within 
the framework of the current situation in Brazil. 

This reflection settles in the dilemma between the voluntarist and 
culturalist vision of the nation, in the recognition of historically 
discriminated ethnic groups, and from a theoretical focus, that integrates 
the debate on interculturalization in the curriculum. This endeavor relied 
on documentary and bibliographic as well as hemerographic resources, 
in order to recover the discourses around the policies to combat ethnic 
discrimination, according to the constructivist analysis focus (Cejudo, 
2008, p. 7).1

Afrodescendence, ethnic identity and interculturality

A study carried out by the Economic Commission for Latin America 
and the Caribbean (ECLAC), which compares the Afro-descendant 
population in 16 Latin American countries, using estimates for 2010 
and other intercensal surveys of 2015, stated that the Afro-descendant 
population of the analyzed area comprises 527 495 994 inhabitants, 
being approximately 21.1% of the total population (ECLAC, 2017, p. 52). 
As can be seen in Table 1, Brazil is the country with the largest number 
of Afro-descendant population: 50.9%, which constitutes half of its total 
population.

(1)  According to the constructivist analysis, the definition of social problems as public issues that merit 
government intervention goes through their discursive construction. Criteria of value shape this 
discussion, depending on the agenda promoted by the actors of interest, in this case, the discussion 
on the Afro-descendant community as a matter linked to the fight against ethnic discrimination 
and its treatment through affirmative policies, among them, those that involve the curriculum. Cf. 
Cejudo, 2008.
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TABLE 1. Afro-descendant population of 16 Latin American countries according to censuses of 
2010, 2010, 2011 and 2013 and estimates for 2010

Countries
Total population Total afro-descen-

dant population
Afro-descendant 

percentage

Results and census dates

Argentina 2010 40,117,096 149,570 0.4

Bolivia (Estado pluri-
nacional de) 2012

10,059,856 149,570 0.2

Brasil 2010 190,755,799 97,171,614 50.9

Costa Rica 2011 4,301,712 334,437 7.8

Cuba 2012 11,167,325 4,006,926 35.9

Ecuador 2010 14,483,499 1,041,559 7.2

Honduras 2013 8,303,772 115,802 1.4

México 2010 112,336,538 1,348,038 1.2

Panamá 2010 3,405,813 300,551 8.8

Uruguay 2011 3,251,654 149,689 4.6

Venezuela (República 
Bolivariana de) 2011

27,227,930 936,770 3.4

Estimates for 2010

Colombia 46,448,000 4,877,040 10.5

El Salvador 6,218,000 8,083 0.1

Guatemala 14,334,000 5,734 0.04

Nicaragua 5,813,000 29,065 0.5

Perú 29,272,000 585,440 2.0

Total 527,495,994 111,083,648 21.1

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, ECLAC (2017, p. 52)

However, the lack of social recognition of the Afro-descendant 
community within each country reveals the slow process of vindication of 
those who are bearers of that identity. Brazil, being the country with the 
highest percentage of Afro-descendant population, according to ECLAC 
data, is illustrative in this regard: the censuses of the Brazilian Institute of 
Geography and Statistics (IBGE, by its acronym in Portuguese) divide the 
color or race variable into five categories: white (branco); black (preto); 
mulatto (pardo); Asian (amarelou) and indigenous.
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In 2015, of a population of 204,860,000 inhabitants, 45.2% recognized 
themselves as white (brancos); 45.1% as mulattos (pardo); and 8.9% 
as blacks (pretos) (IBGE, 2016: 39). Although those who recognize 
themselves as “blacks” are a minority proportion, these two last variables 
encompass the Afro-descendant category. According to the IBGE, from 
2012 to 2016 the population recognized as black (pretos) rose from 7.4 
to 8.2%, and those recognized as brown grew from 45.3% to 46.7%. In the 
same period, the population that is recognized as white decreased from 
46.6% to 44.2% (IBGE Agency, 11/24/17).

This is a significant fact, since according to the IBGE; the inhabitants 
themselves select one of the five options of the criteria defined in the 
questionnaire of home surveys. This trend has been increasing at least 
since 2010, when the majority of whites began to decrease. According to 
the IBGE, this change is explained both by a greater tendency towards 
miscegenation and by a growing self-recognition of those who assume 
themselves as blacks (pretos) (Agencia IBGE, 11/24/17).

Self-recognition and claim of identity have reflected in other indicators, 
such as access to higher education. According to ECLAC (2017: 115), from 
2004 to 2014 the percentage of Afro-descendants (pretos and browns) 
from 18 to 24 years old who are in the higher level, increased from 16.7% 
to 45.5%. The foregoing is symptomatic that, in recent decades, there has 
been a growing demand for the Afro-descendant population in terms of 
identity and greater access to social justice for historically marginalized 
sectors.

The curriculum as an artifact against ethnic discrimination

The curriculum as a device that reflects the knowledge legitimized by 
the group in power (Apple, 1996), has manifested itself in Latin America 
through a narrative that has made the Afro-descendant community 
invisible as an integral part of the different nations where its presence 
is undeniable. In that sense, the construction of a diverse and inclusive 
curriculum starts from the need to recognize the contributions of 
these invisible populations, with a view to reach social justice from an 
intersectional perspective, denouncing other forms of exclusion.

Under the assumption that the curriculum is based on a cultural 
selection, the schooling device has operated as a homogenizing institution, 
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where the culture of the subaltern sectors, including native and Afro-
descendant peoples, is part of the “null curriculum” (Johnson, 2015), 
that is, what is excluded from the official curriculum. Consequently, the 
denial of otherness ends up obstructing intercultural dialogue. 

Based on this problem, the transition to a paradigm of interculturality 
has gained consensus, which, unlike multicultural, based on an 
essentialist notion of cultures that reproduces power relations within 
them, interculturality allows dialogue between different cultures and 
knowledge. From this paradigm, it is feasible to promote a “repair 
curriculum”, claiming the identity of the subaltern groups. In a second 
moment, this curriculum of the repair allows to move to an “enrichment 
of identity” ( Johnson, 2015, p. 12). Along the same route, critical 
interculturality (Canen, 2000), has been postulated as a way to claim the 
value of non-Western knowledge beyond a folkloric vision.

These proposals are viable alternatives to a monocultural and 
racializing pedagogy, derived from cultural imperialism that permeates 
the curriculum and configures practices that circumvent identity and Afro-
descendant contributions. From that speech, a subordinate incorporation 
of Afrodescendence is naturalized in school practices, associating the 
Afro with the precarious, poverty, criminality and in the case of countries 
like Colombia, with forced displacements. This subordination expresses, 
for example, in the invisibility of oral culture, in the face of the western 
paradigm of reading and writing. This monocultural pedagogy is the 
one that shapes “exclusive, racialist and Eurocentrated” school practices 
(Meneses-Copete, 2014, p. 259). Within these practices and without an 
epistemic approach, afrodescendence becomes a non-place. While from 
the paradigm of biological equality, Afro-descendant contributions and 
discourse subordinate to the episodic and vulnerable. This demands that 
Afrodescendence expresses explicitly both in the curriculum and in the 
field of teacher training, initial and continuous, as we show in the next 
section. 

A complementary scheme is Catherine Walsh’s (2007) decolonial 
pedagogy, which proposes a critical intercultural dialogue between 
various epistemes, with a view to deconstruct the coloniality of power 
and knowledge. In the curricular field, this goes beyond incorporating 
new pedagogical themes or methodologies, aiming at a “structural and 
socio-historical transformation” (Oliveira, and Candau, 2010, p. 27). 
Along with the critical interculturality and decolonial pedagogy, other 
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proposals have emerged, such as anti-racist pedagogy. Its horizon is 
equitable access to social justice and its programmatic agenda implies the 
transformation of the imaginary that legitimizes discriminatory treatment, 
posing an anti-racist curriculum that seeks recognition of dignity in the 
midst of diversity, nourishing itself with three theoretical aspects: plural 
humanism, the critical theory of race and popular education (Zárate, 
2017). 

Following that order of ideas, the anti-racist curriculum assumes the 
hybridization of both peoples and nations, and questions ethnocentrist 
narratives. This approach distrusts the social order that legitimizes power 
relations and differentiated access to social justice. Finally, it generates 
spaces for critical reflection where the privileges and relations of 
oppression, legitimized on a racist imaginary, are deconstructed. This 
horizon is proposed through a resignification of social categories, which 
“build their own and others’ identities” (Zárate, 2017, p. 62).

In addition to critical interculturality and the anti-racist curriculum, 
the purposeful educational insurgency (Oliveira and Candau, 2010), aims 
to go beyond denunciation and build new social, political and cultural 
conditions of thought. This approach seeks to transcend the teaching-
learning processes and influence cultural policy. The growing consensus 
between a policy that builds an anti-racist curriculum along with an 
intersectional strategy to denounce other manifestations of exclusion, 
both ethnic, gender and class, demands the articulation of various actors 
in the consolidation of that goal. The Brazilian case is representative of 
this intersectionality.

The articulation between Afro-Brazilian movements, within the 
opening in public policies to rethink the ethnocentric paradigm in the 
conformation of the nation from the curriculum - claiming mainly the 
contributions of African cultures - has put epistemic racism in crisis. This 
also contributed to foster an environment conducive to the discussion of 
positions found around the construction of a multicultural nation, as we 
argue below.

Guidelines and regulations for identity claim in Brazil.

The struggles of Afro-Brazilians for the full recognition of their culture and 
their contributions to the nation and the effective enjoyment of their rights, 
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found in the curricular field a space for claiming their identity, which has 
contributed to fight racism and inequalities based on discrimination against 
the Afro-descendant population. A first antecedent of the recognition 
of ethnic diversity in Brazilian integration is located in 1931, with the 
foundation of the “Negra Brasileira” Front, which demanded concrete 
actions from the State to include the Afro-descendant population in the 
political, social and educational spheres (Pelegrine and Pereira, 2013).

However, it was until the promulgation of the 1988 Constitution, with 
the process of restoring democracy, where articles 215 and 242 stated 
the recognition of ethnic plurality in Brazilian society and guaranteed the 
teaching of contributions of the different ethnic groups in the conformation 
of the Brazilian people. In the 1990s, the category of “Afrodescendence” 
affirmed as a symbol of belonging and identity cohesion of the Afro-
Brazilian community, while strengthening the demands for the “quotas” 
of ethnic parity in various spaces, including academics. Between 1997 
and 1998, the Ministry of Education designed the National Curriculum 
Parameters for basic (fundamental) education, which in its crosscutting 
themes incorporated cultural diversity, whose objective was to organize 
the country’s education system to ensure that: 

 … Respected cultural, regional, ethnic, religious and political diversities 
that go through a multiple, stratified and complex society, education 
can act decisively in the process of building citizenship, having as its 
goal the ideal of a growing equality of rights among citizens, based on 
democratic principles (Secretary of Fundamental Education, 1997, p. 13).

The design of a curricular parameter from a diversity discourse 
generated an intense debate about the feasibility of applying a general 
framework for the whole country, while respecting the autonomy of 
both schools and teachers (Teixeira, s / f). Nevertheless, these curricular 
changes led to the emergence of a critical vision of the Eurocentric 
historical account, vindicating the contributions of other historical 
subjects in shaping national identity.

This process consolidated with Law 10.639 / 03, passed in 2003, 
which amended the Brazilian legislation in force since 1996, Law 9,394 
of Guidelines and Bases of Education, through which the teaching 
of African history and Afro-Brazilian culture in the official basic level 
curriculum became mandatory.
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Although this law generated controversy, both the black movements, 
in particular the Unified Black Movement in Brazil (Gonçalves, 2018), 
and the educators, appropriated it, because, through the curriculum, they 
positioned the anti-racist struggle at a national scale. When regulated in 
2004, it consolidated as a legal device for the affirmation of Afro-Brazilian 
identity, for the questioning of ethnocentrism in the historical account of 
the nation and of the mechanisms of segregation, while recognizing the 
need to design strategies for recognition of diversity and resemantization 
of concepts such as “black” and “race.”

With the preparation of the National Curricular Guidelines for the 
Education of Racial Ethnic Relations and for the Teaching of Afro-
Brazilian and African Culture and History by the National Council of 
Education, through Resolution [Parecer] CNE / CP no. 03/2004, the fight 
against racial and gender discrimination became explicit. In addition, the 
affirmative action of the subaltern ethnic groups that make up the nation 
consolidated from public policies and in particular from the school itself.

In pedagogical terms, these guidelines contributed to re-educate in 
diversity, associating the democratic regime with the “recognition of a 
multicultural and multi-ethnic society” (Oliveira and Candau, 2010, p. 
33). Within this horizon of “reeducation of ethnic-racial relations” (Paula; 
2011, p. 8) Federal Law n. 11,645 of March 10, 2008, recognized the 
contributions of indigenous peoples, through the inclusion of the “Afro-
Brazilian and indigenous history and culture” axis.

This turn in the conformation of the nation contributed to 
generate “other” knowledge, claiming previously ignored non-Western 
understanding (Oliveira and Candau, 2010, p. 36), which in turn motivated 
the discussion about the identity of the various ethnic groups that integrate 
the nation as a historical and social construction. From this debate, 
questioning arose on the discourse of the “ethnic minorities”, since in any 
case they are minorities in terms of their institutional representation, but 
majority in numerical, historical and cultural terms. However, the veil that 
makes their role invisible through a biased historical account makes them 
appear as minorities. This law contributed to the recognition of diversity 
in pursuit of integration without undermining self-determination.

These reforms also shaped an alternative to the policy of cordial racism 
or racial democratization, which tends to legitimize a homogenizing 
identity, hampering the representativeness of subaltern groups, such as 
Afro-Brazilians. According to Giménez (2000, p. 49), the policy of forced 
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cultural unification is framed in the subordination of the different national 
identities within the conformation of the nation-state. Consequently, 
a standardization of linguistic, religious and educational codes was 
developed. This, to the extent that such standardization of history in 
curricular content, is a means to forge imagined communities (Smith; 
1995, p. 4). In that sense, the modification of an aspect as sensitive to the 
conformation of the curriculum as history is transcendental. Therefore, 
a proposal aimed at deconstructing the homogeneous construct of the 
Brazilian nation also appeals to that forge of imagined communities via 
the curriculum but aimed at forming an inclusive community.

It is important to note that a series of institutional initiatives, focused 
on promoting a more inclusive educational practice in relation to the 
ethnic diversity that makes up the country, supported the 2003 and 
2008 reforms, promoted during the government of Luiz Inácio Lula da 
Silva. An illustrative example was the Affirmative Action Program for the 
Black Population in the Federal and Provincial Institutions of Higher 
Education in 2005. The objective of this program was to finance the Afro-
Brazilian Studies Cores (NEAB, by its acronym in Portuguese). These 
cores have acted in the initial training of teachers and in the elaboration 
of didactic material to guide ethnic-racial relations and for the teaching 
of Afro-Brazilian history and culture (Paula; 2011, p. 12). At the same 
time, the initial teacher training began to systematically include topics 
of “race, ethnic groups, prejudice and discrimination”, issues that until 
the enactment of the law 10,639 in 2003 were almost null (Paula, 2014, 
p. 437). 

At the same time, the Ministry of Education decreed a series of Guidelines 
to prop up an education for integration in diversity and the fight against 
racial discrimination in particular. In 2006, the Guidelines and Actions 
for the Education of Racial Ethnic Relations were promulgated and in 
2012 the National Curricular Guidelines for Indigenous School Education 
in Basic Education, as well as the National Curricular Guidelines for 
Quilombola Education (slave descendants) (Pelegrine and Pereira, 2013). 
The importance of these complementary measures was such that without 
them, Law 10.639 would have been a dead letter.

In the middle of this process, it is essential to highlight the mediations 
generated at the local level, to apply the Education Guidelines in Ethnic-
Racial Relations, mainly through the continuous training of teachers. A 
paradigmatic case is that of the Municipal Secretariat of Goiânia, capital 
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of the Goiás state, which since 1993 implemented policies to combat 
ethnic discrimination, both penalizer and affirmative (Jovino, 2015). By 
2008, the municipality designed a course for teachers of African and 
Afro-Brazilian History and Culture. In addition to these topics the study 
of religiosity was incorporated, as well as dances and bodily disciplines 
such as capoeira, along with courses on the teaching itself in these topics. 
This course was designed in association with the Black Pearl Movement 
and with advice from the Federal University of Goiás and the Pontifical 
Catholic University of Goiás.

In a second phase, as of 2010, the articulation with the Afro-Brazilian 
Studies Cores (NEAB) of the higher-level institutions themselves became 
an imperative to continue in the consolidation of continuing education 
courses for teachers. At this stage, the assistance of other civil actors, such 
as the Permanent Forum of Racial Diversity of Goiás and the Union of 
Workers in Education of the State of Goiás, also incorporated. According 
to Pelegrine and Pereira (2013, p. 507), this articulated the “political, 
pedagogical and academic” dimension in the continuous training of 
teachers on African history and culture, with the research lines of the 
higher-level institutions involved. 

The experience of the municipality of Goiânia showed the importance 
to integrate actions between social movements, civil organizations along 
with higher-level institutions and the support of the municipal government 
to follow-up and strengthen courses on ethnic-racial relations. The 
enactment of these policies covered technical assistance in the classroom, 
in order to accompany the teaching of African and Afro-Brazilian history 
and culture in the Municipal Centers for Early Childhood Education. This 
also showed that it is not possible to consolidate education for racial 
ethnic relations, through isolated efforts, because teachers had notions 
of racial democracy, deeply grounded in their teaching practice, which 
highlighted that technical assistance should remain constant.

In that sense, Jovino (2015) points out that it is necessary to reinforce 
these policies with a culture of anti-racist education, since in the case of 
Goiânia there have been difficulties to assimilate them within the School 
Pedagogical Political Projects and thus, remain limited to commemorative 
dates. On the other hand, Gonçalves (2018) has documented that there 
are still expressions of racism and discrimination towards Afro-Brazilians, 
mainly due to the absence of a concerted follow-up to teacher training at 
the national level. This indicates that this type of efforts need to link up 
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with deconstruction processes of the “prescribed curriculum” (Pelegrine 
and Pereira, 2013, p. 509) in teaching practices and in Eurocentric 
conceptions in historical narrative.

However, this turn in the conception of the nation, was not exempt 
from a conservative reaction, for the privileges that would be affected 
with the criticism of the Eurocentric paradigm in the story of the Brazilian 
nation, as observed in the agenda of the program “School Without Party”, 
assimilated by the current official party in Brazil, the Social Liberal Party. 
In 2016 the Federal Prosecutor’s Office for Citizen Rights of the Public 
Prosecutor’s Office declared it unconstitutional for restricting the free 
movement of ideas, denying freedom of professorship and contradicting 
secularism by promoting religious education, concluding that it is 
a reaction that hinders the fight against sexist, racist and religious 
ideologies. In addition, the National Association for Research in Education 
and the Brazilian Association for the Teaching of History considered it 
an antidemocratic project that criminalizes the teaching work (Guilherme 
and Picoli, 2018). Nevertheless, in 2019 it was relaunched by official 
deputy, Bia Kicis through a fourth Bill ( Jornal do Comercio, 02/19/2019).

In this attempt, “School Without Party” incorporated the principle of 
“freedom to learn, teach, investigate and disseminate culture, thought, 
art and knowledge” consigned in the Law on Guidelines and Bases of 
Education (Presidência da República, 1996). However, it maintains its 
argument that the freedom of education does not imply that teachers 
promote their own interests, whether moral, religious, factional, political 
or ideological, since the students’ freedom of conscience would be 
annulled (Legislative Chamber, PL 246/2019, “Escola Sem Partido” 
Program).

According to this approach, “School Without Party” stands from the 
premise that schools are prone to be instrumented by factional interests, 
through teachers as presumed agents of indoctrination, therefore, 
implicitly carries a notion of an internal enemy within the educational 
system. In addition, the “ideological neutrality” concept remains within 
School Without Party, regardless the Public Ministry’s expert opinion that, 
by definition, there are no neutral ideologies. In light of the trajectory 
of initial and continuing teacher education policies for ethnic-racial 
relations, aimed at deconstructing the ethnocentrist story in the historical 
narrative, said Bill would imply a backward step in affirmative actions to 
combat ethnic discrimination.
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In the midst of this tense correlation of forces between the conservative 
reaction that appeals to a supposed ideological neutrality, and the 
movements that claim the freedom of education that fosters plurality, 
the discourse of strategic essentialisms emerges. This discourse appears 
in the most radical Afro-Brazilian sectors, as part of a pan-Africanist 
program, which in turn relates to a horizon of anti-colonial struggle. 
Next, we discuss the contours in which this debate moves.

Between integration and strategic essentialisms

There are two extremes regarding the identity and the channels that 
African descent can take in Brazil as a political position. On one hand 
there is the vision that demands recognition and seeks a horizon of 
integration, and that claims the contribution of the cultures buried by 
the construction of a nation-state defined by a homogeneous identity. 
At the other extreme, more radical positions such as the Pan-Africanist 
which, associated with the anti-colonial struggles of the second postwar 
period, constitutes a strategic essentialism that conceives blackness as a 
solidarity among the victims of European colonization (Munanga, 2012), 
which goes beyond national borders. 

Although both positions seek to vindicate the contributions of Afro-
descendant culture, there is a tension in which Pan-Africanism conceives 
a conception that transcends the modern notion of the nation, since 
according to Benedict Anderson (1993); nations are assumed limited. 
That is, even if it consists of millions, the nation does not aspire to a 
conception as wide as that of the whole humanity or a part of it, as 
would be Africanity. On the other hand, the Afrodescendence identified 
with the convivial democracy (Buatu, 2011) appeals to the visibility of 
the heterogeneous elements that make up the nation’s construct.

A first conflict that appears as a condition for the possibility of 
affirmation of the nation is the tension between the culturalist and 
voluntarist vision (Gellner, 1983). The voluntarist vision implies the 
agreement to put in the background the immediate link that, according 
to the culturalist approach, grants the sharing of the same codes, that 
is, “a system of ideas and signs, associations and patterns of behavior 
and communication” ( Gellner; 1983, p. 20). The aim is to achieve a 
broader unity that involves dialogue between different cultures through 
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a pact to establish rights and duties in common, which configures them 
as members of the same nation. As Buatu (2011) points out, the liberal 
pactist affiliation of the voluntarist notion, in the face of the romanticism 
behind the culturalist vision, represent two extreme poles to define the 
cohesion of the nation.

Evidently, the fact that it is the subordinate who demands recognition 
in an unequal context, places him in a defensive situation, in which the 
claims cannot lower their guard and must constantly demand the voluntary 
vision on two planes simultaneously, the legal and factual. Located in this 
double work to demand recognition and non-subordinate integration, 
the educational level is one of the many spheres of intervention in the 
public space to consolidate the recognition of diversity in the legal 
sphere. In the process of putting into crisis the forced unification of the 
nation, such as the one enunciated in the predominant racial democracy 
of the twentieth century, the confrontation of two faces of the nation’s 
voluntary vision becomes visible. There is the one programmed by the 
group in power and the other, which, emerging from the place of the 
subordinate, denounces the inequality in the pacts of rights and duties 
that do not lead to an equitable conformation of the diverse cultures that 
conform the project of nation.

The first would be an instrumental version of the voluntarist vision, 
while the second, that of the subordinate, a claim of that vision appears 
in terms of full equity. This reflects in their demands, as Rodrigo Ednilson 
de Jesus (2013) recovers them in his account of Law 10.639, which 
established the obligatory nature of the teaching of African history and 
culture. This author states: “they fight not only for recognition of their 
humanity, but also for the recognition and effective assessment of the 
contribution of the hitherto invisible populations for the multicultural 
and multi-ethnic formation of the Brazilian people” ( Jesus; 2013, p. 400).

In this statement appears the recognition of an entity endowed with 
uniqueness called the Brazilian people. Therefore, they are vindicating 
the nation’s voluntarist vision and along with it, the demand for the 
recognition of the underground cultures in the conformation of that 
nation. It is true that it specifies that it is a multicultural and multi-
ethnic people, but it is one nation. Rodrigo Ednilson de Jesus records 
the incidence of the black movement, in this constitutional amendment, 
articulated to the Subcommission on Blacks, Indigenous Populations, 
Deficient Persons and Minorities, which participated in the legislative 
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modification process since 2003. This Subcommittee would have faced 
resistance for the assimilation of the Afro-Brazilian contribution to the 
nation; therefore, this author considers that, in order not to appear 
radically disruptive with respect to the “Myth of the Foundation of the 
Nation”, the Law of Guidelines and Bases of National Education lowered 
its aims. Thus, it remained attached to the supposed balance between 
the indigenous, African and European cultural matrices that make up the 
Brazilian people, according to the Federal Constitution in its Article 242°. 
From this view, antagonisms expect to remain neutral:

The teaching of the History of Brazil will take into account the 
contributions of different cultures and ethnicities for the formation of the 
Brazilian people, especially indigenous, African and European matrices. 
(Presidency of the Republic, 1996. Art. 26, 4, Law 9,394 of Guidelines and 
Bases of National Education).

This foundational myth contains a notion attached to the geological 
theory of the nation (Smith; 1995, p. 9), according to which, the three 
matrices settled and from that “geological formation”, the nation’s 
conglomerate emerged. It is the same vision implicit in the classic 
work of Gilberto Freyre Casa Grande y Senzala, where miscegenation 
between the three races resulted in the synthesis of the Brazilian in the 
mulatto (Santos; 2011, p. 4). Faced with this geological vision of the 
nation, implicit in racial democracy that the protest movement of Afro-
descendant culture has tried to overcome through affirmative initiatives 
in the curriculum, strategic essentialisms such as Paula’s Pan-Africanism 
arise ( 2011) as well as the aspiration to overcome the vision of the three 
matrices, according to Jesus (2013).

What links the broader aspirations of both authors is the interest to 
achieve the autonomy of particularisms, which would result in an effective 
participation not subordinated to the interests of a supposed common 
base of the nation. Ultimately, this contrast of positions expresses the 
irresoluble tension between the culturalist and voluntarist vision of the 
nation. The horizon of particularisms’ autonomy adheres to a facet of 
the culturalist vision, for which negotiating with the voluntarist vision is 
threatening, because that implies the subordination of particularisms to 
a supposed harmony that nullifies antagonisms but conceals inequalities, 
as happens in racial democracy.

 However, the need to share common bases for the nation, in this 
case through the national curriculum, underpins the integrating facet 
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of the voluntary vision. As shown, the balance between both visions is 
always fragile and this indicates the cohesion subject to negotiations of 
the consensus that make up the nation. The national curriculum, as one 
of the areas in which this balance is attempted, is a mediating field for 
the free expression of particularisms, exercising affirmative actions in 
favor of subordinates, depending on the intercultural paradigm and the 
curriculum route anti-racist. It is also a crucial area to consolidate the 
model of convivial democracy, where all the groups that make up the 
nation have an effective representation in the State (Buatu, 2011).

Discussion 

The path for the recognition of the Afro-descendant people and culture 
contributions in Brazil is a paradigmatic case in the region, where the 
struggles of identity movements, progressive policies and institutional 
efforts have articulated in the common work of making visible and 
claiming contributions of that culture in the goal of building a curriculum 
that encourages coexistence within diversity. The case of the Goiânia 
municipality is illustrative of the need to articulate these three efforts and 
generate mediations at the local level in order to land the implementation 
of national policies through concrete actions.

The current political situation in which the official agenda promotes 
“School Without Party” demonstrates that the consensus and struggles 
gained in the construction of a diverse country must be under permanent 
monitoring and endorsement. The reactions led by the movements 
“School with Freedom and Diversity” and “School without Gag” against 
the neoconservative discourse of “School without Party”, illustrates how 
it is possible to generate agency capacity among the actors who claim the 
identity and rights of the subaltern groups, which have gained ground in 
fields such as the curriculum.

In turn, reforms 10,639 and 11,645, of 2003 and 2008, respectively, 
show a path that deepens the construction of a diverse curriculum under 
the paradigm of interculturality and anti-racism, in the task of dismantling 
the ethnocentric narrative in the conformation of the nation. However, 
in Law 9,394 of Guidelines and Bases of National Education remains a 
tension between these reforms and the discourse of racial democracy, still 
present in postulates such as the geological vision of the “three matrices” 
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in the integration of the nation. This veiled invisibility of antagonisms 
and historical grievances to subordinate groups is what generates the 
emergence of strategic essentialisms, which arise as a complaint, but also 
as a prefiguration of a project, that transcends the nation’s frameworks 
and points to a decolonization of ethnic-racial relations.

The dispute between the two positions appears between the culturalist 
and voluntarist visions of the nation, and although we postulate an 
irresolvable tension between them, a complementary coexistence is 
possible. In this scenario, the voluntary aspect appears as a horizon of 
integration, which does not intended to arrive to an entirely full way, since 
it carries the danger of the subordination of particularisms. The culturalist 
vision, operates as the mobilizer of subaltern cultures to demand not 
only recognition but participation within the nation’s construct, to the 
extent that such elaboration, as pointed out by Hobsbawm (1998, p. 18), 
is largely an artefactual, engineered and invented construction.

The curricular field is one of the public spaces in which this tension 
occurs, and the case reviewed here, gives an account of the transformation 
this device experiments, conceived in its beginnings as a means of 
cohesion from common bases. The recent amendments to its statute, give 
an account of the emergence of the subjects denied in the construction 
of these common bases. Similarly, the appeal to the historicization of 
their community as an Afro-descendant and the recognition of their 
contribution to the Brazilian people reveals that these subjects seek to 
claim for them a notion more attached to the modern paradigm of the 
nation. 
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Abstract 
The knowledge of the factors that influence the academic performance of 

students in higher education is getting attention currently, and it is very useful 
when evaluating the quality and fairness of universities. The aim of this article 
is the analysis of individual factors (demographic, socioeconomic and academic) 
associated to the academic performance of a new cohort of students from the 
Complutense University of Madrid in the 2017/18 academic year, made up of a 
total of 10,720 students. Freshmen students are those who are the most likely 
to drop-out their selected degrees. Data were analysed through binary logistic 
regression techniques and classification trees. Eleven variables were selected as 
independent ones. From those, only four have a significant influence in the final 
model: qualification obtained to access to the university studies, the nature of the 
institution of origin, gender and the family Autonomous Community. The results 
show that the higher the qualification obtained to access to the university, the 
more likely the student is to obtain a good academic performance. In the same 
way, if a student is either women or from Madrid or attended previously to a public 
institution, the chances of achieving better academic performance will increase. 
In conclusion, academic variables carry more weight to explain the university 
performance, although the demographic ones are also important. Among the 
academic variables, the qualification obtained to access to the university studies 
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is the most relevant. Therefore, socioeconomic variables do not contribute to the 
explanation, possible due to the already high level of social selection of students 
at university, which lessens their statistical impact in comparison to previous 
levels of education. 

Key words: higher education, university students, academic achievement, 
logistic regression, data mining.

Resumen
En los últimos años existe un gran interés por conocer los factores o 

determinantes que inciden en el rendimiento académico del alumnado de la 
educación superior, de gran utilidad a la hora de evaluar la calidad y la equidad 
de las universidades. Esta investigación tiene como objetivo analizar los factores 
individuales (demográficos, socioeconómicos y académicos) asociados al 
rendimiento académico de los nuevos universitarios, que son aquellos con más 
posibilidades de abandonar sus estudios. Para ello, se ha analizado la cohorte 
de estudiantes de nuevo acceso a grados de la Universidad Complutense de 
Madrid en el curso 2017/18, conformada por un total de 10.720 estudiantes. Los 
datos se han analizado mediante las técnicas de regresión logística binaria y de 
árboles de clasificación. Como variables independientes se han seleccionado 
un total de once, de las cuales cuatro (nota de acceso a la Universidad, tipo 
de centro en la educación secundaria, sexo y Comunidad Autónoma familiar) 
han resultado estadísticamente significativas en el modelo final. Los resultados 
muestran que cuanto más elevada es la nota de acceso a la Universidad, más 
probabilidades tiene el estudiante de obtener un buen rendimiento académico. 
Del mismo modo, si el alumno ha estudiado Bachillerato en un instituto público, 
es mujer y/o de Madrid, las probabilidades de obtener un buen rendimiento se 
incrementan. En general, las variables académicas, y en particular la nota de 
acceso a la Universidad, son las que más contribuyen a explicar el desempeño 
universitario, aunque las variables demográficas tienen cierto peso también. 
En cambio, las variables socioeconómicas no contribuyen sustantivamente a la 
explicación de este fenómeno, algo que puede reflejar que los estudiantes, en 
el nivel superior, están muy seleccionados desde el punto de vista social y, por 
tanto, la fuerza estadística de estas variables es más reducida que en niveles 
educativos anteriores. 

Palabras clave: educación superior, estudiantes universitarios, rendimiento 
académico, regresión logística, minería de datos.
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Introducción

University students are becoming more and more interested in socio-
educational research. Numerous investigations, both national and 
international, have been devoted to the examination of their profiles, 
strategies and opinions, in the same way that the characteristics of those 
who access tertiary education have been treated with special attention 
(Ariño and Sintes, 2016; EUROSTUDENT, 2018; BBVA Foundation, 2010). 

Moreover, the analysis of the academic performance of higher 
education students, as well as of the factors that affect it, has gained 
considerable notoriety in recent years (García, 2014). According to 
various authors, the relevance of academic performance lies in the fact 
that it is one of the most important indicators to determine the quality 
and equity of university education (Rodríguez, Fita and Torrado, 2004). 
According to other authors, it is also important due to the fact that a 
high or low performance by students affects both the student and the 
academic institution (Garbanzo, 2014). 

Understanding the factors that explain academic performance is 
useful when assessing the quality and equity of universities, as is the 
identification of the variables that determine academic success or failure 
(Garbanzo, 2007), and ultimately increase student academic performance 
(Lamas, 2015). Some authors even claim that focusing on analysing the 
factors associated with academic performance can serve as a preliminary 
study for the design of university policies (Turrul and Roca, 2010).

Research that analyses the factors associated with academic 
performance in higher education does not contain an in-depth study of 
individual factors (Rodríguez, Ariza and Ramos, 2014). This article arises 
from the need to conduct an in-depth study of the impact of individual 
variables (demographic, socio-economic and academic) on the academic 
performance of students. Furthermore, the study of student profiles is 
relevant and necessary for analysing the determinants associated with 
academic performance and has not received the desired attention 
(Jiménez-Caballero, Camúñez, González-Rodríguez and Fuentes, 2015). 
This study tries to address this. It is crucial to carry out such research 
on new students or first courses, since they are the ones that have the 
best chance of dropping out of their university studies (García, 2014; 
Tejedor and García-Valcárcel, 2007) and/or obtaining low performance 
levels (Turrul and Roca, 2010).
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Due to the above, several research questions must be asked: What are 
the individual factors (demographic, socio-economic and academic) that 
affect academic performance? Which of them are more important in this 
phenomenon? In relation to the above, what is the profile of the student 
with high and low academic performance? The objective of this study 
is, therefore, to examine the individual factors associated with students’ 
performance, as well as to determine the importance of each of them and 
the profiles of the students based on this performance.

To answer these research questions, we have analysed the case of the 
Complutense University of Madrid (UCM), the largest Spanish university 
in terms of number of students (Manzano, Escribá, Iborra and Safón, 
2016). A database of new degree students in the 2017/18 academic year 
has been provided by the Student Observatory of the UCM.

The first section contains a review of the literature on the factors 
that affect academic performance in the university, especially those that 
have to do with individual variables. The second section focuses on 
methodological issues; the data, variables and data analysis techniques 
used are described. The third section is dedicated to the results of the 
research, both those that have to do with individual factors that affect 
students’ academic performance and with the establishment of profiles 
associated with a good and a bad student. Finally, the fourth section 
presents a discussion of the results and conclusions of the research. 

Factors associated with the academic performance of university students 

There is no consensus in the scientific community when defining academic 
performance (Lamas, 2015). It should be noted that grades and credits 
are the most used indicators (Mañé and Miravet, 2010), with grades being 
the most effective according to some authors (Garbanzo, 2013). 

Numerous classifications of the factors associated with academic 
performance have been established. In the research carried out by 
Garbanzo (2007), three factors can be found: personal, social and 
institutional. Additionally, Tejedor and García-Valcárcel (2007) indicate 
the existence of five determinants: identification, psychological, academic, 
pedagogical and socio-familial. Similarly, the study conducted by García 
(2014) classifies the factors that influence academic performance as 
individual and organizational. 
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In relation to organizational factors, the literature consulted finds that 
regular attendance in both class and tutorials by students (Clerici and Da 
Re, 2019), or a good relationship between teacher and student (Garbanzo, 
2007), are positively related to academic performance. We decided to 
focus this research on individual factors of academic performance, which 
have been less studied than organizational ones.

The individual factors are divided by García (2014) into three groups: 
demographic, socio-economic and academic. This research uses this 
classification, since it is characterized by its clarity, precise terminology 
and timeliness. 

Demographic factors 

Among the demographic factors, gender has been the most studied, 
followed by age. The meta-analysis conducted by Richardson, Abraham 
and Bond (2012), whose objective was to determine the psychological, 
demographic and socio-economic factors associated with academic 
performance in tertiary education, includes a total of 7,167 studies 
between 1997 and 2010, but reaches the conclusion that gender and age 
have little impact.

As for the former, research carried out is non-conclusive. Some studies 
indicate that it is women who demonstrate better academic performance. 
The research carried out by Pérez-Cárceles, Gómez-Gallego, Gómez-
Gallego, Palazón-Pérez and Gómez-García (2014) shows that students 
from the Catholic University of San Antonio (Murcia) have better 
academic performance. Similarly, the study conducted by Duart, Gil, 
Puyol and Castaño (2008) refers to higher performance by women in 
various universities of the Autonomous Community of Catalonia. Mcnabb, 
Pal and Sloane (2002) also find that female university students studying 
in England and Wales have better performance. However, other studies 
show that men have better academic performance. The research carried 
out by Santos and Vallelado (2013) reveals that men on the Business 
Administration and Management Degree course at the University of 
Valladolid have better academic performance. Along the same lines, 
Nyikahadzoi, Matamnade, Taderera and Mandimika (2013) point out 
that Accounting male students at the University of Zimbabwe get better 
grades. Furthermore, other studies, such as Danilowicz-Gösele, Lerche, 
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Meya and Schwager (2017) with students from Göttingen (Germany), 
indicate that gender is not very important when explaining academic 
performance.

Studies are also non-conclusive with regard to age. On the one hand, 
Jansen (2004) finds a negative relationship between performance and 
age in students from the University of Groningen (Netherlands). On the 
other hand, several studies find no relationship between age and academic 
performance. De Sousa, Taboada, Rivas, Iglesias and López (2017) found no 
statistically significant differences in the academic performance of university 
students in the Republic of Angola according to their age. Abera (2018), 
with students from the University of Haramaya (Ethiopia), and Bunce, Baird 
and Jones (2017), with English students, did not find any either.

Other less frequently studies demographic factors are nationality 
(Mañé and Miravet, 2010) and marital status. National students from the 
universities of Argentina (García, 2014) and single students from the 
Catholic University of Santiago de Guayaquil in Ecuador (Cortez, Tutiven 
and Villavicencio, 2017) obtain better performance than immigrant and 
married students, respectively.

Socio-economic factors

According to several studies, the socio-economic level of the family 
is relevant for university success (Abera, 2018; Chong, 2017; Dennis, 
Phinney and Chuateco, 2005), although not as much as in previous 
educational stages (Garbanzo, 2013). Most of the studies establish a 
positive relationship between the socio-economic origin of the student 
and their academic performance. For example, the study conducted by 
Cortez et al. (2017) with students from the Catholic University of Santiago 
de Guayaquil (Ecuador) reveals that the higher the qualification of the 
job and educational level of the parents, the more likely it is for students 
to obtain good grades. Similarly, the work carried out by Marcenaro and 
Navarro (2007) shows the influence of the father’s university studies 
on the good academic performance of students from the University of 
Málaga. However, research conducted by Thiele, Pope, Singleton, Snape 
and Stanistreet (2017) reveals that a family’s socio-economic status has a 
negative impact on the performance of UK students but only in the case 
of very low social classes. 
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There is little research that addresses the relationship between the 
job performed by the student and their academic performance (Simón, 
Casado and Castejón, 2017), and there is considerable disagreement 
between them. According to the research carried out by Ruesga, Silva 
and Monsueto (2014), new working students admitted to public and 
private universities in Spain obtain lower grades than those who do not 
work. On the contrary, Simon, et al. (2017) find that the job performed 
by students from the University of Alicante does not affect academic 
performance. Another variable of a socio-economic nature explored by 
some works is the source of funding for studies; scholarship students 
from the Universidad Privada del Norte del Perú obtain a higher average 
grade (Salinas, Hernández and Barboza-Palomino, 2017).

Academic factors

Many academic works (García, 2014; Jiménez-Caballero et al., 2015; Vélez 
and Roa, 2005) show that the university entry grade is not only positively 
related to the academic performance of university students, but is also 
the variable that best explains this. However, a study done with students 
from the University of Alicante shows how this predictor has an impact 
on the probability of finishing their higher education, but not on the 
average grade (Simón, et al, 2017).

The literature also finds a relationship between the order of choice of 
university studies and academic performance.

Students who have chosen studies in the first option obtain higher 
performance levels ( Jiménez-Caballero et al., 2015; Rodríguez, et al. 2004). 
Another factor that has been studied is university entrance; according to 
the study by Mañé and Miravet (2010), Catalan students who come from 
baccalaureate studies show better academic performance than those 
entering through other paths.

The type of centre also seems to be associated with student 
performance, although there is no consensus on the part of the scientific 
community when it comes to indicating who performs better at university. 
On the one hand, Vinacur (2016) finds that freshmen from the University 
of Buenos Aires who have attended private centres throughout their 
secondary education obtain higher performance levels than students who 
went to a public school. On the other hand, Smith and Naylor (2001) find 
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that students from various universities in the United Kingdom who have 
attended public centres obtain higher levels of academic performance. 
Along the same lines, Cerdeira, Catela, Balcão and Seabra (2018) show 
that graduated students from Portugal who have previously attended 
private centres have a slight disadvantage. 

Literature on individual factors associated with academic performance 
is therefore quite conclusive regarding the positive impact of the entry 
grade and the socio-economic level of the student’s parents on their 
academic performance. The first scenario is formulated accordingly:

 H1: The higher the student entry grade, the higher their academic 
performance; the higher the socio-economic level of the student’s 
family, the higher their performance levels at the university.

Furthermore, there is also considerable consensus regarding the 
preponderant role of the student’s entry grade when explaining their 
academic performance, and it would be logical to think that academic 
variables, in general, are more associated with it. Therefore, the second 
and third scenarios establish that:

 H2: The university entry grade is the variable that has the most impact 
on the student’s academic performance; in general, academic variables 
have a greater explanatory capacity than the rest of individual ones.
 H3: Academic variables, and in particular the university entry grade, 
define the student’s profile based on their academic performance.

As we have seen, literature is non-conclusive regarding the impact 
of variables such as gender or type of secondary school, and is scarce 
concerning the influence of other variables such as nationality or order 
of study choice, so no starting scenario is established in this regard. 

Methodology

Data

The database of the UCM Student Observatory was used for this 
research. This information has been obtained from the pre-registration 
and registration process, with the help of the university’s Institutional 
Intelligence Centre. Therefore, the analysed data includes the total 
population included in the census.
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8,660 of the 10,720 newly graduated students who enrolled at the 
UCM in the 2017/18 academic year have been analysed (see Table I). 
This drastic reduction in numbers is due to the fact that only the grades 
of students entering through baccalaureate (9,468 students, 88.3% of the 
total) are available, of which 808 drop out of university studies before 
completing the first semester. The centres “attached” to the UCM have not 
been taken into account, given their different nature, or double degrees, 
since it complicated the classification in areas of knowledge.

TABLE I. Number of students by areas of knowledge and their corresponding average grade for 
the first semester

AREA NO. OF CASES
AVERAGE GRADE OF THE 

FIRST QUARTER*

Social Sciences and Legal Studies 4,919 5.79 (3,828)

Sciences 1,211 6.23 (1,076)

Arts and Humanities 1,889 6.70 (1,500)

Engineering and Architecture 577 5.41 (469)

Health Sciences 2,124 6.52 (1,787)

Total 10,720 6.13 (8,660)

Source: Own elaboration from the database of the UCM Student Observatory.
Note: *In brackets, the number of cases that contain information on the average grade of the first semester. 

Variables

The dependent variable of the study is academic performance, 
measured through the average grade obtained by students in the 
first semester.   We have decided to dichotomize it (0 = low academic 
performance and 1 = high academic performance)1. The first thing we did 
was to group together each degree with their area of knowledge, and the 
average grade corresponding to each area was calculated (Table I). The 
following equation was then used to dichotomize the dependent variable 

(1)  However, analyses have been performed with the continuous dependent variable, obtaining results 
similar to those shown here. 
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and distinguish between the students who obtained high and low grades 
in the first semester. 

Relative performance = Average grade of the student Average grade of 
the area equation (1) 

More specifically, those students who obtained a value greater than 
or equal to zero were considered to have achieved high academic 
performance levels (Y = 1), since their average grade is equal to or greater 
than the average of their area of knowledge. However, values below zero 
denote a low academic performance (Y = 0), not reaching the average 
grade of the area of knowledge. This procedure allows us to analyse all 
students from different degree courses at the UCM, despite the disparity 
of average grades in different areas of knowledge. Table II shows the 
case distribution according to the dependent variable.

TABLE II. Number of students who obtain high and low academic performance levels

Level N %

Low academic performance level 4032 46.6

High academic performance level 4628 53.4

Total 8660 100.0

Source: Own elaboration from the database of the UCM Student Observatory.

A total of eleven independent variables have been chosen from the 
available database (Table III), based on a double standard2. First, those 
discussed in the literature have been chosen. Then, those predictors (Family 
Autonomous Community and call for admission) that have not previously 
been included in studies on their relationship with performance, and 
which are expected to have an influence on the standard variable, have 

(2)  The database used contains other available information that has not been utilised: family 
municipality, family province, family country, ECTS presented, ECTS enrolled, father’s occupation, 
mother’s occupation and student’s employment status in the previous year. 
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been included in the model. Since EVAU (Evaluation for University Access) 
is different in each Autonomous Community (AC), one might think that 
students who come from Madrid may have a different performance than 
those from other communities. Furthermore, those students who enter in 
the first call in June could have a higher performance than those who enter 
in the second call in September. The variables have been dichotomized to 
facilitate the interpretation of the analysis (Pardo and Ruiz, 2013), although 
it has been verified that this model specification does not condition the 
results3 (see Annex, tables I and II, for descriptive variables).

TABLE III. Independent variables

Individual factors Independent variables Recoded values

D
em

og
ra

p
h

ic
 

Gender
0 = Man 
1 = Woman

Age
0 = Unqualified (20 or over)
1 = Qualified (17-19)

Nationality
0 = Other 
1 = Spanish (local)

Family Autonomous 
Community 

0 = Other Autonomous Community
1 = Madrid 

S
o

ci
o

-e
co

-
n

o
m

ic
 

Student occupation 
0 = Working 
1 = Not working

Father’s level of education
Mother’s level of education

0 = Less than higher education
1 = Higher education

A
ca

d
em

ic

Entry grade 5-14

Type of secondary school
0 = Private 
1 = Public

Call for admission
0 = September
 1 = June

Order of study choice
0 = According to option twelve 
1 = First option 

Source: Compiled by the author

(3)  It has been proven that different specifications of the variables of studies reached by the mother 
and father, and order of choice of studies, do not alter the results.
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Data analysis techniques 

Three types of analyses have been performed. The first uses the binary 
logistic regression technique to analyse the relative contribution of each 
variable or set of variables (demographic, socio-economic and academic) 
regarding the probability of obtaining high academic performance 
levels. Four models were created for this purpose. Model 1 is made up 
of the university entry grade, which is the variable of greatest impact 
on academic performance, according to literature4, and model 2 also 
includes other academic variables. Model 3 introduces demographic 
variables and, finally, model 4 includes socio-economic variables.

The second analysis was carried out using the data mining technique 
of decision tree (Berlanga, Rubio and Vilà, 2013), with the purpose of 
selecting the independent variables to achieve a well-specified logistic 
regression model, which is also more parsimonious and robust. Out of all 
the available procedures, the CART algorithm has been used because it is 
the only one that arranges the predictors according to their normalized 
importance. The methodology used by Arroyo, Constante-Amores and 
Asensio (2019) has been followed in this regard. Regression coefficients 
have been interpreted in terms of probabilities, and model forecasts 
have been calculated using a probabilistic scale, given the difficulty of 
interpreting the logit (Pardo and Ruiz, 2013).

In the third analysis, the classification tree method was used again in 
order to identify the profiles of the students who obtained high and low 
academic performance levels. This data mining technique was carried out 
through the CHAID procedure, since, according to Berlanga, et al. (2013), 
it is the most appropriate algorithm when making profiles. The analyses 
have been carried out using SPSS version 25 and STATA version 15. 

Results

Individual variables associated with academic performance 

Table IV shows the results of the first logistic regression analysis. Model 
1 shows that the entry grade is positively and significantly related to 

(4)  By introducing the entry grade, you can first of all examine how much of the student’s academic 
performance is explained by their pre-university performance (including the EVAU) and, consequently, 
what other factors have an influence beyond previous performance and the admission exam.
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academic performance. Model 2 includes other academic variables and all 
were significant; having attended high school in a public school, entering 
the university in June and choosing the first option studies increases the 
probability of being a good student. In model 3, in which demographic 
variables are added, neither the student’s nationality nor age were 
significant. Moreover, both being a woman and from Madrid increases 
the probability of obtaining high performance levels. By introducing the 
socio-economic5 variables, not only are they not significant, but the call 
for admission and the order of study choice also cease to be so6.

TABLE IV. Logit regression models to explain university academic performance (Odds Ratio)

Model 1
(entry 
grade) 

Model 2
(academic 
variables)

Model 3
(demographic 

variables)

Model 4
(socio-econom-

ic variables)

Entry grade 1.353*** 1.337*** 1.352*** 1.327***

Public school 1.531*** 1.627*** 1.366**

June 1.252* 1.288** 1.174

First option 1.166*** 1.216*** 1.151

Nationality 1.037 0.962

Woman 1.207*** 1.369**

Ideal age 1.031 1.049

Madrid 1.484*** 1.359**

Not working 1.104

Mother’s higher 
education level 1.016

Constant (ES)  -2.716***  -3.130***  -3.767***  -3.329***

Pseudo R2 0.061 0.064 0.070 0.059

Source: Own elaboration from the database of the UCM Student Observatory. 
Notes: * p < 0.1 ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 

(5)  The variable of studies achieved by the father has been excluded as it is closely related to that of 
the mother’s studies. It has been decided to keep the latter because there is considerable literature 
(Garbanzo, 2007; Planck, 2014; Tejedor and García-Valcárcel, 2007) that shows the importance of 
the mother’s level of education on university performance. 

(6)  These models have been made using the multiple linear regression technique (dependent variable 
= relative academic performance -the difference between the student’s performance and the average 
performance of the area of knowledge-) obtaining the same four significant and positive signs in 
the full model. 
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The entry grade itself explains more than 6% of the variance in 
the student’s academic performance (Pseudo R2), as seen in model 1. 
Demographic variables add 1% to the explanation (model 3). Neither 
the rest of the academic variables (model 2) nor the socio-economic 
variables (model 4) improve the explanation (in fact, in the last model, 
the Pseudo R2 decreases, making the adjustment of the model worse).

Next, the CART classification tree method was used to reduce the 
specification error and arrange the predictors according to their 
normalized importance (Graph I). This segmentation technique can be 
employed since the database has more than 1,000 students (Berlanga 
et al., 2013). The variable most related to academic performance is 
the university entry grade, and the lowest is the level of education of 
both parents. The type of school attended by the student in secondary 
school, also of an academic nature, occupies second place in normalized 
importance. The student’s occupation, as well as all the variables in Graph 
I that are behind it, are worth less than 15% of the criterion variable, so 
we could talk about micro-impacts influencing academic performance 
(Tuero, Cervero, Esteban and Bernardo, 2018).

GRAPH I. Normalized importance of independent variables that explain academic performance 
through the CART algorithm

Source: Own elaboration from the database of the UCM Student Observatory. 
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Before making the final regression model, the eleven independent 
variables were correlated to eliminate those with a high correlation. The 
mother’s level of education was seen to be closely related to that of the 
father (which is known as educational homogamy), so we decided to 
eliminate this last predictor, since it has the least impact on academic 
performance, according to Graph I. As far as the logistic regression 
model is concerned, it meets both the assumption of non-collinearity, 
since tolerance values are above 0.10 and VIF values are no greater than 
10, like that of independent errors (Durbin-Watson = 1.7). Atypical cases 
were also checked, and none were eliminated since Cook’s distance 
was lower than 1. In the final model, those predictors that were not 
statistically significant (p < 0.05) were eliminated. 

The final model consists of a total of four independent variables (see 
Table V). All predictors are positively related to academic performance 
and explain almost 7% of the variance of this variable.

TABLE V. Final logistics regression model to predict academic performance 

B (ES) Exp (B)

University entry grade 0.313 (0.13) 1.367***

Public school 0.493 (0.51) 1.637***

Woman 0.190 (0.049) 1.209***

Madrid 0.366 (0.054) 1.442***

Constant -3.448 (0.147) 0.032***

Pseudo R2 0,068

Source: Own elaboration from the database of the UCM Student Observatory
Note: ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01 

In terms of probability, for each additional point in the entry grade, 
the student is 58% more likely to obtain high academic performance 
levels; the probability of obtaining high academic performance levels 
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from those who have attended a public secondary school is 63% higher 
than those who have attended a private school; women are 20% more 
likely to get good grades than men; students whose family Autonomous 
Community is located in Madrid are 44% more likely to obtain good 
grades than students from other Autonomous Communities.

As for forecasts, the highest probability of obtaining high academic 
performance levels (88%) belongs to a woman (gender = 1) who has 
obtained an entry grade equal to 13.96, who has studied in a public 
school (school = 1) and whose family Autonomous Community is located 
in Madrid (family Autonomous Community = 1). Furthermore, the lowest 
probability of obtaining low university performance levels (13%) belongs 
to a man (gender = 0), who has obtained an entry grade of 5, who has 
studied in a private secondary school (school = 0) and whose family 
Autonomous Community is not located in Madrid (family Autonomous 
Community = 0). 

Profile of a student with high and low academic performance

According to the CHAID procedure, the entry grade (node 0) is the 
best predictor of the dependent variable (see Graphs II and III). The 
highest probability of obtaining a poor academic performance (70.7%) 
corresponds to students who have obtained a university entry grade 
(out of 14) of less than or equal to 7.64 and who have studied in a 
private secondary school (node 7) (Graph II). The highest probability of 
obtaining a good academic performance (82.1%) corresponds to students 
who have an entry grade of over 12.29 and whose family Autonomous 
Community is in Madrid (node 19) (Graph III). As this profile is very 
restrictive, the second and third highest probability of obtaining high 
academic performance levels is indicated. The second highest probability 
(76.9%) corresponds to students who have obtained an entry grade 
between 10.76 and 12.29, who have studied in a public secondary school 
and whose family community is Madrid (node 33). Finally, students who 
obtain more than 12.29, whose family residence is not in Madrid and 
who have studied in a public secondary school (node 35) have the third 
highest probability of obtaining a good performance (75.3%). 
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GRAPH II. Profile of the student who obtains low academic performance levels
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GRAPH III. Profile of the student who obtains high academic performance levels
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Discussion and conclusions

The main objective of this article has been to investigate the factors 
associated with the academic performance of new students. Data from 
the Complutense University of Madrid has been analysed to clarify 
what these determinants are and how important each one is. The work 
has been articulated around three questions from which two scenarios 
have been formulated with the help of literature reviews. Regarding the 
individual factors associated with academic performance, the results of 
the analysis show that the university entry grade has a positive impact 
on student performance (confirming, in part, the first scenario), although 
the socio-economic origin of students does not affect it (rejecting, in 
part, H1). In addition to the entry grade, other variables such as the type 
of secondary school attended (public), gender (women) and the family 
Autonomous Community (Madrid) also have an impact on performance. 
Therefore, in addition to some academic variables, demographic ones are 
also associated with academic performance. 

The entry grade is the most important predictor of the student’s 
academic performance (confirming, in part, the second scenario), as 
shown in detail using several estimation methods (logistic regression and 
decision trees –CART and CHAID). The second most important predictor 
according to the CART algorithm is also of an academic nature, the type 
of secondary school attended, although other variables of an academic 
nature remain in less relevant positions. In addition, according to Pseudo 
R2, improved adjustment by academic variables is exclusively due to 
entry grade. Demographic variables also help the model to adjust better, 
although only slightly. Therefore, although H2 is fulfilled by the effect 
of the entry grade, there is growing doubt as to whether other academic 
variables are so crucial. 

The entry grade is also the best predictor to discriminate between 
being a good and a bad student based on academic performance. Along 
with it, both the type of school, an academic variable, and the family 
Autonomous Community, of a demographic nature, are very important 
factors in the establishment of academic profiles. The third scenario is 
confirmed, although the relevance of one or other demographic variable 
must be taken into account.

The research carried out with the new students accessing a UCM degree 
course has made several new discoveries, which open doors for future 
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research. First, that individual factors play a role in explaining academic 
performance, but there is still an important part of this phenomenon 
that is not explained by the variables considered in the research (93% 
of the variance). The analysis would have to be expanded to include 
organizational factors, among others.

Secondly, the analysis has shown the relevance of the university entry 
grade in subsequent academic performance; the higher the university 
entry grade, the better the academic performance. In addition to this 
predictor, the type of secondary school attended is also important, another 
academic factor. The best performance of students who have attended a 
public school may have three possible explanations, not yet proven: the 
academic quality of public schools could be better; the grades of public 
schools could reflect the level of student performance more accurately 
than those of private schools; finally, the teaching methods used in public 
schools could be more similar to those of the public university than in 
the case of private schools, so students from public schools would not 
be exposed to such an abrupt change as those that come from private 
schools. Other academic variables have proved irrelevant to performance: 
students who are selected in September, or who study something they 
did not choose in the first place, have the same chances of obtaining high 
academic performance levels. 

Thirdly, out of the demographic and socio-economic variables, only 
the student’s gender and the family Autonomous Community have an 
impact on performance. If the student is a woman and her family lives 
in Madrid, the probability of having high academic performance levels 
increases. A possible line of future research could be to further explore 
the effect of family Autonomous Communities. Students from Madrid 
as a whole have the worst average University entry grade, and yet, 
being from Madrid positively affects performance after starting tertiary 
education, which could be an indication that the entrance exam to the 
university (the EVAU) is more difficult in Madrid than in the rest of the 
Autonomous Communities. A possible explanation for the student’s 
nationality or socio-economic status being irrelevant to performance 
is that, at the university level, preference is already being given to the 
selection of students according to their social origin, and therefore the 
statistical significance of these variables is lower than in previous levels 
of education. However, it attracts more attention than the work done by 
students has no impact on their academic performance. Likewise, having 
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the ideal age to enter the university (between 17 and 19 years old) has 
nothing to do with academic performance.

Fourthly, from the methodological point of view, a dependent variable 
has been created, the relative academic performance, which allows 
students from different fields of study to be analysed together, with 
different average grades from each other. In a future work, progress can 
be made in the building of a variable to control the variability of the 
average grades of different degrees, adding precision to the analysis. 
Likewise, the results presented do not provide an explanatory model, 
so this work is limited in such a way that causal relationships between 
the analysed variables cannot be identified. A possible line of research 
launched from this study is the analysis of causal relationships between 
factors (individual and organizational) and academic performance 
through structural equation models. In the same way, the profile of 
university students could also be delved into by areas of knowledge 
through the statistical technique of segmentation. 

Research such as this can shed light on factors that determine 
university performance and ultimately serve to design university policies 
that improve the quality and equity of the university system.
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Annex

TABLE I. Descriptions of independent qualitative variables

Variable Independent variable levels N %

Gender
Man 4,086 38.1

Woman 6,634 61.9

Age
Not ideal: 20 or over 2,743 25.6

Ideal: 19 or under 7,977 74.4

Nationality
Other 890 8.3

Spanish 9,830 91.7

Family Autonomous 
Community

Another family autonomous 
community 

3,171 29.6

Madrid 7,549 70.4

Student occupation
Working 716 33.4

Not working 1,430 66.6

Father’s level of 
education

Secondary education or less 5,055 51.5

Higher education 4,757 48.5

Mother’s level of 
education

Secondary education or less 4,885 48.4

Higher education 5,216 51.6

Type of secondary 
school

Private 2,966 36.4

Public 5,193 63.6

Call for admission
September 549 5.1

June 10,171 94.9

Order of study choice
First option 6,568 61.3

Second to twelfth option 4,152 38.7

Source: Own elaboration from the database of the UCM Student Observatory.



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 205-231
Received: 09-10-2018    Accepted: 20-09-2019

231

Fernández-Mellizo, M., Constante-Amores, A.  Factors associated to the academic perFormance oF new entry students at complutense 
university oF madrid

TABLE II. Descriptions of the individual quantitative variable

Variable N Mean
Standard 
deviation 

Minimum Maximum

Entry grade 10,720 9.245 2.053 5.00 13.960

Source: Own elaboration from the database of the UCM Student Observatory.
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Abstract
In 19th century Spain, the creators of the Free Education Institution (Spanish 

initials: ILE) founded in 1876 believed that education was essential to regenerate 
a country still shackled to the Old Regime and beset by a severe crisis. With the 
support of the leaders of the ILE, Francisco Fernández-Blanco y Sierra-Pambley, 
an Enlightenment intellectual and philanthropist, created a foundation in 1887 
to provide education in urban and rural areas in the region of León. The study of 
one such school, created in the town of Hospital de Órbigo, has served to provide 
evidence of the history of the ILE school model in rural Spain before 1936. 
This study was conducted according to the stages of the historical method and 
was based on a review and critical analysis of several sources. The manuscript 
sources held in the Sierra Pambley Foundation and the Royal Academy of History 
archives yielded most of the data on which this article is based. These data show 
that the ILE movement was committed to revitalising rural society by providing 
a new education in order to redress cultural backwardness in Spain and expand 

(1)  We thank the Sierra Pambley Foundation in León for providing access to its archives, and the 
director and staff of the Royal Academy of History archives in Madrid for providing access to the 
Giner de los Ríos collection.
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the ranks of the middle and professional classes, endowing this project with a 
non-elitist complexion.

Keywords: rural school, history of education, Sierra Pambley Foundation, Free 
Education Institution, Hospital de Órbigo.

Resumen
En el siglo XIX español, los creadores de la Institución Libre de Enseñanza (ILE), 

fundada en 1876, creyeron que la educación era esencial para la regeneración 
de un país anclado en el Antiguo Régimen y sumido en una profunda crisis. 
Francisco Fernández-Blanco y Sierra-Pambley, era un intelectual ilustrado y 
filántropo que, con la ayuda de los responsables de la ILE creó en 1887 una 
fundación dedicada a promover la educación urbana y rural en la región de 
León. Uno de los centros escolares creados en la localidad leonesa de Hospital 
de Órbigo, nos sirve como objeto de estudio para aportar evidencias de la 
historia en torno a la experiencia del modelo escolar institucionista en el ámbito 
rural de España antes de 1936. La investigación se ha desarrollado teniendo en 
cuenta las fases propias del método histórico. Para ello, se han revisado diversas 
fuentes efectuando un análisis crítico de las mismas. Las fuentes manuscritas 
extraídas de los archivos tanto de la Fundación Sierra Pambley como del archivo 
de la Real Academia de la Historia han proporcionado la mayor parte de los 
datos en los que se fundamenta el artículo. Los datos proporcionados en este 
artículo demuestran que el movimiento institucionista estaba muy interesado en 
la renovación de la sociedad rural de cara a afrontar el atraso cultural de España, 
a través de una educación nueva y en concreto promoviendo las clases medias y 
profesionales, lo que confiere a este proyecto un carácter no elitista.

Palabras clave: escuela rural, historia de la educación, fundación Sierra 
Pambley, Institución Libre de Enseñanza, Hospital de Órbigo.

Introduction

The late 19th century was a time of socio-economic stagnation in Spain. 
Frequent civil wars had contributed to social and economic backwardness, 
reflected in education by low levels of elementary schooling that 
were even lower for women. The scant progress made in education is 
evidenced by the data compiled by the Spanish Statistics Institute (1888). 
According to the 1877 census, the illiteracy rate stood at 73% and only 
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51.5% of children under 14 years old attended school. Due to a lack 
of investment and educational resources, teachers were few in number 
and received a low salary, and school infrastructures and libraries were 
inadequate. In consequence, calls were raised for more State investment, 
repeating similar demands made during the Enlightenment, then by 19th 
century liberals and later by turn of the century regeneracionists. The 
shortcomings of rural education lasted into the first third of the 20th 
century, as extensively documented by Hernández (2000). 

Likewise, private investment in schools was equally insufficient. The 
decree-law of 14 October 1868 had substantially liberalised the delivery 
of primary education, with the result that the number of private schools 
and teachers in Spain rose to 2,296 and 33,534, respectively, and in 1880, 
private schools accounted for “22% of the total number of 29,829 schools 
in Spain” (INE 1888, p. 308). However, these schools had few properly 
trained or qualified teachers; only “one-third of private educators held 
accreditation from the Normal Schools” (INE 1888, p. 312). 

Furthermore, public education in rural areas in the 19th century lagged 
behind that in urban areas due to insufficient public investment by the 
State and local authorities, who were responsible for funding (Sarasúa, 
2002). Sixty-nine percent of boys’ schools were funded by public money, 
while 31% depended on funding from families. Family funding rose to 
60% in the case of girls’ schools and stood at 30% for mixed schools.

Studies of the history of rural schools in the last third of the 19th 
century and first third of the 20th century conducted in Italy, Belgium, 
France and Portugal show that in these countries, which presented a 
similar socio-economic structure in some regions, education in rural areas 
depended on a combination of public and private models. They also 
found that rural areas were slower than urban areas to provide modern 
schooling, and greater difficulties were encountered in the liberal project 
of modernising education in a period of widespread transformation 
and social change (Gildea, 1983; Heywood, 2002; Montecchi, 2017; 
Houdart-Mérot, V., & Albanese, R., 2008; Proença, 2010; Marques, 2012). 
Their analyses indicate that several private philanthropic initiatives and 
educational projects aimed at improving literacy rates and introducing 
vocational training exerted an uneven impact on socio-economic 
development in rural areas, even in the case of France where Catholic 
schools played an important role, as reported by Harrigan (2001). 
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In the present study, we analysed a similar initiative in Spain. In line 
with the Regenerationism creed that modernity could only be instated 
in Spain through educational reform (Almuina, 1987), in 1876 the Free 
Education Institution (Spanish initials: ILE), led by Francisco Giner de los 
Ríos, Manuel Bartolomé Cossío and Gumersindo de Azcárate, launched 
an educational project aimed at delivering a private, secular education, 
which constituted an intellectual revolution in Spanish and international 
education (Cantón, 1993; Celada, 2000). The ILE’s contribution to 
educational reform in Spain has been widely studied, with research 
focusing on the efforts of its leaders and disciples to push the public 
authorities for major legislative, educational and social reform (Jiménez, 
1973), the creation and direction of institutions such as the Pedagogical 
Museum, the Board for Advanced Studies and Scientific Research, the 
Centre for Historical Studies, the National Institute of Natural and Physical 
Sciences, the Student’s Residence Hall and the School of Teacher Training 
(Ferrer, 1975), as well as initiatives such as the school camps and the 
teaching missions (Jiménez, 1973; Xirau, 1969).

Although based on the philosophy of Krausism and moderantism 
(Otero, 1994), some critics have accused the movement of being profoundly 
elitist, aligned with republicanism or simply anticlerical (Böhm, 1995; 
Suárez, 2016; García, 2016). Nevertheless, most historians of education in 
Spain consider that the intellectual thrust of the ILE was a major factor in 
the modernisation of pedagogical ideology in Spain from 1876 onwards, 
and most particularly from 1882 when Cossío was appointed director 
of the Pedagogical Museum, an influence that was further consolidated 
in 1911 when one of Giner’s disciples, Rafael Altamira, was appointed 
Director General of Primary Education. 

In addition, the intellectual leaders of the ILE movement inspired 
an extensive network of disciples from among their own students and 
those exposed to the ILE’s principles at the School of Teacher Training 
(formerly the Central Normal School), whose graduates swelled the 
ranks of national inspectors and teachers in Spanish public education. 
Hence, ILE advocates began to create educational projects at regional 
level (Otero, 1994). In the region of León, the Sierra Pambley Foundation, 
launched in 1885 by the Marquess Francisco Fernández-Blanco y Sierra-
Pambley together with Francisco Giner de los Ríos, Manuel Bartolomé 
Cossío and Gumersindo de Azcárate, promoted the creation of schools to 
educate and train agricultural workers and labourers inhabiting remote, 
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backward rural areas in León and Zamora where the marquess’s ancestral 
estate still retained sufficient assets and income (Cantón, 1993). 

The first school was created in Villablino in 1887 and the second in 
Hospital de Órbigo, site of the marquess’s maternal home. The latter 
rural school was intended to expand on primary education and deliver 
agricultural training (1890). Subsequently, more schools were founded in 
Villameca (1894), Moreruela de Tábara (1897) and León (1903). 

The rural location of the Sierra Pambley schools presented an exciting 
opportunity for Giner, Azcárate and Cossío to put their educational 
project into practice in the best and most desirable school setting: nature 
and real life (Cossío, 1910). 

Hospital de Órbigo: a rural ILE school

The novelty of the Sierra Pambley School project resided in its synthesis 
of private funding and practical application of ILE philosophy in a rural 
setting, aimed at fostering social and economic regeneration in the area.

One very notable aspect of the school was its extraordinary longevity, 
lasting 46 years from its foundation until 1936. At the time, a profusion 
of agricultural training centres and projects proliferated in Spain, which 
after 1860 attempted to redirect traditional cereal farming towards new 
crops and produce and new techniques to improve yield, echoing the 
push towards modernisation in other western countries and following 
decades of liberal reforms that had placed large areas of Spain under 
production (Cabral, 1995).

In the mid-19th century, Hospital de Órbigo was an important town in 
the district because it was the site of a more than 130-metre long bridge 
over the Órbigo River, and thus served as a major transport connection. 
The river provided irrigation for a fertile river valley devoted to the 
production of cereal, flax and fruit, where large estates coexisted with a 
small number of increasingly prosperous medium- and small-scale farms. 
Liberal redistribution of land had increased the number of landowners, 
which in turn had led to population growth, from barely 50 houses and 
150 inhabitants around 1840 (Madoz, 1845) to 844 inhabitants at the 
turn of the century. This growth was further fuelled by the arrival of 
the railway in the neighbouring town of Veguellina de Órbigo in 1870. 
Joining León and Astorga, the railway spurred the creation of a weekly 
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cattle market in 1890 that provided a stimulus to the commercial and 
services sectors, and in 1900 enabled the creation and operation of a 
sugar factory in Veguellina, which revolutionised local agriculture by 
prioritising cultivation of sugar beet.

The Hospital de Órbigo School was sited in the marquess’s ancestral 
home, a two-story building measuring 550 square metres per floor with a 
patio and garden measuring 977 square metres, valued at 20,000 pesetas 
in 1900. In addition, the marquess endowed the school with an irrigated 
farm called “La Campaza”, measuring 10 fanegas of wheat (a Spanish 
measure equivalent to 41,920 square metres) and valued at 5,000 pesetas, 
two unirrigated farms measuring 70 ares and capital shared with the 
remaining five schools maintained by the Foundation, which amounted 
to 890,000 pesetas in 1907. One notable feature of this school was that 
it had its own farm, which provided an eminently practical teaching 
resource.

Method

The present study was based on an analysis of archival materials held 
by the Sierra Pambley Foundation in León and the Royal Academy of 
History in Madrid. In the case of the former, these materials related to the 
Hospital del Órbigo School and primarily consisted of correspondence 
from 1890 to 1936 between teachers, the trustees of the Foundation and 
the pedagogical directors of the project, while in the latter case they 
comprised the Giner de los Ríos and Cossío archive. In addition, we 
examined textbooks and other educational materials such as the exercise 
books of students who attended the Hospital de Órbigo School. 

All unpublished documents in these archives that met any of the 
following criteria were analysed: letters between Francisco Giner and 
Manuel Cossío, or addressed by either of these to teachers or influential 
people in the fields of education, politics or social welfare concerning one 
or more of the following topics: teachers, academic freedom, pedagogical 
methods, educational reform, school construction, universal education, 
the promotion of Spanish culture, primary education or secondary 
education. We also reviewed all the letters addressed by Giner or Cossío 
to the trustees of the Sierra Pambley Foundation or to the teachers or 
directors of the normal schools concerning progress reports on the 
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Foundation, teaching materials and the administrative and academic 
results obtained by the school. 

In line with the above criteria, we selected 18 letters between the 
marquess (affectionately addressed as Don Paco) and Cossío, one between 
Cossío and Gumersindo de Azcárate, two between Giner and the trustees 
of the Sierra Pambley Foundation, four from Giner to teachers, three from 
Cossío to teachers, one between Giner and the Minister of Education 
and four between the teachers Alba and Bonifaz. We also analysed two 
unpublished manuscripts by Cossío and Giner that referred, respectively, 
to teacher training and education.

In addition, we analysed the school reports for all intakes at the Hospital 
de Órbigo School. Following the stages of the historical method, we 
identified the characteristics of the Hospital de Órbigo School, analysing 
the students’ daily routine and typical profile in order to determine the 
consonance between the project goals and its socio-educational impact. 

A rural school with an innovative pedagogical design

The ILE project in León went far beyond mere philanthropic patronage 
because it aimed not only to create a rural school in order to foster 
education, but also to promote a specialised rural education that 
represented an advance on primary education. Consequently, students 
were expected to possess sufficient basic literacy skills and elementary 
education to study a curriculum more appropriate to secondary education 
and vocational training than to primary education.

Pedagogical principles and teaching advice maintained a constant 
presence in the correspondence. An analysis of the students’ reports 
revealed that each student’s academic performance was closely monitored 
by the teacher, who noted all evidence of their progress despite the 
additional workload this implied. These voluminous notes also shed light 
on the assessment criteria employed, indicating that teacher evaluation 
prevailed over examinations, which although regular were not strictly 
decisive. Students were expected to show discipline and respect for 
the teacher, but corporal punishment was prohibited and there is no 
evidence that it was ever administered. Instead, sanctions were reasoned 
and recorded as such, with expulsion from the school being the strictest 
and therefore most uncommon step, only taken on rare occasions.
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Giner and Cossío designed the school curricula, which initially lasted 
five years but were reduced to four from the 9th intake, in 1914, and 
comprised agricultural training for boys and sewing for girls. The curricula 
included general subjects that expanded on primary education together 
with more specialist vocational training, and were aimed at all-round 
development while also providing an apprenticeship in a profession 
related to the students’ surrounding community. Thus, boys attended 
classes on agriculture, arboriculture and agricultural mechanics while 
girls attended classes on sewing.

TABLE I. Official curriculum for boys (1899)

1st year 2nd year 3rd year 4th year 5th year

Reading
Grammar
Spelling
Writing
Arithmetic and metric system
Christian doctrine and religious 
history

Reading
Grammar
Spelling
Writing
Arithmetic and 
metric system
Geography
Spanish history
Physics and 
chemistry
Botany and 
zoology (human 
anatomy and 
physiology; per-
sonal hygiene)
Religion, morals 
and manners

Arithmetic and revision of metric 
system
Accounting for agriculture
Geometry, land surveying and 
technical drawing
Technical drawing and land survey-
ing
Agriculture, horticulture and 
arboriculture
Agriculture practicals

Geometry
Geography

Spanish history
Physics
Spanish geog-
raphy, general 
physical and po-
litical geography
Astronomical 
geography and 
cosmography

Reading and 
composition
General geog-
raphy
Physics and 
chemistry
Botany and 
zoology

Civics and 
world history
Botany
Zoology and 
animal hus-
bandry

Source: by the authors, based on records for the Hospital de Órbigo School (1908)

The students’ individual files show that the curriculum was intentionally 
flexible, allowing each student to take subjects in a different order than 
initially envisaged, as established by Francisco Fernández-Blanco. It also 
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shows that subjects were sometimes postponed due to an insufficient 
number of students with the necessary educational level, as was the case 
in 1900 for the Agriculture Section (García, 1900). Those responsible 
for the school indicated the added difficulty of admitting students of 
different ages in the same year and seating different years in the same 
classroom, obliging the teacher to teach first year students and other 
more advanced students simultaneously.

For boys, the first and the second years were exclusively devoted to 
primary education, and French began to be taught in the second year. 
The third year was devoted to expanding on the first and second years, 
and included additional instruction intended to facilitate the move to 
the Agriculture Section the following year. The fourth and fifth years 
were devoted to the study of agriculture, as well as further classes in 
mathematics and French. 

Meanwhile, girls only studied for three years.

TABLE II. Official curriculum for girls (1899)

1st year 2nd year 3rd year

Reading
Grammar
Spelling
Physical, political and astronomical geography
Arithmetic and the decimal metric system
Christian doctrine and religious history

Sewing and darning Sewing, darning and making 
underwear for men and 
women

Human anatomy and physi-
ology; personal hygiene

Source: by the authors, based on records for the Hospital de Órbigo School (1908)

Classes were taught from 9:00 to 17:00, Monday to Saturday, with 
two thirty-minute breaks, one mid-morning and the other mid-afternoon. 
Textbooks were only used for the subjects of Christian doctrine and 
Reading, while for all other subjects, the students’ exercise books 
formed the principal instrument of study. Of note was the eminently 
practical nature of the problem-solving method used in subjects such 
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as mathematics, geography or science. The teachers’ student reports 
indicate the benefits of not using textbooks; despite hindering assessment 
of learning, rendering it a slow and laborious process, their absence 
enabled the teachers to identify rapid progress in learning, calculation 
skills, problem-solving and critical thinking about real-life situations 
in the students’ immediate context. Experiments with crops, artificial 
fertiliser doses and diverse agricultural and livestock techniques formed 
a daily element of the subject of agriculture.

Teacher selection, training, and resources

The correspondence of the Foundation shows that finding the best possible 
teachers capable of delivering such a varied and demanding curriculum 
was a constant battle. The ILE leaders believed that restructuring rural 
schools necessarily entailed employing the best teachers with the best 
training, and therefore the founders were heavily involved in recruitment. 
Their preference for highly qualified teachers is demonstrated in the 
following letter (Fernández, 21st of June, 1893):

 He also told me [referring to Radillo] that since he can no longer count on 
either of the two teachers he had suggested last year, he has asked your 
cousin, Mr. Mazas, to see if any of the agronomists graduating from the 
School of La Moncloa would be available and willing to come to Órbigo for 
a couple of years. Could you to talk to Mr. Mazas about this matter and help 
me with this task?

Between 1890 and 1896, the first teacher was Recaredo F. Radillo, a 
young student from Guadalajara versed in pedagogy, agriculture, French 
and other disciplines. He was replaced by Alfredo Gómez Velasco and 
Felicísimo González del Campillo, who both came from the Foundation’s 
school in Villablino, which was endowed with even more resources and 
had already acquired an excellent reputation in Spain. Alfredo Gómez had 
been top of his class in the first intake of students at Villablino and had 
subsequently received a scholarship from the Foundation to complete 
his training in France and at the School of Agriculture in Madrid, as 
a probationary teacher. Felicísimo González also belonged to the first 
intake at Villablino and had likewise been awarded a scholarship, in 
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his case to train at the Normal School in León and at school farms in 
Zaragoza and France. 

In 1904, Alfredo was replaced by Tomás Álvarez, who improved 
agricultural and livestock practices and brought teaching resources from 
France. Tomás had been awarded a scholarship from the Foundation to 
train at the Normal School in León and subsequently in Villablino. In 
1919, he replaced Felicísmo as director and remained in this post until 
1951, confirmed in his position by the trustees imposed by the new 
regime after the Civil War. 

Another concern was the provision of sufficient resources. ILE schools 
represented a genuine laboratory experiment in teaching methods 
(Celada, 2007). All teaching materials, from books to microscopes, 
were supplied directly by Cossío and Giner de los Ríos, who were fully 
aware that these were essential to improve the students’ cultural level 
(Fernández, 2nd of November, 1890):

 Mr. Radillo is visiting for these two feast days so that he can see the cathedral 
and other monuments. He is anxious to receive the books and other teaching 
resources that you have not sent yet, and fears that this omission may be due 
to ill health on your part or that of Don Francisco [Giner de los Ríos]. As you 
know, he brought Don Quixote with him, but the lads’ level is such that they 
do not understand a word and so he urgently needs the books he requested 
from you.

Hence, providing the school with resources became a priority for 
those responsible for the Foundation. Particularly heavy investment was 
required for workshop machinery and tools, as well as to provide well-
equipped spaces for professional, technological and scientific training: 

 Mr. Radillo would like you to send what he has requested, especially the 
microscope. (Fernández, 25th of May 1891).
 The equipment requested has not yet arrived and I think I can say that if I do 
not order it myself directly, I might as well postpone the classes for which it 
was intended for another year, since today as always, Cossío’s good intentions 
will be thwarted by his multiple tasks. The same is true of the meteorological 
equipment; I could have them here safe and sound at the Meteorological 
Institute or the Astronomical Observatory for the following prices in Madrid: 
Tonnelot barometer (170 pesetas), thermometer (25 pesetas), psychrometer, 
from 25 to 80 pesetas. In view of this, please take whatever action you deem 
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fit. I have ordered some French reading books (13) from the booksellers 
Romo and Fussel, Alcala No. 5, which will cost 28 and a half pesetas before 
postage (Radillo, 21st of January 1893).
 
In the absence of textbooks, reference books formed an important 

complementary resource on which considerable money was spent because 
they motivated the students. Consequently, much of the correspondence 
from the teachers to those responsible for the Foundation concerned the 
selection and acquisition of reference books suitable for young students 
who found it difficult to understand literary classics (Radillo, 17th of 
December 1894).

 We have great need of 6 or 8 books, Picatoste on arithmetic and geometry, 
and apart from these, any others that you deem useful. I repeat that an 
approach similar to the French system —individual work and consultation 
of books— is preferable for these people; as you well understand, I am not 
seeking to use books as a crutch. As I hope to start the new year with such 
a system, I would urgently like to hear your opinion, and if at all possible, a 
list of books that I could acquire.
 It would be helpful to have a summary of Comte’s course on positive 
philosophy, in relation to mathematics. What is M. Franck’s Suggestive 
Method?

The death of Don Paco in 1915 brought an end to his close supervision 
of the teachers’ work, which was a great loss for the Foundation and one 
it attempted to remedy in part by creating a teaching inspector post that 
was filled by José de Caso, a prominent member of the ILE and editor of 
the ILE bulletin between 1884 and 1889.

Students

The entry requirements for the school stipulated that boys should 
be between 9 and 14 years old and girls between 8 and 15, and that 
students must have been born or reside in local villages, namely Hospital 
de Órbigo, Puente de Órbigo, San Pedro de Pegas, Veguellina, Villarejo, 
Santibáñez, Villares and San Feliz de Órbigo. Residents were required 
to provide proof of poverty or of having lost their father or mother, 
while girls were required to have been born in Hospital or Puente de 
Órbigo, to have lost their father and to provide proof of poverty. In both 
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cases, a maximum of two places was established that could be granted to 
relatives of Francisco Fernández-Blanco. In the event of unfilled places, 
applicants from other neighbouring localities would be considered. 

To encourage enrolment in the Foundation’s schools, not only was 
education free but students were provided with learning materials that 
were extremely advanced for their day, including books, experimental 
equipment and occupational tools. Candidates had to come from the local 
area of each school and pass examinations on equal terms regardless of 
their social background; in the event of similar results, preference was 
given to applicants from the most disadvantaged families.

Nevertheless, the goal of expanding on primary schooling or 
literacy caused no few headaches for those responsible, given the scant 
educational level of the children who applied to the schools (Fernández, 
22nd of October, 1890):

 Mr. Radillo arrived safely and has been working for three days. He has told 
you how many boys have enrolled at the school and the level they are in, 
which is deplorable.

The teachers repeatedly observed that the students’ cultural, educational 
and intellectual level was insufficient for the intended training, a situation 
that was not unique to this project. Many rural villages in Spain presented 
the same cultural deficits, a fact that the marquess was always aware of.

 Learning at the school continues to proceed at a snail’s pace due to the students’ 
lack of education and stunted intellectual development. It is proving impossible 
to teach half of the proposed curriculum and my sole task consists of constantly 
remedying defects. As always, the main difficulty lies in their lack and almost 
impossible acquisition of language; they present even quite well-developed 
ideas poorly and only at the cost of endless corrections. This difficulty is even 
more evident in mathematics, and so fearing that on this occasion we can only 
seek improvement rather than excellence, I venture to propose the acquisition 
of some books to help them. We must bear in mind that these boys have neither 
the experience nor the habit of study, and while they acquire these here, their 
time slips away in gaining the very minimum of knowledge, which could be 
expanded if after the first level in all subjects they began to work with the help 
of well-chosen books (Radillo, 17th of December, 1894).
 The boys still enjoy French and geography and cheerfully learn a lot in the 
surveying lessons we give to complement geometry. They like drawing in 
their exercise books but make little progress due to their lack of imagination 
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or rudimentary taste: I doubt that we will achieve the 30 plates that I had 
proposed for this year. On the other hand, they find drawing for geography 
easy and I hope they will produce reasonable albums. They are very 
interested in the patriotic aspect of this subject, and constantly ask me about 
the situation of Spain in comparison with other nations. (…) In calculus, their 
grasp of interest accounts and the rule of three is tolerable (Radillo, 21st of 
January 1893).

To avoid excluding beneficiary families for economic reasons, the 
Foundation introduced another innovative element, a system of prizes 
and incentives whereby students could earn a monthly or even daily 
sum of money if they achieved a good academic level. At the end of their 
studies, students who obtained the highest marks could also be awarded 
scholarships to continue studying. 

Other measures to facilitate access that required considerable 
institutional flexibility included giving students time to help their 
families at home, in the fields or in family businesses, and —despite 
the secular nature of the project— incorporating Catholic teachings 
into the curriculum in order to meet social demand for this subject 
and thus appease local families who might otherwise withdraw their 
children en masse. As was often the case in rural schools, the particular 
demands of rural life frequently interfered with regular attendance as the 
students stayed away to help their families. Aware of the demands on 
the communities they served, the school’s directors and teachers soon 
adapted the school calendar to meet these demands.

Initially, applications to attend the school were scarce and barely filled 
the envisaged places. However, by the fifth intake, on the eve of 1900, the 
number of applications began to double the maximum number of places 
available, limited at the time to 35.

Between 1890 and 1936, there was a total of 14 intakes of boys, 
yielding 476 trained students, and 13 intakes of girls, with almost 400 
girls trained. Most students were aged 9-10 years old when they entered 
the school, with a smaller percentage of students entering at 11-15 years 
old, another example of the flexibility of the admission criteria, which 
was not always supported equally by Cossío and Fernández-Blanco.

As demonstrated by a longitudinal analysis of school records, the 
reluctance to accept students aged over 10 was well-founded, since the 
higher the age at entry, the higher the likelihood of dropout.
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Throughout the school’s existence, some 35.4% of applicants were 
refused admission because they did not meet the requirements or pass 
the entrance tests.

As regards socio-economic level, the students attending this rural 
school in what was then an area typical of middling Spain presented 
a varied social background, but with the clear bias towards what could 
be termed “the rural middle class”. We grouped the 398 families who 
between 1899 and 1935 sent their children to the Sierra Pambley School, 
classifying them into five social groups from highest to lowest socio-
economic status. As can be seen in Figure I, group I includes those whose 
heads of household owned property from which they received rent 
and whose sole professional occupation was therefore to manage their 
revenues. These accounted for 1.2% of the families, thus representing a 
very small group.

The second group also belonged to the small, socially elite middle class 
and consisted of 12 families that included doctors, lawyers, veterinarians, 
secretaries, pharmacists and teachers. 

FIGURE I. Socio-economic level of students attending the Hospital de Órbigo School, 1899-
1935

SOURCE: By the authors based on the Enrolment Register held in the Sierra Pambley Foundation archives 
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The third and second largest group included lower middle class 
families represented by industrialists, carpenters, butchers, bakers, millers, 
blacksmiths, shoemakers, fishermen, tailors and various other tradesmen 
who owned small businesses in Veguellina, Hospital de Órbigo and the 
surrounding area.

The fourth and largest group comprised farmers who owned or rented 
small to medium-sized farms, and accounted for 61.5% of the families, 
far from the 9.6% represented by the fifth group, which consisted of day 
labourers and workmen, even though this latter group was the largest 
in terms of population. Thus, the students’ socio-economic level was not 
representative of the social structure, since the fifth group formed the 
majority of the population in rural areas; it has been estimated that in 
northern Spain, this group constituted between 60 and 70% of rural and 
urban populations alike, due to Spain’s economic backwardness (Nadal, 
1984: 263-264). The specialised historiography of the social structure in 
early modern rural León coincides with this socio-economic distribution. 

As shown in Figure 2, there was a notable increase in the number 
of students from families belonging to the rural middle class of small-
scale farmers over this almost half a century, demonstrating the social 
pressure to aspire to social advancement in the rural world. Meanwhile, 
the number of students from the lower social class of day labourers 
only increased significantly when the Second Republic was proclaimed. 
Since children from this socio-economic level faced the most barriers to 
acquiring an elementary education, in practice it was virtually impossible 
for them to acquire the educational level required by the Hospital de 
Órbigo School.
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FIGURE 2. Socio-economic level of students attending the Hospital de Órbigo School, 1899-
1935

SOURCE: By the authors based on the Enrolment Register held in the Sierra Pambley Foundation archives 

With regard to the dropout rate, this was particularly high. A 
comprehensive analysis of the period encompassing the first intake in 
1899 to that in 1935 revealed that the 14 intakes presented a dropout rate 
of 74.93%. Nevertheless, Figure 3 shows that the dropout rate steadily 
declined from the fifth intake (1899-1904) until the last two, when courses 
were terminated prematurely due to the outbreak of the Civil War.
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FIGURE 3. The dropout rate at the Hospital de Órbigo School, 1890-1936

SOURCE: By the authors based on the Enrolment Register held in the Sierra Pambley Foundation archives 

Conclusions

In terms of Professor Viñao’s three basic processes in the development 
of education and modernisation in Spain, namely literacy, schooling and 
feminisation (Viñao, 2004: 211), it is evident that the Sierra Pambley 
ILE project at Hospital de Órbigo implemented between 1887 and 1936 
represented a significant contribution to the two latter processes and 
was an ambitious and innovative initiative in an eminently rural region 
remote from urban centres. Not only did it attempt to faithfully reproduce 
the regenerationist ideology of the ILE, but it also provided a public 
and social service for more than four decades, thanks to its notable and 
exceptional quality. 

As regards the elitist nature of the ILE project, so heavily criticised at 
the time by its detractors (García, 2016), it is true that the requirement of 
an elementary education for admission to the rural school at Hospital de 
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Órbigo constituted an almost insurmountable barrier for the children of 
day labourers and workmen, but it is also true that attempts were made 
to encourage attendance by children from lower middle and middle class 
families, as demonstrated by the increasing numbers of students from 
farming families. The rising number of these latter indicates the growing 
importance small-scale farmers gave to the education received, an attitude 
which may explain the subsequent decision by the Franco regime to keep 
the school open under the same director. However, we lack information 
on aspects such as the potential usefulness of this training as regards 
creating professionals or serving as an instrument of social change by 
facilitating entry to secondary education or teacher training, or the extent 
to which these social goals contributed to the success of the project 
reflected in the growing number of enrolments. Future research could 
include a longitudinal analysis of the socio-economic impact of the Civil 
War and its effects on these generations of students, which has been 
beyond the scope of the present study.

The expansion of primary education and provision of vocational 
training represented an educational experiment aimed at demonstrating 
that rural education could drive social reform, complementing the 
primary instruction provided by other rural schools with vocational 
training intended to improve the intellectual and practical capacities of 
an agricultural middle class. As a result of the social exclusion of women 
from agricultural work, training for the girls focused on sewing, since 
this work was considered a skill that could contribute to supporting a 
family. 

That flexibility was shown towards the pedagogical principles of the 
ILE is demonstrated by the inclusion of religious education in the school 
curriculum as an obligatory subject, albeit not without a long internal 
debate, thus responding to the social and cultural demands of the 
population. Similarly, the idea of a mixed-sex education was abandoned, 
and students received different vocational training according to their sex. 
The need to secure social legitimacy for the project prevailed throughout 
the school’s existence, and its success in this respect might also explain 
the school’s subsequent survival.

The Hospital de Órbigo School was closed on the 3rd of December 
1936, following a suspicious fire. After the end of Civil War, the school 
reopened under the direct control of the new regime’s education 
authority, and following the restoration of democracy in the early 
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1980s, the Foundation ceded the school to a teaching cooperative that 
has worked ever since to provide State-accredited education alongside 
vocational training in agriculture.
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Abstract
This study investigates the impact that the composition of high-school teaching 

staff may have on academic performance. Specifically, this potential impact 
is explored by considering, on the one hand, certain demographic variables 
(gender and age) and, on the other, a set of professional characteristics (stability, 
specialization, and lifelong learning), as well as the combined effects of some 
of these characteristics. The empirical analysis is conducted on a representative 
sample of high schools in the Community of Madrid (Spain), based on data 
published by the Department of Education of the Community of Madrid, and 
collected from a survey sent to the principals at each school. A hierarchical 
multiple regression analysis is used to test the statistical validity of the hypotheses 
proposed. We use several indicators of academic performance that have been 
commonly used by past studies: ESO and Baccalaureate graduation rates and 
the grades recorded by students at each school in the university admission test. 
The results consistently reveal that high-school teachers’ demographic variables 
do not have a statistically significant effect on academic performance. However, 
a positive and significant relationship is found between teachers’ professional 
characteristics and all the measures of the schools’ academic performance 
considered. In view of these findings, we put forward a number of guidelines 
that may help to enhance the level of academic performance in high schools in 
particular and, hence, also in the Spanish education system in general.
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Resumen
Este estudio investiga el efecto que ciertas características asociadas a los 

claustros docentes pueden tener sobre el nivel de desempeño de los centros 
educativos. Específicamente, se evalúa el impacto de la composición del claustro 
atendiendo, por una parte, a las características demográficas del profesorado 
(género y edad) y, por otra, a las características relacionadas con el ejercicio 
de su profesión (estabilidad, grado de especialización y formación continua), 
introduciendo también efectos combinados entre ellas. Para el análisis empírico 
se utiliza una muestra representativa de centros de ESO y Bachillerato de la 
Comunidad de Madrid, a partir de la información que publica la Consejería de 
Educación y la recabada mediante un cuestionario enviado a los/as directores/
as de cada centro. Para probar la validez estadística de las hipótesis propuestas 
se utiliza un análisis de regresión múltiple jerárquica. Se consideran varios 
indicadores de resultados comúnmente utilizados para medir el desempeño 
y éxito de las organizaciones educativas: tasas de promoción en ESO y 
Bachillerato y nota en la Prueba de Acceso a la Universidad. Los resultados 
obtenidos consistentemente revelan que la composición de los claustros según 
el género y la edad del profesorado no tienen un efecto significativo sobre el 
nivel de desempeño académico logrado por los centros educativos. En cambio, 
se evidencia una relación positiva y significativa entre las variables profesionales 
que caracterizan a los claustros y los distintos indicadores de resultados. En 
vista de los hallazgos obtenidos se formulan diversas propuestas que pueden 
contribuir a elevar el nivel de logro de los centros educativos y, por ende, del 
sistema educativo en general.

Palabras clave: claustros docentes, género, edad, estabilidad, especialización, 
formación continua, desempeño académico, educación secundaria.

Introduction

A large body of research in recent years has focused on the main factors 
that may significantly help improve school performance (e.g., Fajardo 
Bullón, et al., 2017; Gil Flores, 2017; Ma y Klinger, 2000; Martín et al., 
2008; Molina-López, Sanz-Magallón y García Centeno, 2018; Rivkin, 
Hanushek y Kain, 2005; Simões et al., 2018). The debate over school 
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performance is still very much alive, especially regarding teachers’ role 
and quality. Recent research reveals that teachers are considered to be 
one of the factors with a greater impact on the performance of education 
systems (see, for example, Day, Sammons, and Stobart, 2007, OECD, 2005, 
Eurydice, 2013, and the RAND Corporation, 2012). Several empirical 
studies have therefore sought to analyze the effect that certain observable 
teachers’ characteristics have on the quality of education and students’ 
academic performance in different countries (e.g., Blömeke y Olsen, 2019; 
Gil Flores, 2017; Hanushek et al., 2005; Lee, 2018; Sanders y Rivers, 1996; 
Rivkin et al., 2005; Rockoff, 2004; Toledo y Valenzuela, 2015).

With regard to Spain, recent reports have revealed that the Spanish 
education system is at the bottom of the ranking of OECD countries in 
terms of both public funding and academic performance (INEE, 2016; 
OECD, 2016, 2018). In spite of a succession of educational reforms 
designed to improve the quality of education in general (and secondary 
education in particular), the education system has not managed to raise 
its standards, and remains below the OECD average in PISA (OECD, 
2016). Spain is also one of the countries that leads the EU-28 ranking 
in terms of school failure. Around 20% of young people aged 18-24 do 
not complete their education and/or training, compared to percentages 
below 15% in most European countries (Eurostat, 2018). In fact, Spain 
is still some way away from the target set by the strategic framework 
for European cooperation in education and training (known as Europe 
2020 Strategy) of reducing the dropout rate in EU-28 to less than 10% 
by 2020. Given that teachers consider themselves to be a school’s most 
valuable resource, and that their behaviors, experiences, background and 
preparation clearly have an impact on learning outcomes, the question 
of what characteristics they possess with a potential impact on both 
student and the school performance, and how, becomes a critical issue 
that should be the object of preferential attention.

This study sets out to examine the effect that certain observable 
characteristics of high-school teaching staff may have on a school’s 
performance based on the students’ academic achievement. More 
specifically, this research analyzes (individually and in combination) 
the possible effect of two sets of characteristics: 1) demographic 
variables –gender and age; and 2) work development and professional 
characteristics –stability, degree of specialization, and lifelong learning. 
Our hypotheses seek to determine how the composition of the teaching 
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staff can help to improve (or, alternatively, impair) the level of a school’s 
academic performance. This research is conducted with a representative 
sample of high schools in the Community of Madrid.1 The choice of this 
empirical framework is justified because secondary education plays a 
fundamental role in the articulation between primary education, tertiary 
education, and the labor market. It contributes to the acquisition of the 
basic skills and competencies required for personal and professional 
development, and as it records the highest dropout rates and school 
failure, it is considered one of the more relevant stages for measuring an 
education system’s success.

This study contributes to the previous literature by adding knowledge 
and a better understanding of the optimization and performance of 
teaching staff. Thus far, numerous studies have sought to identify the 
effect that certain characteristics associated with high-school teachers 
have on students’ academic achievement in one or more classes/groups or 
in different subjects. Few studies have evaluated the impact that teaching 
staff as a whole may have on a school’s academic performance. In turn, 
this study also helps identify and clarify the different needs currently 
posed by the stages of ESO and Baccalaureate. Therefore, the findings 
may guide different policies regarding the composition of teaching staff 
and the modus operandi of high schools in order to raise standards.

Composition of teaching staff according to demographic variables

Gender

From an individual perspective, gender has been widely studied to 
evaluate teacher-student interaction patterns and analyze its impact 
on academic performance (e.g., Dee, 2007; Holmlund and Sund, 2008; 
Rashidi and Naderi, 2012). Much of the prior research has coincided 

(1)  The Spanish education system is relatively decentralized, although the majority of decisions 
in secondary education are made by the central government and the regions, or autonomous 
communities (around 75%), with the percentage made by schools being very low compared to 
most European countries. Given the decentralization and the differences between the autonomous 
communities in terms of decisions on education, the choice of the sample is justified because the 
Community of Madrid is one of the regions that contributes the most to Spanish GDP (18.9%) and 
to the population (13.9%).
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in pointing out that male and female teachers can differ significantly 
in terms of their practices and behaviors in the classroom. In general, 
male teachers tend to place greater emphasis on the power and control 
of students in their classroom management (Klassen and Chiu, 2010). 
For their part, female teachers tend to be more interactive, patient, 
and positive in their attitudes and behavior towards students, so they 
generally have a greater capacity to deal with the emotions of others and 
adopt a more personalized approach (Martin and Marsh, 2005).

The extensive research on the relationship between a teacher’s 
gender and student performance contrasts, however, with the lack 
of attention paid to the aggregate analysis of the composition of the 
teaching staff according to gender and its impact on productivity and 
school performance. Many studies in several disciplines (e.g., Sociology, 
Psychology of Organizations and Management) have been interested in 
analyzing the relationship between gender diversity and organizational 
performance. In this sense, most previous literature has emphasized 
that gender diversity enriches workplaces by broadening employees’ 
perspectives, strengthening their work teams, and providing greater 
resources for problem solving (Lee and Farh, 2004; Santin y Sicilia, 
2018). With regard to the educational field, schools have traditionally 
been described as ‘feminized environments’ because they are one of 
the sectors with the highest proportion of women in the labor force 
(Campos-García, 2017). However, the composition of the teaching staff 
by gender is more even in secondary education, which helps broaden 
the range of values, skills, roles and models both in high schools in 
general and among students. Even when acknowledging the positive 
effect of gender diversity, nonetheless, and given the attributes and skills 
associated with the female gender –empathy, cooperation, sensitivity, 
etc.–, some studies add that female teachers prioritize the creation of 
closer relationships not only with students, but also with their peers and 
other members of the school community, being more likely to seek social 
support and consensus (Krüger, 2008). These attitudes and behaviors, 
therefore, could positively affect the cooperation and cohesion of groups 
(specifically, the teaching staff), helping to improve the work climate and 
school performance. This is especially relevant at a time when teacher 
isolation and individualism are severely criticized, and a collaborative 
culture is advocated (Krichesky and Murillo, 2018; Lavié Martínez, 2004). 
Therefore:
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 Hypothesis 1: There will be a positive relationship between schools 
with more female than male teachers and the level of academic 
performance.

Age

Numerous studies in the field of psychology and organization have 
revealed that the composition of the groups according to age may have a 
significant impact on organizational performance. Age involves different 
biological and psychological changes that affect emotional functioning, 
affective experiences, and cognitive capacity (Settersten and Mayer, 1997). 
Therefore, age is seen as an antecedent or predictor of people’s behaviors 
and motivations, which change over time. Most empirical studies reveal that 
certain cognitive abilities (e.g., reasoning, fluid intelligence, and working 
memory) tend to deteriorate with age (Salthouse, 1996). Other studies also 
reveal that older individuals generally tend to be less innovative, more 
skeptical, and more resistant to change, and less committed to training 
and professional development (De Lange et al., 2010; Ng and Feldman, 
2012). This may be because age alters concerns about the amount of effort 
invested in a job, as older people become more selective with their work 
and non-work activities, given their perspective of a more limited future 
time (Zacher and Frese, 2009). In a similar vein, Ennis, Hess, and Smith 
(2013) recognize that the costs of cognitive activity increase with age, 
and these costs influence people’s willingness to use certain resources 
to support demanding cognitive activities. In addition, other research 
highlights that young individuals have better attitudes towards individual 
and group work because, in general, they have more initiative, enthusiasm 
and proactivity, and are more motivated to learn, evolve and face different 
challenges when they perceive opportunities for change within a longer 
time horizon. Therefore, they tend to be more receptive to changes and 
allocate more personal resources to maximize future results and improve 
their work performance (Kooij et al., 2011; Kunze, Raes, and Bruch, 2015).

A review of the previous literature on education has revealed a scarcity 
of studies on the age of teaching staff and school performance.2 It is 

(2)  This may be because most studies generally use experience (variable correlated positively with 
age) as an indicator of the work stage and effectiveness in teaching (see, for example Blömeke y 
Olsen, 2019). However, being older does not necessarily mean a longer service in teaching, as this 
obviously depends on when someone joins the profession.
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reasonable to assume not only that productivity and work effectiveness 
increase with age (as a possible consequence of greater experience) but 
also, as some studies recognize, that the benefits of age and experience 
diminish or disappear over time. One possible explanation is that older 
teachers do not always continue to learn or add value to their teaching 
practice (e.g., Rosenholtz, 1989) and may be less proactive and committed 
to professional development, which may negatively affect their work 
outputs. Therefore:

 Hypothesis 2: There will be a positive relationship between schools 
with fewer older teachers and the level of academic performance

Composition of the teaching staff according to professional 
characteristics

Stability 

The academic literature on the effect an individual’s seniority has in an 
organization suggests that it provides greater knowledge, familiarization 
and understanding of its particularities and needs, and may increase 
the affective commitment towards it (Kaur and Sandhu, 2010; Natarajan 
and Nagar, 2011). On the one hand, seniority can be related to certain 
working conditions, such as job security or type of contract, which may 
therefore influence or modify workplace satisfaction and performance. 
In addition, seniority also refers to the permanence of individuals within 
the organization, being indicative of the stability or degree of employee 
turnover.

Several studies have sought to understand how stability or a high staff 
turnover affects students’ academic outcomes and school performance 
(e.g., Adnot et al., 2017; Guin, 2004; Ronfeldt, Loeb, and Wyckoff, 2013; 
Santín y Sicilia, 2018). Some of them have recognized the positive 
impact that turnover may have on the incorporation of new ideas and 
the modus operandi in organizations, and more so when those leaving 
have a low performance and are replaced by substantially more qualified 
or effective teachers (Abelson and Baysinger, 1984). In this sense, Guin 
(2004) emphasizes that when there is little teacher turnover, it is seen 
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as an opportunity. However, in terms of high turnover rates, abundant 
empirical literature has reported the negative impact on planning, 
organization, and organizational performance, noting that they are 
more frequent and cause a more pronounced effect in disadvantaged 
or lower performing schools (Boyd et al., 2005; Dolton and Newson, 
2003). Organization theory assumes that a high turnover entails a 
reduction in productivity, a decrease in the quality of service, and an 
increase in costs, especially intangible ones. Specifically, the arguments 
against high rates of teacher turnover emphasize the modification of 
the organizational structure or work teams, as well as the difficulty in 
planning and implementing coherent curricula, or maintaining both the 
understanding of the educational approach and institutional memory, 
which hinders productivity and has a negative impact on school and 
student performance (Guin, 2004; Henry y Redding, 2018; Ronfeldt et 
al., 2013). With regard to intangible costs, a high turnover may lead, on 
the one hand, to the loss or erosion of relational trust, the breakdown 
of previous relationships and collaborations, a greater tension in labor 
relations, and less cohesive work teams, and on the other, to an increase 
in the additional time dedicated to socializing new hires for their 
adjustment to the new school environment (Guin, 2004; Ronfeldt et al., 
2013). Regarding these intangible costs, Guin (2004) reveals that most 
teachers recognize that a constant flow of new fellows prevents them 
from establishing the order required to carry out their daily activities, 
and undermines trust and collaboration among staff. This is because it 
takes a while to understand how others work and to trust someone, and 
trust can only be based on some degree of experience. At the same time, 
principals and teachers perceive that the instability of teaching staff is 
detrimental to the curriculum and the quality of education, negatively 
impacting on students’ academic outcomes. Therefore:

 Hypothesis 3: There will be a positive relationship between schools 
with a more stable teaching staff and the level of academic performance.

Specialization

The degree of specialization refers to the professional knowledge 
a teacher has on a certain subject. Such professional knowledge is 
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defined as the sum of scientific knowledge necessary for the exercise 
of the profession –knowledge, pedagogy and didactics of the subject– 
which are those that orchestrate a teacher’s behavior. Professional 
knowledge is also that acquired through practical experience –everyday 
school knowledge (Bromme, 1988). The mastery of specific theoretical 
knowledge, procedures and routines in a certain field clearly makes the 
teacher an expert. It gives greater self-confidence in the professional 
field and in the exercise of their functions, as well as greater speed 
in decisions and answers related to the multiplicity of parallel tasks – 
concentration on the exposure of content, attention to motivation and 
student feedback, time control, etc. – involved in teaching. The difference 
between a teacher well-versed in their specialist subject and one who is 
not specialized lies not only in the amount of knowledge, but also in the 
handling of the procedures, strategies and routines associated with the 
teaching and learning of the subject. Therefore, specialization supports 
the development of good teaching classes and practices (Rowan et al., 
1997: 258), being able to act as a critical resource when teachers formulate 
explanations and examples in order to facilitate a better understanding 
of the knowledge transmitted. In the words of Marcelo García (2009: 37), 
“to teach what is important is to master the discipline taught”.

Numerous studies have highlighted the importance of knowing the 
subject to be taught in order to predict the teaching staff’s effectiveness, 
analyzing the impact of specialization on the quality of teaching and the 
level of student achievement (e.g., Goldhaber y Brewer, 2000; Kukla-
Acevedo, 2009; Metzler y Woessmann, 2012; Myrberg, Johansson y Rosén, 
2019). However, it is well known that in Spanish secondary education, 
and compared to other countries, there is a high percentage of teachers 
who teach subjects that are outside their field of knowledge, and for 
which they have little training. The inadequate training of teachers in 
certain subjects less related to their specialty can cause a drop in the 
quality of teaching, and this can affect a school’s level of academic 
achievement. Therefore:

 Hypothesis 4: There will be a positive relationship between schools 
with a higher proportion of specialist teachers and the level of 
academic performance.
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Lifelong learning

An extensive body of literature has revealed that the formal education of 
individuals is an indicator of their knowledge, skills and competencies. 
A higher level of education can be associated with a greater capacity for 
making decisions, as well as for acquiring and processing more complex 
information (Ng and Feldman, 2009). Starting with formal education, 
lifelong learning brings with it numerous benefits at both an individual 
and organizational level (Aguinis and Kraiger, 2009; Jehanzeb and Bashir, 
2013). At an individual level, training and lifelong learning generally 
generate a positive impact on work performance through the acquisition 
of new cognitive or interpersonal skills that may prompt a change in 
professional practice. More training may therefore increase the ability 
to absorb and understand information, receptivity to innovation and 
changes, as well as the search for new ways of doing things, making 
decisions, or solving problems. Likewise, lifelong learning may generate 
other benefits at individual level, such as greater empowerment, a feeling 
of self-efficacy, and/or job satisfaction. With regard to the organization as 
a whole, the benefits can be associated with an increase in effectiveness 
and level of achievement, satisfaction of internal and external stakeholders, 
and reputation (Aguinis and Kraiger, 2009; Jehanzeb and Bashir, 2013).

In the field of education, some research has emphasized the potential 
that teachers’ lifelong learning has on their effectiveness and productivity, 
revealing a positive and consistent relationship with student performance 
(Harris and Sass, 2011; Joyce and Showers, 2002). The improvement in 
teaching is, without a doubt, an active and constructive process; hence the 
continuous training of teachers, transferred to practice, is one of the most 
decisive factors in improving students’ education and learning (González 
González y Cutanda López, 2017; Joyce and Showers, 2002; Escudero, 
2009). On the one hand, training focused on content avoids obsolescence 
and allows recycling, as well as the refreshment of teachers. On the 
other hand, training focused on the development of tasks and teaching 
functions facilitates the learning of new methodologies, practices and 
strategies, and the acquisition of skills and competencies. Together, 
this training contributes to the development of a greater repertoire of 
responses for dealing with problems and responding more effectively 
to the functions required of teachers in the various situations that may 
arise (Harris and Sass, 2011; Joyce and Showers, 2002). In addition to 
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the impact at individual level, teachers’ ongoing training and lifelong 
learning also clearly has an effect on schools as a whole. The knock-on 
effect a teacher has on others (Vezub, 2007) through new knowledge can 
be added to or multiplied to generate better solutions, resolve issues, and 
improve teaching processes. Likewise, more social learning can increase 
the results of cooperative work and strengthen relationships with fellows, 
students or families (Escudero, 2009). Therefore:

 Hypothesis 5: There will be a positive relationship between schools 
with teachers on lifelong learning programs and the level of academic 
performance.

Methodology

Sample of study

The empirical analysis for testing our hypotheses is based on data from 
a survey of Spanish secondary schools –ESO and Baccalaureate– in the 
Community of Madrid. The survey collected information on different issues 
related to the schools’ organization and operation, their management 
teams, and teachers for the 2014/2015 academic year. We also use data 
from each school’s website, and from the website of the Department of 
Education of the Community of Madrid (http://www.madrid.org/).

The first step in the sampling process involved identifying the total 
population of secondary schools from the information available on the 
Department of Education’s website. According to this information, the 
target population (i.e., the total number of secondary schools in the 
Community of Madrid) consisted of 595 schools. The second step involved 
preparing a questionnaire that was emailed to the principal at each 
school. Although many of the questions included in our questionnaire 
were based on the TALIS guidelines, the questionnaire was also first 
reviewed and discussed by several academics. Additionally, we held 
face-to-face interviews with two principals and several teachers from 
two schools in order to receive feedback on the clarity of the questions 
included in the questionnaire, thereby ensuring that no unfamiliar or 
ambiguous terms or issues were included in any of the questions and that 
the questionnaire was as concise as possible. This process improved its 
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content, design, wording, and clarity, thus making potential completion 
of the questionnaire easier and more attractive.

Data were collected between May and September 2015. After 
three follow-up reminders, a total of 105 usable questionnaires were 
returned via email, which represents approximately 17.60% of the target 
population. This response rate is comparable to most prior studies using 
this type of primary source (e.g., Fricker and Schonlau, 2002; Manfreda 
et al., 2008). The total number of teachers and students included in our 
sample is 4,385 and 13,599, respectively.

Finally, we performed a χ2 test and one-way ANOVA to check whether 
there were significant differences between the reference population and 
our study sample. The variable ‘district’ was used for conducting the χ2 
test, whereas one of the indicators of academic performance (university 
admission test grades) was used for conducting the one-way ANOVA3. The 
χ2 and F values were 6.653 (p= 0.155) and 0.496 (p= 0.482), respectively. 
Thus, there were no statistically significant differences between the 
schools included in the whole population and the final sample in terms 
of geographic areas and performance. To a certain extent, this could be 
interpreted as a clear indication of sample representativeness and the 
potential absence of selection bias in our empirical study.

Variables and statistical procedure

The dependent variable of interest in this study is Academic Performance. 
One of the main indicators of school performance involves student 
outcomes, as these are considered a good way of assessing a school’s 
success. This is measured with three different indicators: 1) ESO 
graduation rate, which is a continuous variable taking values between 0 
and 100, and measures the proportion of graduate students at the stage 
of compulsory secondary education in each school; 2) Baccalaureate 
graduation rate, which is a continuous variable taking values between 

(3)  We had full data on how all the schools in the Community of Madrid are grouped according to 
districts or geographic areas. Schools are grouped into five main districts: Madrid City, Madrid 
North, Madrid South, Madrid West, and Madrid East. For one of the performance variables, university 
admission test grade, we also conducted two-sample t tests. Our findings reveal that there are no 
statistically significant differences between the mean values of student outcomes at the schools in 
our sample and the remaining schools that were not included in it (t= 0.704; p= 0.482).
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0 and 100, and measures the proportion of graduate students at the 
stage of Baccalaureate education in each school; 3) University admission 
test grade, which is also a continuous variable, taking values between 0 
and 10, and is computed as the average score obtained by each school 
in the university admission test.4 The information on these indicators 
was retrieved from the website of the Department of Education of the 
Community of Madrid.

The independent variables used to test the subsequent hypotheses 
were built from the information obtained from the questionnaire and 
the database on teaching staff at each school, being as follows: Gender 
is a continuous variable that measures the proportion of women in the 
teaching staff at each school; Age is a continuous variable that measures the 
proportion of teachers in the school aged over 50 out of the total number 
of teachers at each school;5 Stability was measured as the percentage of 
teachers with more than five years’ service at the school.6 Specialization 
is a continuous variable that measures the proportion of teachers that 
work (teach) exclusively on subjects within their specialty; Training 
indicates the proportion of teachers who attend official programs of 
lifelong learning for the improvement of their teaching practices.

The study also includes a set of control variables for minimizing the 
potential bias of omitted variables. Most of them have also been used by 
prior research: Profile of students, operationalized as the proportion of 
foreign students over the total number of students in each school;7 Size of 
teaching staff, as a continuous variable that measures the total number of 
teachers in ESO and Baccalaureate at each school, and it is representative 

(4)  On the one hand, ESO and Baccalaureate graduation rates may be more subjective measures due to 
the different standards and purposes that teachers associate with the qualifications, and there may 
be differences across the schools. On the other hand, the average score obtained in the university 
admission test is considered an objective and homogeneous measure for all the schools analyzed. 
Hence, the choice of the three indicators has included both the graduation rates and the average 
score in the university admission test, excluding other measures also considered valid, such as 
dropout rates and school failure rates. Unfortunately, we did not have any information on these 
alternative measures.

(5)  This measure is based on the previous literature that takes teachers aged 50 and over as the 
reference for determining the degree of aging of teaching staff.

(6)  OECD Stat: Employment by job tenure and the previous literature consider five years of seniority in 
employment as the indicator for measuring the percentage of young and older teachers.

(7)  This variable is negatively and highly correlated with other variables included in the questionnaire 
that involved the type of school ownership (state, direct grant, and private) and the level of the socio-
economic and cultural environment in which the school is located (in terms of low, medium-low, 
medium-high, and high). All the models were estimated including each control variable separately, 
with Profile of student being chosen for our empirical analysis because of its better goodness-of-fit.
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of school size in relation to the total number of students; Financial 
resources used a scale from 1 to 4 to measure whether, according to the 
principal, the overall school budget was considered sufficient to meet 
all its needs (1= totally disagree that the overall budget is sufficient; 4= 
totally agree that the overall budget is sufficient).

To test all the hypotheses, a hierarchical multiple regression analysis 
is used that includes three academic performance indicators for three 
different academic years: 2013/2014, 2014/2015, and 2015/2016. This 
enables us to test the effect of teaching staff characteristics on the level 
of academic achievement in the year in which the questionnaire was 
administered (2014/2015), as well as in the previous and subsequent 
years, and thereby identify any differences in the level of academic 
achievement. All the estimated models for each academic year include, 
first, the control variables considered, with the subsequent addition of 
the independent variables related to the demographic and professional 
composition of the teaching staff. Finally, the models estimated for the 
2014/2015 academic year also include the combined effects of certain 
variables of interest that can help with the more precise interpretation 
and understanding of more complex realities in terms of the composition 
of teaching staff.

Results

Table I shows the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) 
and the correlations of all the variables considered for the 2014/2015 
academic year, when the data were gathered. The table shows that the 
average ESO graduation rate is 83.41%, with this percentage falling to 
74.70% in the Baccalaureate graduation rate, with the average obtained 
by the schools in the university admission test being 6.17. Regarding 
the variables of interest, the average percentage of women teachers is 
63.61%, while the average percentage of teachers aged over 50 is 62.91%. 
On average, 86.06% of teachers teach subjects that fall within their area 
of specialization, and 66.85% regularly attend lifelong learning programs. 
Finally, the average percentage of teachers who have been in the same 
school for more than five years is 66.41%. Regarding the control variables, 
the schools have, on average, 16% foreign students and approximately 45 
teachers each. 
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It is interesting to note that the ESO and Baccalaureate graduation 
rates are highly correlated (and, to a lesser extent, with the university 
admission test grade), although this is not a serious problem because 
these dependent variables are considered separately in the different 
models estimated. Likewise, high negative correlations are observed 
between the three academic achievement indicators and the variable 
referring to the profile of students, which indicate that, in general, those 
schools with a greater number of foreign students tend to encounter 
higher learning and achievement difficulties (Alegre, 2011; Calero, Choi, 
and Waisgrais, 2010). Nonetheless, problems of collinearity are discarded 
among the variables considered, as the VIF values of the explanatory 
variables found for the three performance indicators are well below the 
values that are representative of multicollinearity.8

TABLE I. Descriptive statistics (Mean and standard deviation) and correlations: academic year 
2014/2015

Variables Mean S.D. VIFs(1) 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9 10

1. ESO graduation rate 83.41 11.22
2. Baccalaureate graduation 
rate

74.70 16.79  0.719**

3. University admission 
test grade

6.17 0.69  0.414**  0.372**

4. Profile of students 0.16 0.11 1.360 -0.588** -0.522** -0.493**

5. Financial resources 2.18 1.01 1.233  0.112  0.158  0.276** -0.220*

6. Size of teaching staff 44.77 16.01 1.475 -0.302** -0.263**  0.180  0.090  0.160

7. Gender 0.64 0.14 1.031  -0.132 -0.105  0.033  0.002 -0.044  0.033

8. Age 0.62 0.27 1.135  0.077  0.202 -0.056 -0.064 -0.138 -0.179 -0.081

9. Specialization 0.86 0.15 1.419  0.078  0.258  0.334* -0.082  0.107  0.255*  0.063 -0.128

10. Training 0.67 0.26 1.357  0.354**  0.263**  0.370** -0.257*  0.243*  0.138 -0.103 -0.190 0.255*

11. Stability 0.66 0.21 1.109  0.230*  0.153  0.184 -0.146  0.178 -0.022 -0.069  0.042 -0.160 0.042

(1)  This table shows the VIFs values when the dependent variable is ESO graduation rate. Similar values are obtained when the 
dependent variables are Baccalaureate graduation rate and University admission test grade.

N=105; **p<0.01; *p<0.05.

(8)  Multicollinearity problems appear when the VIFs values are higher than 10.00 (see Kutner, 
Nachtsheim, y Neter, 2004). In this study, no VIF value exceeds 2.00.
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Table II presents the results obtained from the hierarchical multiple 
regression analysis for the 2014/2015 academic year and each indicator 
of academic achievement considered. Thus, Models 1-2 use the ESO 
graduation rate as the dependent variable (ESO), while Models 3-4 
and 5-6 use the Baccalaureate graduation rate (BACC.) and university 
admission test grade (PAU), respectively, as dependent variable (Models 
1, 3 and 5 include control variables, while Models 2, 4 and 6 add the 
independent variables of interest). Model 2 shows that the composition of 
the teaching staff according to gender and age does not have a significant 
impact on the level of schools’ academic achievement in terms of the 
ESO graduation rate. However, two of the variables representative of 
professional characteristics (staff stability and training) have a positive 
and statistically significant effect. Similar results are obtained in Models 
3-4, with stability and training also having a positive and statistically 
significant impact on the Baccalaureate graduation rate. On the other 
hand, the results in Models 5-6 show that all the professional variables 
(stability, specialization, and training) have a positive and statistically 
significant effect on schools’ achievement level in the university admission 
test. By contrast, the demographic variables related to teaching staff 
at the schools do not have a significant impact on these measures of 
academic achievement. 

The values of R2, adjusted-R2, and the change in R2 in Models 1-6 
highlight that the control variables related to the schools’ contextual and 
organizational variables in the ESO stage explain a large part of the 
level of academic achievement at this stage, with the variables related 
to the composition of teaching staff having a lesser impact. Our results 
also reveals that while the contextual and organizational variables 
reduce their impact in the Baccalaureate stage, the effect of the variables 
linked to the composition of the teaching staff on the level of academic 
achievement significantly increases. The same applies, albeit more 
markedly so, when university admission test grades are considered. In 
this case, the variables related to the teaching staff seem to acquire a 
particular importance (mainly specialization and training). Overall, these 
results provide statistical support solely for Hypotheses 3 and 5 (and 
partially Hypothesis 4). Hypotheses 1 and 2 are statistically rejected. 

In addition to the significant impact of certain variables related to the 
professional characteristics of teaching staff, our findings also reveal the 
negative and statistically significant effect of certain control variables. 
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Specifically, more foreign students and more teachers have a negative 
impact on the three different indicators of academic performance, 
although it is true that when the university admission test grade is the 
dependent variable, both variables reduce their explanatory power in 
favor of professional variables related to teaching staff. The variable 
representative of financial resources is only statistically significant in 
Model 2. 

With a view to explaining not only the individual effects of the 
independent variables, but also the combined effects of some of these 
variables on the three indicators of academic achievement considered, 
Table III includes, from Models 2, 4 and 6 of Table II, the combined effects 
of stability and specialization (See Models 7, 9 and 11) and specialization 
and training (see Models 8, 10 and 12). This table’s estimates show that 
ESO graduation rates and university admission test grades statistically 
improve when the schools have a more stable teaching staff and more 
teachers teaching in subjects exclusively of their specialty. On the other 
hand, the inclusion of the combined effect of specialization and training 
(Models 8, 10 and 12) only has a positive and significant effect on one 
of the variables related to academic achievement, namely, the university 
admission test grade. In all the estimated models, the values of the 
Durbin-Watson statistic reveal the absence of autocorrelation in the 
residues, and the F-test values are all significant (p< 0.001).

Finally, we also include the results obtained taking into account the 
effect of the teaching staff’s demographic and professional characteristics 
in the 2014/2015 academic year on the schools’ performance levels 
recorded for the 2013/2014 and 2015/2016 academic years. These results 
are reported in Tables IV and V in the Appendix, respectively. In general, 
the results in both tables are very similar to those in Table II.
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TABLE II. Results from the hierarchical multiple regression analysis for the 2014/2015 academic 
year

Variables
 Model 1

 ESO
 Model 2

 ESO
 Model 3
 BACC.

 Model 4
 BACC.

 Model 5
 PAU

 Model 6
 PAU

Constant
 6.155***
(0.626)

 5.574***
(0.253)

 6.611***
(0.551)

 5.788***
(0.672)

 5.879***
(0.270)

 4.247***
(0.620)

Profile of students
-6.989***
(0.924)

-4.638***
(0.664)

-6.511***
(0.651)

-4.037**
(0.262)

-2.888**
(0.667)

-1.967*
(0.645)

Size of teaching staff
-0.175*
(0.061)

-0.177*
(0.078)

-0.357*
(0.093)

-0.267*
(0.112)

-0.012†

(0.004)
-0.004
(0.002)

Financial resources
 0.185
(0.007)

 0.587*
(0.118)

 1.483
(0.544)

1.366
(0.606)

 0.087
(0.074)

 0.036
(0.068)

Gender
-1.163
(0.264)

-0.424
(0.116)

 0.163
(0.440)

Age
 0.600
(0.279)

 0.614
(0.216)

-0.188
(0.322)

Stability
 3.864*
(0.903)

3.719†

(0.841)
 0.822†

(0.298)

Specialization
 0.258
(0.182)

 0.614
(0.135)

 1.180*
(0.471)

Training
 1.857†

(0.280)
 2.034*
(0.582)

 2.682*
(0.261)

R2 0.450  0.489  0.354  0.475  0.315  0.491

Adjusted-R2 0.411  0.424  0.327  0.411  0.286  0.430

∆ R2  0.050†  0.121*  0.176**

Durbin-Watson test 1.902  1.793  1.509  1.749  2.197  2.253

F-test 14.479***  7.903***  12.973***  7.455***  10.895***  7.967***

N 105  105  105  105  105  105

(1) Standard errors in brackets. ***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05; †p<0.10.
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TABLA III. Results from the hierarchical multiple regression analysis with combined effects of 
some independent variables of interest for the 2014/2015 academic year

Variables
 Model 7

 ESO
 Model 8

 ESO
 Model 9
 BACC.

 Model 10
 BACC.

 Model 11
 PAU

 Model 12
 PAU

Constant
 6.527***
(0.575)

 6.608***
(0.266)

 6.373***
(0.524)

 6.207***
(0.868)

 3.399***
(0.574)

 4.360***
(0.622)

Profile of students
-4.925***
(0.659)

-4.191***
(0.857)

-4.068**
(0.652)

-4.521**
(0.727)

-1.398*
(0.578)

-2.166**
(0.658)

Size of teaching staff
-0.162*
(0.077)

-0.166*
(0.078)

-0.257*
(0.113)

-0.259*
(0.114)

-0.006
(0.004)

-0.004
(0.003)

Financial resources
 0.442
(0.095)

 0.426
(0.110)

 1.326
(0.610)

 1.410
(0.614)

 0.028
(0.059)

 0.039
(0.058)

Gender
-0.229
(0.142)

-0.187
(0.104)

-0.365
(0.102)

-0.273
(0.096)

 0.366
(0.328)

 0.095
(0.221)

Age
 0.108
(0.106)

 0.096
(0.087)

0.601
(0.207)

 0.650
(0.285)

-0.002
(0.185)

-0.105
(0.126)

Stability
 2.152†

(0.827)
 1.791
(0.879)

 3.553*
(0.116)

 3.313*
(0.093)

 0.982**
(0.263)

 0.890*
(0.297)

Specialization
 0.421
(0.162)

 0.629
(0.322)

 0.559
(0.394)

 0.873
(0.184)

 1.574***
(0.421)

 1.159*
(0.468)

Training
 2.351* 
(0.387)

 3.916**
(0.451)

 2.680*
(0.306)

 2.686*
(0.498)

 1.614**
(0.229)

 1.574**
(0.272)

Stability x Specialization
 0.460**
(0.193)

 0.219
(0.106)

 0.272**
(0.059)

Specialization x Training
 0.341
(0.199)

 0.312
(0.147)

 0.381*
(0.061)

R2  0.517  0.501  0.481  0.479  0.616  0.505

Adjusted-R2  0.451  0.433  0.409  0.406  0.562  0.436

∆ R2  0.031*  0.016  0.006  0.004  0.124***  0.014*

Durbin-Watson test  1.721  1.753  1.558  1.573  2.224  2.418

F-test  7.844***  7.375***  6.691***  6.630***  7.567***  7.367***

N  105  105  105  105  105  105

(1) Standard errors in brackets. ***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05; †p<0.10.



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 257-289
Received: 18-01-2019    Accepted: 20-09-2019

276

Campos García, I., Zúñiga Vicente, J.A.  The composiTion of Teaching sTaff: WhaT impacT do The characTerisTics of high-school Teachers have on 
academic performance? 

Discussion

Teachers are considered one of the most influential factors in student 
outcomes and the level of school performance, and therefore in the 
success of an education system. Thus, this study’s main objective has 
been to examine the role that certain demographic and professional 
characteristics of teaching staff can play in the academic achievement of 
schools during the stages of compulsory and post-compulsory secondary 
education.

The results of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis performed 
with a sample of secondary schools in the Community of Madrid 
generally confirm the positive relationship between the variables related 
to the teaching profession -stability, degree of specialization, and lifelong 
learning- and the three indicators of academic achievement used here. 
Specifically, in the three academic years analyzed, the importance of the 
stability of teaching staff is confirmed, especially in the ESO stage, as 
well as teacher specialization for improving university admission test 
grades. Lifelong learning is an essential factor both for the compulsory 
and post-compulsory education stages and the university admission test, 
contributing to the improvement of the three indicators of academic 
achievement considered. Therefore, a teaching staff with more stable, 
more specialized or better trained teachers records higher levels of 
academic performance. However, when the combined effects of the 
different explanatory variables are considered, teaching staffs that are, 
in turn, more trained and specialized, or more stable and specialized, 
achieve better levels of academic performance, ensuring their schools are 
acknowledged for the quality of the education they provide.

The composition of the teaching staff according to teachers’ gender or 
age hardly seems to have an impact on the three indicators of academic 
achievement considered.9 This may be due, independently of gender or 
age, to the importance of variables or measures related to the teaching 
attitude, vocation or motivation that usually characterizes teaching staff. 

(9)  The analysis of the standard deviation and the maximum and minimum values of both the Gender 
and Age variables confirms that there is no high variability in the data, showing in most cases 
teaching staffs that, while mostly feminized and with high percentages of teachers aged over 50, are 
relatively balanced in terms of both variables. However, the predominantly feminized teaching staffs 
in secondary education prevail in all the Spanish autonomous communities and in most OECD 
countries. The tendency towards the aging of the teaching staff is also generalized, with a ratio of 
young/older teachers far from the optimal distribution (see, for example, OECD, 2018).
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Nevertheless, it seems reasonable to recognize the importance of the 
existence of a certain balance in terms of the teaching staff’s gender 
composition and age, given the benefits associated with the heterogeneity 
of the work teams for schools’ academic performance (Gil, Rico, and 
Sánchez-Manzanares, 2008).

On the other hand, the statistical analysis also reveals the potential effect 
that certain contextual or organizational factors may have on the levels of 
schools’ academic achievements. Specifically, high percentages of foreign 
students –more frequent in state schools, and in areas characterized 
by lower socioeconomic levels (Crespo-Cebada, Pedraja-Chaparro and 
Santín, 2014, Mancebón-Torrubia and Pérez-Ximénez de Embún, 2010)– 
have a negative impact on the three indicators of academic achievement, 
probably because these students may have greater difficulty in learning. 
The size of the teaching staff may also have an effect on schools’ 
academic performance. In line with other research, which confirms that, 
in general, smaller schools record better academic outcomes (e.g., Egalite 
y Kisida, 2016; Fowler and Walberg, 1991), this work also highlights 
the negative impact that a larger school size has, above all, on ESO and 
Baccalaureate graduation rates. The availability of resources seems to 
be particularly relevant in ESO. Additionally, the results also show that 
contextual/organizational factors reduce their impact as the educational 
stage advances, with teachers playing a more relevant role in terms of 
academic performance. The availability of financial resources also seems 
to be particularly relevant in the ESO stage. The results also show that 
as the educational stage advances, contextual/organizational factors 
reduce their impact, with teachers playing a more relevant role in terms 
of academic achievement. This may largely be due to the fact that in 
the post-compulsory education stage there may be fewer problems of 
discipline in the classrooms, and therefore a more favorable climate for 
teaching, as well as a lower percentage of failure and school dropout 
( Juste and Regal, 2007).

Some guidelines for improvement

In view of the important role that certain characteristics or factors 
associated with teachers seem to play in school performance, the 
educational authorities should commit more and pay more attention to 
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the pertinent policies to raise standards in the education system. The 
following lines of action/policies could be derived from the findings 
obtained in our empirical study.

With regard to the stability of teaching staffs, certain actions/policies 
could be proposed that would help reduce or mitigate the negative 
consequences associated with high turnover rates. In this sense, schools 
(especially state ones) should be given greater autonomy in making 
decisions related to teaching staff. Recent reports reveal that the educational 
systems that have been leading the ranking for years and obtain the best 
results in PISA (e.g., Finland, Norway, the United Kingdom, Denmark, 
Belgium, Estonia, and Slovenia) enjoy ample autonomy at school level, 
school empowerment, with high decision-making percentages in terms 
of organization and resource management (OECD, 2018).10 In fact, the 
prevailing approach to school management in recent decades has focused 
on the decentralization of education systems, providing greater school 
autonomy in order to respond more efficiently to each school’s particular 
needs (Bolívar Botía, 2013; OECD, 2016, 2018; Pont et al., 2008). This 
would inevitably entail expanding and intensifying the responsibilities 
of the schools and their management teams, which may make more 
decisions regarding the optimal composition of their teaching staff. Thus, 
the education authorities should question today’s decision-making policy 
and the system of staff rotation, temporariness, and access to vacancies 
through, for example, letters of recommendation, as established in other 
OECD countries, or the possibility that interim teachers can keep their 
place in schools with a high level of temporariness if the school so agrees 
(as long as the position remains vacant because it does not involve civil 
servants).

The importance of the degree of teacher specialization reinforces 
the harsh criticisms that stress that the teaching of subjects outside the 
teacher’s specialty is far from ideal, and erodes the quality of education. 
In this regard, the need to redraft those laws/regulations that deal with 
the affinity of subjects, thereby narrowing the “bottleneck” to favor a 
greater adjustment of teaching specializations, may acquire a special 
relevance. In the specific case of state schools, a possible improvement 
could be based on analyzing and reorganizing the training offer in order 

(10)  Countries with lower school empowerment, with high percentages of decision-making at central or 
regional level (e.g., Spain, Italy, Portugal, Greece, and Luxembourg) have featured, albeit with small 
variations in recent years, outside the 25 first positions in the PISA ranking.
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to add or eliminate different branches or optional subjects depending 
on the demand and the hourly weight assigned to each one of them. 
This reorganization would allow teachers of certain optional subjects 
(most of them in post-compulsory education in which the degree of 
specialization has a bigger impact) to complete their work hours in a 
single school, with the previous planning and coordination of nearby 
schools to distribute the optionality of subjects. Other proposals could be 
related to the establishment of agreements and itinerant systems (similar 
to those implemented in primary education in grouped schools) and the 
definition of the areas of roaming (work hours in each school, number of 
schools, and distance between them, etc.).11

Regarding lifelong learning, it is well known that learning to teach is 
an active and constructive process; hence the potential of such training 
and professional refreshment for raising standards. However, from an 
academic and professional perspective, current lifelong learning programs 
are inefficient. On the one hand, the prevalence of generic courses and 
training focused on the individual teacher is criticized (Vezub, 2007). On 
the other hand, it is also stressed that this continuous training is overly 
detached from the teaching profession and its routines, as well as current 
teaching needs (Escudero and Luis, 2006; Nóvoa, 2009; Ferrer, 2011), as it 
reinforces a teacher profile that has already been made redundant by the 
new conditions, demands and challenges posed by schools and today’s 
students (Vezub, 2007). Given that schools can also be diverse spaces 
in terms of cultures, interests, abilities and motivations, and in addition 
to the knowledge and intelligent use of methodologies, pedagogical 
strategies and different materials, teacher improvement activities should 
be oriented towards the problems detected in each school and the current 
needs of students (Marcelo García, 2009; Escudero, 2009; Vezub, 2007). 
In this sense, Escudero (2009) calls for training that includes cognitive, 
personal and social learning, so it may be necessary to pay more attention 
to social learning (hitherto barely addressed in the training provided), at 
a time when individualism and lack of collaborative work are frowned 
upon. The new trends that advocate ‘distributed leadership’ have focused 
attention on more shared decision-making to increase the participation 
of teachers and other stakeholders in school life and management (Moral 

(11)  Both proposals are especially feasible in the Community of Madrid, given the proximity between 
many of the schools and because there are no problems involving a scattered population and rural 
areas, as occurs in other autonomous communities.
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Santaella et al., 2016). Therefore, more training in interpersonal skills, 
decision-making, negotiation, conflict resolution, and teamwork could 
contribute to this.

However, although more and better teacher training is required, it is 
also true in many cases that such training is insufficient to produce the 
desired changes in teachers’ behavior and attitudes. The increasing figures 
for the burnout syndrome among teachers in recent years (Betoret, 2006, 
Otero López et al., 2010) call for an improvement in their motivation and 
work satisfaction. Motivated teachers tend to increase their commitment 
to the profession, and devote more effort to their functions and tasks 
(Gorozidis and Papaioannou, 2014). In this regard, different policies 
should be implemented to promote the possibilities of promotion and 
incentives (monetary and non-monetary) for the recognition of individual 
differences. The increase in the degree of motivation among teachers 
could improve the work climate and academic and non-academic 
achievements.

The aforementioned guidelines could improve the results of the 
education system as a whole. Although the Community of Madrid heads 
the ranking of Spanish autonomous communities in terms of PISA 
results (in the latest evaluation held in 2015, Madrid ranked second in 
science and reading, and fourth in mathematics), the overall results for 
Spain show that our education system is currently lagging well behind 
within the group of the most developed OECD countries (it ranked 25th 
in reading, 30th in science, and 32nd in mathematics). The consideration 
of some of the guidelines put forward here could help reduce the gap 
between current indicators of academic achievement and the challenges 
posed by the Europe 2020 Strategy –to reduce early dropout rates to 
below 10%, and increase the percentage of the population with tertiary 
education–, as well as to improve students’ academic performance.
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Appendix

TABLE IV. Results from the hierarchical multiple regression analysis for the 2013/2014 academic 
year

Variables
 Model 1

 ESO
 Model 2

 ESO
 Model 3
 BACC.

 Model 4
 BACC.

 Model 5
 PAU

 Model 6
PAU

Constant
 7.891***
(0.449)

 6.279***
(0.890)

 7.196***
(0.709)

 7.261***
(0.304)

 6.420***
(0.265)

 4.405***
(0.605)

Profile of students
-6.451**
(0.115)

-4.664*
(0.287)

-5.641**
(0.186)

-4.069*
(0.793)

-2.773*
(0.635)

-1.928†

(0.624)

Size of teaching staff
-0.227*
(0.067)

-0.213*
(0.075)

-0.282*
(0.111)

-0.173
(0.121)

-0.002
(0.004)

-0.002
(0.005)

Financial resources
 0.975†

(0.109)
 0.435
(0.078)

 1.940†

(0.780)
 1.454
(0.663)

 0.093
(0.070)

 0.054
(0.066)

Gender
-1.419†

(0.707)
-1.388
(0.773)

0.809
(0.426)

Age
 1.595
(0.193)

 0.762
(0.360)

-0.221
(0.115)

Stability
 4.025*
(0.729)

 1.195
(0.848)

 0.814
(0.310)

Specialization
 0.962
(0.506)

 0.856
(0.258)

 1.145*
(0.461)

Training
 4.689*
(0.429)

 3.053*
(0.641)

2.614*
(0.263)

R2  0.311  0.424  0.258  0.430  0.291  0.454
Adjusted-R2  0.282  0.355  0.226  0.358  0.260  0.386
∆ R2  0.113*  0.171**  0.163**
Durbin-Watson test  2.009  1.999  1.734  1.774  1.983  1.802
F-test  10.825***  6.159***  8.006***  6.025***  9.451***  6.649***
N  105  105  105  105  105  105

(1)  Standard errors in brackets. ***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05; †p<0.10.
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TABLE V. Results from the hierarchical multiple regression analysis for the 2015/2016 academic 
year

Variables
 Model 1

 ESO 
 Model 2

 ESO
 Model 3
 BACC.

 Model 4
 BACC.

 Model 5
 PAU

 Model 6
 PAU

Constant
 7.517***
(0.833)

 6.605***
(0.443)

 7.187***
(0.523)

 5.158***
(0.198)

 6.481***
(0.241)

 5.489***
(0.602)

Profile of students
-6.876***
(0.927)

-5.570***
(0.278)

-4.978***
(0.663)

-2.742*
(0.727)

-3.018**
(0.596)

-2.345*
(0.626)

Size of teaching staff
-0.181†

(0.068)
-0.040

 (0.063)
-0.225*
(0.091)

-0.221*
(0.101)

-0.005
(0.004)

-0.001 
(0.003)

Financial resources
 1.687*
(0.820)

 1.540†

 (0.882)
 0.445
(0.514)

 0.523
(0.439)

 0.106
(0.066)

 0.088
(0.064)

Gender
-0.637
(0.382)

-0.860
(0.350)

-0.033
(0.427)

Age
 0.073
(0.053)

 0.919
(0.796)

 0.141
(0.310)

Stability
 1.583*
(0.185)

 2.890†

(0.311)
 0.766†

(0.288)

Specialization
 0.765
(0.230)

 0.302
(0.017)

 1.670*
(0.457)

Training
 2.489*
(0.527)

 2.606*
(0.510)

 1.557*
(0.251)

R2 0.226  0.389  0.259  0.407  0.353  0.434
Adjusted-R2 0.199  0.316  0.228  0.337  0.326  0.366
∆ R2  0.146*  0.148**  0.081*
Durbin-Watson test 1.962  2.150  1.694  1.784  2.050  1.901
F-test 7.739***  5.340****  8.398***  5.757***  10.090***  6.421***
N 105  105  105  105  105  105

(1) Standard errors in brackets. ***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05; †p<0.10.
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Nos enseñaron a ser humanos antes de ser artesanos
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Abstract
The approach taken is founded on the premise that in current anthropology 

the terms evolution and culture epistemologically overlap when studying the 
process of hominization. We will use the methodology of associating evolutionary 
discoveries with the philosophical demands of a theory of mind and will 
attempt to verify whether cultural processes, those of education, preceded 
early artisan workshops. The knowledge available allows us to conclude that 
teaching processes and the associated intellectual demands must have preceded 
technology, and that woman played a fundamental role.

Key words: Evolution, Education, Teaching, Theory of Mind, Anthropology.

Resumen
INTRODUCCIÓN. Arranca del hecho de que en la antropología actual los 

términos evolución y cultura se encuentran epistemológicamente imbricados, 
cuando se estudia el proceso de hominización. MÉTODO. Emplearemos el de 
asociar los descubrimientos evolutivos con las exigencias filosóficas de una teoría 
de la mente. RESULTADOS. Trataremos de comprobar si los procesos culturales, 
los de educación, precedieron a los primeros talleres artesanos, partiendo de las 
informaciones contenidas en documentos que informan sobre descubrimientos 
paleoantropológicos. DISCUSIÓN. El conocimiento disponible permite concluir 
que los procesos de enseñanza y sus requerimientos mentales, debieron preceder 
a la tecnología; en todo ello, jugó un rol fundamental la mujer.

(1)  This article has received help and comments in the “Civic Culture and Educational Policies” Research 
Group at the Universidad Complutense de Madrid.



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 291-313
Received: 27-03-2019    Accepted: 20-09-2019

292

García Carrasco, J.  They FirsT TaughT us To be humans, Then To be CraFTsman

Palabras clave: evolución, educación, enseñanza, teoría de la mente, 
antropología.

Approach to the topic

A Subject of our Times is the expression Ortega y Gasset used to refer to 
matters that leave a mark on our sensory array (Ortega y Gasset, 1981). 
One such issue today is how we got to become humans (Ridley, 2004) 
(Gazzaniga, 2010). As Boyd asks, (2018), “how did we become such an 
exceptional species?” (p. 20): the concern over the origin of our identity. 
The question suggests two directions for research (Swaab, 2014).

J.L Arsuaga and M Martín-Loeches take up the first one: why are we 
so special in some features (2013)? The human condition always harkens 
us back to the evolutionary origins of our species (Leaky, Lewin, 1994). 
The key concept here is evolution, the most powerful integrator in the 
domain of Life Sciences. 

The second considers that the unfolding of the human condition 
requires the scaffolding that provides the social area of unconditional 
care, where a human being can receive care and help, cultivation and 
guidance. Beyond a doubt, the key concept here is Education, the most 
powerful integrator in the domain of the Humanities: the cultivation of 
mankind.

Fathoming the human condition reveals the welding between the 
evolutionary itinerary and the pedagogic itinerary. My aim here is to 
show it.

The hypothesis of this work

The key meaning of culture comes directly from our ability to cultivate 
the mind of others: to transmit culture to other minds, or said without 
euphemisms, the human capacity for teaching (García Carrasco, 2007). 
The human species is sapiens, frankly, because of its mastery; although 
learning is a widespread feature among species, the aim and practice of 
teaching has only evolved in the Homo genus. It is, however, common 
practice to equate the concept of culture to the products of human 
creativity (Wilson, 2018). Anthropology will benefit from acquiring the 
relevance the evolution of the capacity to teach throughout the process 
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from which the human condition emerged. In research on evolution, the 
teaching function seems to be the implicit, invisible human function.

The Invisible Sex (Adovasio, Soffer and Page, 2008) attempts to 
reconstruct the role of women in human history. We will argue that 
the development of the inter-subjective function of teaching must have 
chronologically preceded the appearance of technology, and in it, women 
must have played a seminal role. We will defend that the most suitable 
inter-subjective zone for the emergence of the capacity to teach must have 
been setting of child-rearing, thereby making women the prototypical 
protagonist: the first teacher must have been awomen. 

The work method

I will support my arguments by making use of results from research 
in the fields of paleoanthropology and bioethics. This requires accepting, 
as Boyd (2018) does, that “modeling can be done (building a model of 
culture) using events from biology” (p. 177), especially from the stages 
between the forking off of hominins and the appearance of the first 
technology made of stone. J. Agustí (2000) dubbed this period the black 
hole in human evolution.

By the time technical skill appeared, we assume what L.S. Vygotsky 
(1979) called the zone of proximal development must have been well 
established: and inter-subjective setting where interaction has the explicit 
purpose of someone acquiring a skill; i.e., a true teaching-learning 
process, a genuine, full-fledged worker or workshop. The mental functions 
ontologically needed for this new quality must have evolved during the 
“black hole.” To shed some light on what may have happened, we will 
use recent ethologic research on mental properties of apes today, taking 
them as indicative of the state of mind at the time of the chimpanzee-
hominin bifurcation and updated research on foreseeable properties of 
the mind able to elaborate the oldest instruments on record. 

Interaction with the intention of teaching requires at least the 
functions involved in the theory of the mind (perception of the other 
as an intentional agent) and causal reasoning. This is, as R. Boyd (2018) 
and his team believe, precisely what made the human animal unique 
and the driving force behind the process toward humanization. As small 
children show, these two functions can initiate its unfolding without 
being in possession of spoken language and without the cultural context 
of technology.
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The Darwinian root of the approach

The starting point of our deliberations appears in Darwin’s The 
Descent of Man (1871/1909); it may be spelled out as follows: human 
beings constitute a milestone/achievement in the evolution of life; “There 
can consequently hardly be a doubt that man is an offshoot from the Old 
World Simian stem” (p. 154).

Today, of the entire hominoidea family, few species remain: bonobos, 
chimpanzees, gorillas, and orangutans. Homo is a word that has labeled 
many other species before Homo sapiens. The hominoidea family and 
the hominine family to which we belong shared a common ancestor, 
now unknown. The point of view of evolutionary kinship, belonging to 
the world of living things, provides the perspective for environmental 
education (Capra, 2014) and for the development of biophilia (Barbiero 
and Berto, 2016): we make up part of the world of living things, it has 
been the context in which our emergence took place; this perspective 
and stance should encourage the culture of sustainability of Nature.

Evolutionary emergence of human nature

Seminal properties of the human condition

P. Picq and Y Coppens (2001) coordinated the work Aux Origines de 
l’humanité, a question that has haunted philosophers at least since the 
ancient Greeks. Diogenes Laertius (3rd century BC) (2010) ridiculed Plato 
for calling man a “featherless biped.” The consensus today points to 
bipedalism as being the first step in the process of humanization (Berge 
and Gasc, 2012). 

Atapuerca (Carbonell and Bermúdez, 2004), the largest anthropological 
site in the world, is playing a notable role in the cultural assessment of 
our origins2. Among the findings from the project are several answers 

(2)  Worth noting here is the Joint Center UCM-ISCII on Human Evolution and Behavior, especially 
the Area of neuroscience and human behavior. http://www.eus.isciii.es/ISCIII/es/contenidos/fd-
investigacion/fd-ejecucion/fd-centros-participados/fd-unidades-mixtas/centro-mixto-evolucion-
comportamiento-humano.shtml. Retrieved on November 2, 2018. It is easy to understand that the 
research of this joint center may constitute a major source of information for constructing an 
Anthropology of Education.
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to the question on the seeds of the human condition. According to J.M. 
Bermúdez de Castro, human nature emerged at the point that associates 
us most with the animals: namely, the peculiarity of our sentimental 
ties (2016, 101). E. Carbonell and R. Sala (2002) deem that our most 
noteworthy and definitive adaptation is our operational intelligence 
(p.7, 36). The Homo genus institutes two things: the development of 
a specialized physioanatomy and the adoption of “technical selection 
as a mechanism for acquiring complexity” (p. 44). According to these 
authors, the humanization process began when groups of primates used 
their extremities to produce objects, when the extrasomatic production 
of tools and the practical habit of using them became commonplace 
(2000, 2007). 

Martínez Mendizabal once stated at a conference: Listening makes 
us human3. In (2012) he specified “[…] the primal characteristic of 
our lineage (is) cooperativity” (p. 18). For other authors, the most 
sophisticated answer is the capacity to suspend the practice and ruminate 
on the representation of the event4, to think in absentia of a particular 
stimulus (Vélez, 2007), the disciplined deliberation on the experience or 
the redistribution of its focal points Depraz, Varela and Vermersch, 2011), 
among others.

There is greater and greater unanimity in that all the options imagined 
for describing the uniqueness of the human condition involve changes in 
the brain and changes in relationships of social cooperation.

In this framework, Martínez Mendizabal (2012) states that from the 
evolutionary divergence of chimpanzees up to the appearance of tool-
making humans, during those nearly four million years, the phylogeny 
thrived and diversified “without showing any major increase in brain 
size” (p. 94). Features that did change were, among others, a reduction 
in the size of the canine teeth and in the type of food. “That reduction 
was caused by a substantial change in the social biology of the early 
hominids” (p.98), the biology of an unarmed primate, in contrast to the 
old idea of the killer monkey (Ardrey, 1969): the reduction in conflictivity 
among males and the increase in cooperation turned out to be key to their 
reproductive success. Indeed, no other species is able to live together 

(3)  Retrieved from https://lamenteesmaravillosa.com/sistema-limbico-funciona/. It can also be 
heard at https://www.march.es/conferencias/anteriores/voz.aspx?p0=27. https://www.march.es/
conferencias/anteriores/voz.aspx?p0=2529. 

(4)  This suspension is a fundamental process in training the mind Cfr (Rivière and Español, 2003).
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alongside so many unknown individuals as we do. Martínez Mendizabal 
(2012) concludes that cooperation is humankind’s first distinguishing 
feature. Two milestones were evolutionarily related at the beginning: 
bipedalism and cooperation.

The oldest fossil of a biped and the first demonstrable technologies

On July 19, 2001, in the Republic of Chad, the Toumai Skull was 
found; subsequent campaigns completed the remains of up to 12 
individuals, “a veritable family” (Brunet, 2006, 185). M. Brunet (2006), 
director of the team that made the discovery, tested the Toumai remains 
using every method of dating available. He dated the fossil to 7 Ma, the 
“oldest known hominid” (p. 192) was an estimated 1.20-1.30 m tall, he 
had a small brain capacity, on the order of 350-380 cm3, comparable 
with that of the common chimpanzee today. However, the position of 
the foramen magnum was not comparable. M Brunet deduced that it 
was a male. With these data, the territorial distribution of hominization 
was likely more extended and the age of the beginning of the process 
older than was assumed: rather than linear, the process was evolutionary 
in mosaic form. The process of hominization and the divergence with 
the chimpanzee began, according to these data, at around 7-8 Ma, in a 
landscape similar to today’s Okavango River delta in Botswana.

More recently, on November 29, 2018, Science5 magazine published 
news that a team coordinated by Spain’s Centro Nacional de 
Investigación sobre la Evolución Humana (CENIEH)6 had found stone 
artifacts approximately 2.4Ma old in Ain Bucherit (Algeria), thousands of 
kilometers away from Ethiopia. A 2.8Ma old jawbone, probably Homo, 
had been found in the same area in 20157. However, in 2011, the oldest 
lithic industry to date was found, although without any bone fossils 
associated with these tools, at the Lomekwi-3 site to the west of Turkana 
in Kenya8. At 3-3.3 Ma, its age predates the date proposed for Homo 

(5)  http://science.sciencemag.org/content/early/2018/11/28/science.aau0008. (Dec. 12, 2018).
(6)  http://www.cenieh.es/es 
(7)  https://www.abc.es/ciencia/20150304/abci-primero-familia-humana-201503041450.html (Dec. 3, 

2018)
(8)  Excavation led by Sonia Armand. Retrieved from Nature: https://www.researchgate.net/

publication/277004244_33-million-year-old_stone_tools_from_Lomekwi_3_West_Turkana_Kenya) 
and https://elpais.com/elpais/2015/05/20/ciencia/1432137026_404972.html. Cfr. (Lewis and 
Harmand, 2016).
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habilis, at 2.4Ma. The discovering archeologists were part of the ARCHOR 
project led by Sonia Armand of France’s CNRS 9. 

When the researchers put all these discoveries together, they deduced 
that the appearance of the stone culture must have taken place earlier 
than had previously been assumed, and that the emergence of this process 
of cultural evolution may have taken place in several different places in 
Africa separated by enormous distances and perhaps even beginning 
before Homo.

I find it worth noting that from the appearance of walking upright up 
to the first lithic industry, evolution took roughly 4 million years; in that 
period, a number of pragmatic innovations must have come about that 
proved fundamental. The first one I wish to point out concerns women. 

When woman stood up…

Owen Lovejoy (1989) is often referred to on the subject of the 
evolution of walking and the energy efficiency of bipedal walking; 
this savings in energy especially benefited females, since giving birth 
is a huge expenditure of energy that goes on throughout childrearing 
Maldonado, 2014). In addition, the transformation of the pelvis as a 
result of upright posture is also linked to functional modifications of 
giving birth. The human baby is the only primate that is born facing 
backwards, from very early on, human labor unaided was a greater risk. 
These are signs that evolution must have taken place in domains qualified 
as special sociability, such as assisted labor (Rosenberg and Trewathan, 
2002), cooperative caregiving given the newborn’s defenselessness and 
the altruistic help in response to the extra energy needed for a female to 
forage burdened by a child.

Information is lacking on the millions of years between the time of 
the first steps of what we may call the first chimpanzee culture – as 
displayed by the group that derived from the bifurcation- and the start 
of the culture of the artisans of stone. Filling in the gap runs the risk of 
relying on the imaginary, of reconstructing with inadequate equipment. 
Today, the growing scientific bibliography clearly shows that this path 
has been initiated with an eye on the leading role of women, which until 
recently was imperceptible in prehistory.

(9)  Retrieved from: http://www.talkorigins.org/faqs/homs/wt40000.html. (10-12-2018)
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C. Cohen (2003, 50ss) notes that the hominid feature of walking 
upright triggered a number of evolutionary changes in women: it hid the 
vulva from sight, the outer signs of ovulation became imperceptible to the 
males, and female sexuality no longer depended on the timing of estrus. 
At the same time, it shifted the importance to other parts of the body, it 
radically changed the nature of sexual stimulation, and the it separated 
the meanings of genital and sexual. For C. Cohen, the invisibility of the 
status of ovulation and the appetite for relations regardless of that status 
are essential characteristics of human sexuality. The sexual behavior of 
simians differs from human sexuality in that promiscuity dilutes paternity; 
in contrast, the human habit ended up highlighting and increasing the 
male’s collaboration in rearing the young, thereby transforming the 
meaning and role of kinship in life (Godelier, 2004).

This new scenario of a permanent sexuality brought about major 
changes as well: estrus lost its central role, modulated with a new look 
at the female, the male discharged dominance and the female acquired 
position, and child-rearing reinforced the reference to the biological 
parents. This is in line with the fact that this substrate of sexuality gave 
rise to a strength associated with an affective bond, in two qualitatively 
different varieties: marital affectivity and filial affectivity. This scenario of 
an evolving sexuality and an affectivity coupled to child-rearing outlines 
one of the main aspects in the process of hominization. To C. Cohen (2016) 
there is no doubt: “In the human order, reproduction is at the same time 
a biological fact and a central element of societies” (p.93) that becomes 
inserted, interpreted and valued in the culture. Understanding the causes 
and effects of this scenario that disconnects reproduction and sexuality, 
that progressively inscribes sexuality in the realm of cooperation, is key 
to understanding the origins of culture and human social forms during 
the hominization process (p.99).

The female primate was not a mere machine for reproducing the species. 
Rather, sexual relations helped form bonds and maintain cohesion in the 
complex societies of primates. As F. De Waal (2007) states, “Group living 
has been the obsession of our lineage.” “Women naturally appreciate 
this need for connection” (p. 18). The author points out that we share 
genes with Pan troglodites - the androcentric and violent chimpanzee, to 
the point of infanticide—but also with Pan paniscus— the ginocentric, 
sensual and peaceful bonobo, who seems to draw no particular line 
between sexuality and affect (p.20). Thus, there is little justification to the 



Revista de Educación, 387. January-March 2020, pp. 291-313
Received: 27-03-2019    Accepted: 20-09-2019

299

García Carrasco, J.  They FirsT TaughT us To be humans, Then To be CraFTsman

cliché of the “animal inside us”, a wild beast always on the prowl, hidden 
under the fine layer of culture (Golding, 1996).

Women in the viewpoint

In the background of the Western imaginary, the prevailing perspective 
is clearly that of the violent chimpanzee, and on the surface, it gave rise 
to a novel in which the protagonist is a man: epic, artistic, hunter, and 
conqueror. This imaginary was accepted as an underlying assumption 
for constructing the field of anthropology. P. Watson’s Ideas: A History of 
Thought and Invention, from Fire to Freud (2005), for example, starts off 
with the artist inventor of the flint axe; much the same scene is described 
by J. Burke and R. Ornstein (1995) when human time unfolds in The 
Axemaker’s Gift.

For history prior to the artisan, some anthropologists came up with 
the hypothesis of the hunter (Ardrey, 1961) and credited the activity 
of hunting as the origin of the mental functions of hominids. This 
hypothesis justifies the ideology in which the male, since the beginning, 
had to go out and hunt to bring in food; and hunting large animals 
made him the hero of prehistory. This hypothesis was weakened by the 
works of L. Binford (1983), who argued the activity of carrion-hunting 
for earlier times. Carrion-hunting requires skill and cooperation, even 
from adolescents. R. Lee and I. DeVore (1987) studied the ¡Kung of South 
Africa and found that, even though the hunters were men, two thirds of 
the food eaten at camp is provided from women’s foraging. Big game 
hunting most likely did not begin until the upper Paleolithic, when 
H. sapiens was equipped with more effective tools. In The Mutilated 
Trail, C. Martínez Pulido (2012) underscores the fragility of the hunter 
hypothesis because it is used to justify the hypothesis of gender-based 
division of labor, thus making it more a biological alibi that naturalizes 
the dominant social roles. Unraveling the alibi takes us to “radical re-
assessment of women’s roles in prehistoric societies” (Cohen, 2003, 16) 
and to conceive of alternative prehistoric scenarios (Sanahuja, 2002, 89). 
The points of view projected by female researchers in the second half 
of the 20th century revealed new horizons of meaning. When women are 
included in the center that had been occupied by man alone, it weakens 
the foundations of the conventional imaginary on human evolution.
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The humanization process must have begun long before fabrication of 
lithic artifacts, and most likely kicked off in quite a different way:

 Far from useless and sedentary in a dominant male group in evolution, 
prehistoric women were the ones who invented gestures and tools for 
gathering food, instruments for transporting babies (woven baskets and 
ropes), the initiators of behaviors for sharing resources in the heart of the 
group (Cohen, 2003, 16).

The most reasonable version is that every presumable activity in the 
bipedal primate group that started the slow evolutionary process toward 
hominization could also have been undertaken by the women and 
adolescents: gathering a variety of seasonal foods, deboning carcasses 
by using sharp stone chips, sewing, hunting small animals, etc. making 
sundry ephemeral objects that have left no fossil record. The stone tool 
has not gender, the imaginary is what conceived the first artifact as 
masculine, since stone carving requires precision more than it needs 
muscle. C. Cohen (2003) dedicates a broad, well-documented chapter on 
the different occupations of prehistoric women (Traveaux des femmes), 
including painting Paleolithic caves. 

S. Blaffer Hrdy (2001) holds that the lengthening of childrearing 
during hominization must have played a decisive role in the evolution of 
cohesive social relations. The cardinal biocultural zone in the hominization 
process, where the survival of the species was at stake, was communal 
involvement in childrearing. In short: humanization commenced hand 
in hand with early childhood education in an increasingly complex 
scenario of survival skills. Two things bear witness to the hominization 
value entailed in childrearing: the strength of the affective bonding and 
the powerful encouragement to act in favor of the child in the well-
studied phenomenon of attachment. That context aims attention, feeds 
motivation, stimulates cooperation, guides practice, and fosters imitation.

With these arguments, the childrearing scenario can be defended as a 
privileged space for developing the social mechanisms of culture, where 
the young found suitable mediation to culminate their development by 
acting as an intentional agent whose behavior follows the intentionality 
of its model. Stages along this evolutionary process must have taken place 
in the “black hole” that spans from Sahelanthropus tchadensis, dubbed 
Toumai, to Lucy the Australopitecus afarensis. In the human species, 
childrearing has been the most suitable scenario for the characteristic 
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practice of the Zone of Proximal Development described by A. S. Vygotsky 
(1979). Women are center-stage in that zone, with their role as intentional 
agent par excellence.

Following this line of reasoning logically lead to a discussion on the 
essential and original role of social cooperation in the hominization 
process.

Cooperation as a key factor in the hominization process

From the watchtower of the stone craft workshop, after the events, 
and to the above, we have the means to identify reasons why the 
story of A Different Animal (Boyd, 2018) began: it was not because of 
brain size or height, which for millions of years were kept within the 
primate parameters of our evolutionary relatives. Rather, in the light 
of what happened in that tool-maker in which everyone collaborated, 
according to their strengths and abilities, a few fundamental steps can 
be glimpsed, hominin events that must have begun some 7ma ago. The 
first, foundational in everyone’s opinion, as we have noted, was to stand 
up and walk upright, leaving the hands free, affecting the dynamics of 
childbirth, opening up a new horizon of research and environmental 
manipulation, and community tutelage in childrearing. The second, 
which researchers place at a similar level of functional importance, must 
have been the development of intentional cooperative practices. Those 
hominins had to practice a lot, as veritable intentional agents, before 
reaching the stone worker stage.

Another fact worth emphasizing is that the ecological distribution of 
artisans is very wide: evidence of the first level of stone manufacture 
have been found from Algeria to Kenya, which reasonably argues for the 
existence of processes of cultural transmission, associated with migratory 
movements of groups. 

A mind that possesses real cultural transmission capacity manifests 
competence in several processes, which Vygotsky called superior to the 
cultural capabilities exhibited by the great apes. Darwin qualified them 
as grade differences; in a current systemic epistemology we would speak 
of differences in the level of operation (Mahner, Bunge, 2000). Calling 
things by name, the culture of the artisan required teaching as such, in a 
workman some 3.3ma ago. 
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In the stone carving places, in the workshops, there must have been 
attitudes for observing the model in the interest of learning, expert 
help through which to teach the apprentice, exercises to gain skill 
guided intentionally by displays of the model. Millions of years from 
the separation of chimpanzees were necessary, during which the slow 
evolution by natural selection was accompanied by cultural selection. 
In this evolution, two contexts must have been especially selective: 
the context of childrearing and the context of exploration of new 
environments and innovation in search of food. In the first, the incentive 
was the survival of the offspring; in the second, the survival of the group. 
Let us start by considering the mental architecture of cooperation.

Mental architecture needed for cooperation

M. Tomasello brings two qualities relevant to this point: he belongs the 
department of evolutionary and comparative psychology at the Max 
Planck Institute of Evolutionary Anthropology, and he is a psychobiologist 
at the Yerkes National Primate Research Center of Emory University, in 
Atlanta. An increasing number of authors, including M. Tomasello (2010), 
place cooperation practices at the heart of the humanization process.

The term mutualism refers to a biological interaction in which the 
species involved receive the benefit of improving the effectiveness of 
their life skills; the most intimate form of mutualism is symbiosis. Even the 
human body is an ecosystem difficult to understand without considering 
the entire microbiome with which we live in symbiosis (Yong, 2017). 
Easier to observe is the mutualism of bees and hummingbirds with 
flowers in the context of feeding-pollination10. 

Far above this level of mutualistic interaction are the great apes, 
especially the chimpanzees, whose group living shows complex mental 
abilities: the ability to recognize individuals, strategic intelligence, 
perception of relationships between two other individuals, and the 
possibility of building triadic relationships with them. An example 
of the depth and complexity of the socio-affective relationships that 

(10)  See: https://www.ecoticias.com/naturaleza/110860/10-ejemplos-increibles-mutualismo-animal. 
Bernal Toro, J.A. (2017), carried out research on mutualistic relations between birds and flowers in 
the curricular context of a faculty of education. Retrieved from: http://repository.udistrital.edu.co/
bitstream/11349/11152/1/BernalToroJairoAndr%C3%A9s2018.pdf. (November 16, 2018).
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chimpanzees can build is told by F. de Waal (2018, 24). The scene is as 
follows: Jan van Hoooff, Dutch primatologist, goes to the Burgers’ Zoo 
in Arnhem-Holland to visit the chimpanzee Mama, who is dying. Mama 
recognizes the teacher whom she has known for more than forty years, 
grins at him, and embraces him,

At least three categories of behavior make up the infrastructure of 
cooperation in chimpanzees: body language or prosody, expression of 
emotions, and social dynamics.

Teaching on the human line as an act of intentional cooperation at 
another level

The first statement in an oft-quoted booklet by M. Tomasello (2010), 
curiously enough, describes human cooperation as a learning context:

 In many animal species, individuals benefit from the experience and hard 
work of others by learning from them in social exchange (p. 11).

Thus defined, the concept of cooperation-culture is attributable to 
several species of birds, sea and land mammals, and above all to primates. 
The evolutionary line of the human species presents a unique qualitative 
novelty in that process. 

The model in human culture is capable of representing, imagining, 
the learner’s state of incompetence; he contrasts what he observes 
in the learner with his inner model and makes an assessment with 
which he decides if he cooperates with instructions and displays. His 
representation of the model contains the goal, the sequence of the 
process, and conditions of execution. He is capable of conceiving the 
help that will make it easier for the learner to successfully consummate 
the action. The model is transformed into a teacher: an agent capable of 
having the intention of teaching.

The learner who learns with guidance and tutelage also builds some 
image of the structure of the process, which he confirms by performing 
skill; mastery of skill, if circumstances change, may facilitate innovations, 
fortuitous or by trial and error. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZDP), 
by the time it emerges (the sign is the action of teaching), in itself, is 
(potentially) a workshop for potential trials and a laboratory for possible 
innovations.
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When the group acquires teaching capacity, the generalization of 
that capacity –with all its aspects, replicators and potential innovators– 
is transformed into a group phenotype; natural selection benefits the 
selection and activation of the genes that support that structure and 
the group expands the behaviors that help to survive in changing 
environments or through a culture of changing environments to explore 
new sources of resources. The association between the abilities to notice 
that the learner does not know (magisterium) and to conceive the 
structure of the process that is learned (reflexive learning), I believe are 
two requirements that non-human primates lacked in order to achieve the 
beginning of the cumulative cultural evolution of which M. Tomasello 
speaks: culture in its own sense and, it seems, the exclusively human 
cultural variant.

The history of cumulative cultural evolution from 7Ma onwards

The mechanism of cumulative evolution, which M. Tomasello calls 
a “ratchet”, I believe can be installed in the working memory, giving 
flexibility and reconstruction capacity to the image of the goal being 
pursued, because if the circumstances of the execution environment 
change, the flexible image offers an opportunity for the agent to 
incorporate tested or fortuitous innovations. Bipedalism must have been 
coupled with exploration-exploitation, progressively increasing the scale 
of making use of the living space by refining the exploration of the 
territory. The change in scale was generated (i) in the spatial axis, when 
they became territorially open to exploration, even without definitively 
leaving the trees; (ii) in opening up of the range of consumption, the 
increase in the variety of food sources. It is not difficult to imagine the 
huge number of double-checking, trials and tests, discards and innovations 
and mistakes that the different hominin species must have carried out in 
the ecological niches they explored. A posteriori we find their success 
was resounding, but in the process, there were many species that failed 
and became extinct.

In this new situation, the groups in which cooperation was 
developed would clearly have biological advantages, they turned out to 
be biodependent on developing capacities of cognition and capacities 
of cooperation. Humanization seems, therefore, to have involved the 
expansion of both social capacities and cognitive capacities. All authors 
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dealing with the human mind point to a cognitive domain that overlaps 
with the social domain: access to the states of mind of others, noticing 
and assessing mental states in others, imagining them through behavioral 
cues. This aptitude is usually described by the expression intentional 
state of mind.

There is no doubt in my mind that the scenario par excellence for 
the emergence and intentional practice of the mind is cooperation; the 
most frequent example is that of males who go to collect food and bring 
it in to share it with the females and young. I believe, as I say, that the 
most relevant social space of all in the genesis of human culture was 
childrearing. 

The cultural setting par excellence is childrearing, not craftsmanship

The greatest energy expenditure in the works of provisioning was 
generated in the females during the childrearing process. Nature left the 
offspring attached to the mothers for a long time; the basic glue came 
from the emotional system. Affectivity could have been the substratum 
for two qualitative intentional novelties. (i) The very representation of the 
binding affective state with the offspring (my child), in which the focus 
of attention contains the intentional dual polarity that entails “my” (I feel 
I love him) and recursiveness with respect to herself (she feels loving). 
The childrearing scenario has exceptional qualities as a candidate for 
the emergence of human consciousness as well, but this would detain 
us from our goal here. (ii) The representation of the needing care state 
of the offspring (I imagine what it needs); in a first stage it could consist 
of recognizing biological states of need, such as hunger or fear; later on, 
it would be the representation of not knowing, not knowing how to get 
something, where to find it, or how to do it; this is the state in which the 
mother suspends the altruistic acts of giving and initiates the cooperative 
acts of pointing out and teaching.

Tool-making is often cited as a fundamental milestone in hominization. 
D. Stout (2016) experimentally reproduced the abilities of the primitive 
craftsmen in order to understand the origins of humanity. His research 
shows that, in the stone workshop, attentive observation had to be 
accompanied and guided by the teaching of the details of strategy and 
tactics. But I believe that, in a workshop, as in a carpentry, learning 
already has a certain systematic condition: the role of the model is 
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established, the work of the learner/apprentice is defined, time has been 
assigned for trials and practice. The workshop is the complex, planned 
situation in which a context is created and provided that focuses on 
preparing the instruments that will subsequently be used in production 
(e.g. in grinding) or procurement (e.g. hunting or cracking open bones 
for marrow). These same patterns of mental activity may have been 
applied much earlier in the ecological niches that hominins explored 
with the development of bipedalism. In the food-gatherer culture, the 
intentional practice of teaching may also have been initiated.

The steadiest steps in the evolution of cooperation were taken by women 

In the scenario I describe, I imagine the protagonists of that primitive 
ZPD. The first educator must have been a woman and childrearing the 
first scenario of teaching. The first teacher was a woman. The germinal 
human cooperative act must have been that of mother-child cooperation 
within the childrearing process.

Among the social skills of anthropoid primates, one of the strongest 
is imitation, on which F. de Waal dedicates a book (2002). The first 
condition as F. Waal (2015) points out is that: 

 To learn from others, anthropoids need a congener, because imitation requires 
identification with a body of flesh and bone (p. 87).

In the primate world it seems everything was very advanced in 
this sense. Some authors claim that at the root of imitation there is an 
innate, unconscious bodily resonance process, which they qualify as 
“identification” and “empathy”, that manifests itself at first in the form 
of “emotional contagion” (Ruiz Santos, 2015), or emotional syntony, and 
unfolds in the “understanding of the kind of help that can be effective” in 
cases of altruism (Waal, 2015, 144). Even signaling behaviors have been 
described, although infrequently and always associated with urgency or 
danger (Waal, 2015, 196). In these situations, “the survival of many wild 
animals depends on what they have learned from their peers” (Waal, 2002, 
155). The most complex behavior of using instruments known in the wild 
is that of splitting nuts, which chimpanzees do. To be good they need 
two hands, they need to choose the anvil stone and a hammer stone and 
bring both to the area where the nuts are. Offspring spend at least three 
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years practicing to attain the necessary skill. However, situations that can 
be interpreted as acts of teaching as such have not been described. 

We believe that teaching is the most complex form of cooperation, a 
qualitative novelty of the genus Homo. L. White (1959), underlined his 
conviction that man and culture, in the sense of aid for the acquisition of 
skills, originated simultaneously, because the concept of culture requires 
the mental functions of imitation, those of teaching and those of language 
(White, 1964). I differ, in part, from this approach. I defend here that the 
full emergence of culture is in teaching and that teaching took place 
some four million years before the design and manufacture of tools, and 
before the appearance of language, even if some form of prosody was 
involved.

D. Davidson (1982) holds that intentional attitudes – such as belief 
and intention - demand the accompaniment of language. Piaget, on 
the other hand, established that children, even at a very early pre-
language age, exhibit what he called action-oriented thinking, complex 
non-verbal thinking. J.C. Gómez (2017) considers that the best way to 
describe implicit knowledge is to understand it as practical intelligence, 
procedural intelligence, “insight:” it implies knowledge of the physical 
world, without verbal reasoning, evolved from non-verbal minds. 

M. Tomasello (2013, 130) set out to investigate the infrastructure of 
human cooperation; he concluded that it requires qualities of a more 
evolved level than those involved in mutualism. Chimpanzees are highly 
social animals11; but they do not practice collaboration, in the strict sense 
with which the word should be used, because it implies a shared goal, 
performing complementary roles, simultaneous active involvement, and 
joint intentionality. All these traits are impossible without the prerequisite 
of possessing full capacity for recursively reading another’s mind. 
Some authors take the chimpanzees’ social hunt of colobus monkeys 
as proof of this cooperation. M. Tomasello and others interpret it as a 
group pattern with a view to optimizing individual options; recently this 
hunting behavior has proven to be more surprising when it has been 
seen that even in hunting they have used lances to remove the colobus 
from its hiding place (Pruetz et al., 2015).

(11)  The social ethology of the chimpanzee has been well studied. The Jane Goodall Institute offers a 
wealth of documentation. Retrieved from: http://www.janegoodall.es/es/etologia.html (November 
16, 2018). 
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 There are no published experimental studies of chimpanzees collaborating in 
different and complementary roles (Tomasello, 2013, 131).

The function of help and care, which was at the origin of human 
phylogeny, implies the “theory of mind” (Premack and Wudruff, 1978). 
In the human species the awareness of other people’s mental states 
is a fundamental domain of processes of conscious cooperation. The 
Premacks (2003) published a work in which they compare the mental 
activity of the ape, the baby, and human adults; they affirm that the 
limitations of any imitation process are resolved when a teaching process 
by an experienced individual is involved: “this is the most efficient method 
for correcting errors” (p. 10). They complete their thesis by stating: “We 
think in effect that teaching preceded language” (p. 10). In other words, 
the teaching process originally did not require language, although when 
teaching emerged, it had to co-evolve with prosody, with gesture and 
the utterance of sounds. Those conditions, as we have indicated, were 
fulfilled before the beginning of stone technology.

The teaching process depends on an assembly between a theory of 
mind and a theorie de l’éducation, which implies the understanding 
(representation) of the mental state of the learner in need of help or 
information. This reflection of the Premacks’ was novel and yet not very 
explicit in the scientific literature: the theory of mind implies, as the 
other side of the coin, the theory of education. Each of these expressions 
alludes to a competency within a mental system in which they are 
coupled. Where the ability to put oneself in the mind of the other -theory 
of mind- appears most evidently is in the act of teaching. I believe that 
this is the act of intersubjective human cooperation par excellence.

Conclusion

In human phylogeny, the separation of chimpanzees ushered in an 
anatomical differentiation and a divergence in behaviors. Two hypotheses 
have been put forward for the process of behavioral differentiation: (i) 
that it occurred by means of the appearance of different genetic bases 
for each specific cognitive ability of the human condition, as suggested 
by S. Pinker (1999, 2001), among others; (ii) or as M. Tomasello (2003) 
poses, “one single important adaptation,” which made cumulative cultural 
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evolution (aka the ratchet effect) possible (p.75). The period between 
7Ma and 3.3Ma, according to M. Tomasello, would not be long enough if 
these changes depended directly on genetic mutations.

Adaptation, which by itself or by involving cultural processes can 
explain many of the unique traits of human cognition, through one 
single mechanism is being able to act as an intentional agent and to 
act as if all the others were, too: a way of life that took form in the 
human phylogeny and must have given rise to a community of unique, 
advantageous survival practices in the context of natural selection. The 
context that seems best suited for that intentional capability to emerge 
in is the social context of cooperation. In our opinion, the germinal 
context of cooperation, the one that fulfills all the requirements of full 
cooperation, is the process of rearing a child, in which more than anyone 
else, women played the leading role.

Future directions for research

Completing the argumentation in all its aspects requires further 
complementary research to broaden this work: the suspension of action 
and the appearance of the act of pointing out, the role and evolution 
of prosody. It strikes me as especially important to investigate strong 
evidence that the prosodically evolved pre-language context we have 
dwelled on here is characterized by a teaching scenario and by the 
empathetic emotional inclination toward helping. This scenario seems to 
require the mirror of noting that I know that he does not know; furthermore, 
this is a clue of being a propitious scenario for the emergence of the 
intentional agent’s own conscience. I find these to be essential chapters 
in any anthropology of education.
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Esteban Bara, F. (2018) Ética del profesorado [Ethics of teachers]. 
Barcelona: Herder. 149 pp. ISBN: 9788425441660

The main argument put forward by this book is that education is 
“a wonderful humanizing adventure, an extraordinary process that 
makes us men and women, a genuine ethical event full of gestures and 
words that eases the transformation of all those who meet there” (14 ). 
The reader will find, in this proposition a humanistic perspective, very 
detailed, with argumentative depth, numerous examples and practical 
proposals, abundant and diverse cultural references. In short, it is a book 
evocative, suggestive and, if we can be so bold, very approachable.

The author defends approaches that are far from what is commonly 
defended in the current academic discourse. He argues, for example, the 
need to prioritize in education that students want to be better than they 
already are and not only to acquire curricular knowledge and skills. And 
this is, in my opinion, the essential point on which the argumentative 
structure of the book is held; This is also the type of improvement that 
we try to apply onto others, through educational spaces and times, which 
can only be achieved, claims professor Esteban, if the students see in us 
the same type of change and the same aspiration for the best.

Another very interesting aspect of the book is that the author is not 
only focused on defining the “irreplaceable teacher” but also to make us 
think, what the appropriate procedures are to create the largest number 
of such teachers. Throughout the text we will also find a continuous 
concern in trying to balance out different positions. In the current main 
discourse that defends the autonomy and moral freedom of individuals, 
the author suggest that this leads to: “the underestimation of our natural 
development, and that this devaluates the influence of community in the 
moral development of a person” (40).

Another interesting idea in the text is that the educational process 
shouldn’t actually consist on individual reasoning and a freedom of choice 
to in who you want to be. Another interesting suggestion for education 
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in general, which clear implications for teacher training, is the need to 
recognize that the development of virtues is carried out through social 
and community contexts. This is where our role models, reassurance and 
rejection prevail, this is, everyday life in communal spaces. In fact, we are 
not isolated and disembodied beings, that is why he says: “it is a bit of 
a reach to think that one chooses a way of life and not that a way of life 
truly chooses you “ (102).

In one of the best moments of the book, after having gone through 
several pedagogical nonsense, he culminates in saying: “Teaching is a 
deep commitment, it is being involved in a body and soul, jumping into 
the humanizing adventure without hesitation, it is loving until it hurts or 
worse, but it is not other things that we try to put in the same category as 
good teaching “(78-79, italics added). There it is.

The defense of the theoretical and/or philosophical point of view 
that the author adopts is interesting. He also defends the point of view 
of the Faculties of Education as spaces that accentuate the noble figure 
of the student, and not only of their professional future. He argues for 
a university life that is “anything vie, anything ignoble, anything vulgar, 
laziness, anything easy and comfortable “(148).

It is a good book. It is worth a read. It is sometimes fun and other 
times it makes you think. It delineates accuracy the meaning of the ethics 
of teaching as an experience of compromise that moved away from 
exclusive deontological positions. This book will unmask the mediocre, 
humdrum and vitally subdued teacher.

Fernando Gil Cantero
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