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DEVELOPING SCHOOL  
CAPACITY FOR DIVERSITY

The results of the relevant SIRIUS activities of 2012–14, in combination with a literature review, suggest 
strategies to address four areas for improvement that will help build schools that are committed to—as 
well as capable of—furthering the achievement of all their pupils, and reducing the gap between the aca-
demic outcomes of immigrants versus the native born. The areas for improvement are language diversity, 
the learning environment, social psychology and acculturation, and parent and community connections. 

The first strategy to improve professional capacity for diversity concerns the formation of professional 
learning communities where teachers learn together how to utilise diversity to further learning outcomes. 
The second strategy is to form networks of schools and centres of expertise. The third strategy is to sup-
port the development of dedicated teacher training programs. Training programs that take diversity as 
a starting point and address it from all perspectives prepare teachers to become experts in the topic, 
capable of supporting students from migrant backgrounds to achieve their full potential.

I. INTRODUCTION

The European policy network SIRIUS is committed to increasing the educational position of migrant chil-
dren and decreasing the so-called achievement gap between children from migrant and minority back-
grounds versus children from native and/or majority backgrounds. 

School quality is at the top of the SIRIUS agenda. Research on education and migration shows that school 
quality is of great importance for children from migrant backgrounds. In comparison to children from 
high socioeconomic and majority ethnic/cultural backgrounds, the academic success of migrant children 
depends more on the quality of schools attended. The SIRIUS commitment to improving the educational 
position of migrant children therefore means improving the quality of schools themselves. This brief uses 
the concept of professional capacity to frame SIRIUS’s recommendations regarding school quality.
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II.  SCHOOL CAPACITY

A school’s professional capacity is commensurate to 
the capacity of its teachers, administrators, and other 
staff. Several variables are taken into consideration 
when measuring such capacity. What is the quality of 
the instructors’ content knowledge, pedagogical skills, 
and interpersonal skills? Do administrators maintain 
ongoing professional development, and give teachers 
responsibility for changes to the school (a necessary 
condition for school improvement1)? Do school staff 
work together as a cohesive, professional community, 
focused on the core problems of improving teaching 
and learning?2 

As Charles Payne3 put it: ‘Teacher quality matters and 
matters most to the most disadvantaged schools’. In 
their review of factors that improve student learning in 
socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, Muijs et al.4 
describe ‘learning communities’ as groups of teachers 
and administrators that continuously seek and share 
learning and act on what they learn. Schools with 
learning communities (‘learning schools’) are char-
acterised by reflective dialogue among teachers, who 
collaborate, take collective responsibility for student 
learning, and work continuously to improve teaching 
practices. Muijs et al. argue that learning schools are 
more effective in encouraging student achievement in 
disadvantaged areas than are schools where teachers 
do little to reflect on their practices.

SIRIUS activities in 2012, 2013, and 2014 addressed 
a variety of topics relevant to professional capacity 
in schools. Activities included a survey, three peer 
reviews, a meeting of policymakers on the topic of 

professional capital, and a meeting for teachers from 
migrant and minority backgrounds. Combined, the 
anecdotes and data gleaned from these efforts offer 
an overview of the state of professional capital in the 
schools of SIRIUS Member States. 

III.  IMPROVING OPPOR-
TUNITIES FOR IMMIGRANT 
CHILDREN: FOUR FUNDA-
MENTALS 

The four fundamental areas for improvement pre-
sented below are based on an analysis of relevant 
SIRIUS activities in 2012–14, as well as on a review 
of literature on professional capacity and its role in 
the academic achievement of students with a migrant 
background.5 

1. Language diversity. Many children from 
migrant backgrounds entering the educational sys-
tem in their new countries have limited language 
skills in the language of instruction. In order to 
be successful in school, it is of paramount impor-
tance to have good competence in the language of 
instruction. Teacher expertise in effective ways to 
address linguistic diversity is key.6  

Box 1. The achievement gap

• Across the European Union, 14.1 per cent of 
students leave school before graduation. Sepa-
rating out third-country nationals, this figure 
rises to 33 per cent.

• First-generation immigrants are over-repre-
sented at the lowest educational level, as are 
immigrants in the second generation.

• According to Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) data on 15-year-
old students, 36 per cent of first-generation 
migrants perform at the lowest levels in math-
ematics, language, and science, compared with 
17 per cent of native-born students.

Source: Migration Policy Group (2012). Education 
indicators for migrant education.

Box 2. Good practices: Latvia

A project focused on bilingual education was or-
ganised in in-service teacher training institutes and 
consisted of the development of a curriculum and 
textbooks. The adopted model ensures the pres-
ervation of students’ mother tongue as well as the 
successful acquisition of the language of instruction. 
Results of national tests have shown that students 
in these bilingual schools have the same average 
level of academic achievement as do students in so-
called mainstream schools. Furthermore, language 
proficiency in the language of instruction (Latvian) 
is high, as well as proficiency in the mother tongue. 
The scope of the project is large and has been imple-
mented gradually beginning in 1998. Since then, 170 
schools have participated.

Source: SIRIUS survey 2013.7
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2. The learning environment. A commitment 
to improving outcomes for migrant children and 
reducing the achievement gap requires a coherent 
and integrated school policy on dealing with diver-
sity in the learning environment and curriculum. 
This includes differentiated instructional practices, 
and teaching materials and assessment methods 
that are fair and stimulating for all students. It 
requires teachers to have excellent pedagogical 
competence and competence in building positive 
classroom climates.8  

3. Social psychology and acculturation. Teach-
ers in urban schools need training in the topics 
of migration, acculturation, social psychology 
phenomena, and ethnic identity issues relevant to 
the diverse environments they teach in. Research 
indicates that teachers are likely to have lower ex-
pectations from immigrant children, which in turn 
lowers these students’ self-esteem and perpetu-
ates lower education outcomes.9 In contrast, those 
students able to combine the cultures of their 
origins and new homes (forming a transcultural 
or ‘hyphenated’ identity) are often the most suc-
cessful pupils.10 Understanding these and other 
issues relevant to children of immigrants will help 
teachers better support all students; it will also as-
sist teachers in assessing their students’ starting 
positions and progress. Finally, it will help teachers 
to develop a positive attitude towards diversity and 
utilise their students’ diversity as a rich source for 
learning in classrooms. 

4. Parent and community connections. Urban 
teachers who succeed in engaging the parents of 
their diverse pupils—as well as cooperating with 
community organisations—will further support 
achievement in their schools. Payne11 describes 
connecting with families as one of the most dif-
ficult but also one of the most relevant areas of 
expertise in urban schools that serve pupils from 
diverse backgrounds. Research clearly shows that 
parental involvement and academic support, as 
well as communication between teachers and par-
ents, stimulates children’s achievement. Schutz12 
argues in a review on school-community relation-
ships that one way to achieve more sustainable 
development of schools in poor neighbourhoods 
is by involving community organisations: ‘reforms 
have to start in and with the community, if they are 
to have any real hope of long-term success.’

IV.  DEVELOPING CAPACITY 
IN THE FOUR SUGGESTED 
AREAS 

In order to develop the expertise in the four areas out-
lined in this brief, SIRIUS recommends implementing 
three strategies. 

1. Build professional learning communities that 
focus on diversity

Schools with diverse student populations should be 

Box 3. Example of ethnic identity issues

A Lithuanian teacher explains the importance of 
understanding how students’ identities are formed: 

‘We have a problem with our Lithuanian kids, 
because of the economic situation in our country. 
Some parents go abroad to work and after a couple 
of years they come back. If kids had a better life 
living in, for example, Great Britain, they are not 
proud being Lithuanians and they come back and 
they have negative views of Lithuania: “Lithuania is 
a poor country, I don’t want to be Lithuanian”. At first 
when I heard that, I was shocked. Because we were 
always raised to be proud of being Lithuanian. I was 
brought up in Soviet Union times. And still we were 
a country [to] ourselves and not part of the Soviet 
Union’.

Source: SIRIUS meeting for teachers from migrant back-
grounds (2014, Brussels).

Box 4. Good practices: Belgium

Belgium has introduced what it calls ‘extended’ 
schools. These seek to encompass various domains 
and fields in the learning environment, among which 
are health, physical and psychological security, 
competence development, social participation, and 
preparation for the future. Extended schools are for 
all pupils, but focus on issues of diversity (ethno-cul-
tural, religious, linguistic, and so on). An important 
focus of the project is ensuring equal opportunities 
for all children and young people, especially the dis-
advantaged. Part of the project is the professional 
development of all staff involved, including school 
staff.

Source: SIRIUS survey (2012).
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supported to institutionalise principles of collegiality 
and cooperation in more coherent and focused ways. 
For example, teachers learn a great deal by cooperat-
ing and observing one another’s classrooms, and by 
taking the time to reflect on and improve their prac-
tices, with a central focus on student learning. Schools 
would do well to support teachers in these efforts, thus 
building professional learning communities (PLCs). 

Hargreaves and Fullan13 describe PLCs as consisting 
of three elements (1) communities, working in groups 
with collective responsibility, committed to improve-
ment, respect, and care; (2) a focus on long-term 
organisational learning instead of quick-fix solutions, 
alongside a commitment to improving student learning 
and well-being; and (3) professional improvements and 
decisions that are informed by (but not dependent on) 
statistical information, guided by experienced, collec-
tive judgment.

In the context of schools with diverse student popula-
tions, a focus on student learning implies a focus on di-
versity. Teachers in PLCs with a focus on diversity learn 
together about how to utilise this diversity to further 
learning outcomes. In a collaborative effort, they de-
sign differentiated learning materials that are relevant 
for children from a variety of ethnic and cultural back-
grounds. A PLC with a focus on diversity also invites 
teachers to learn to build on the funds of knowledge 
that their students bring to school (instead of using the 
‘clean slate’ approach). 

Aside from building PLCs in individual schools, Har-
greaves and Fullan also make a plea for schools to 
develop as networks of practice. They use the term 
co-opetition: collaborative competition (competition in 
the spirit of community), with collective responsibility 
(as teachers learn to identify with all students in the 
school).

2. Build networks of expertise on diversity

The second strategy to increase professional capacity 
regarding dealing with diversity is to form networks of 
schools and centres of expertise. These networks will 
facilitate understanding of the academic position of 
migrant children and help improve learning outcomes. 

3. Develop teacher training programs dedicated to 
diversity

The third strategy to build professional capacity in the 
area of diversity is to support the development of dedi-
cated teacher training programs. Sending out teach-
ers to a one-day course on, for example, migration 
or discrimination will not help students from migrant 
backgrounds improve their performance to a significant 
extent. Teacher training programs that take diversity as 
a starting point and integrate the topic into the cur-
ricula of all courses—and address it from all perspec-
tives—prepare teachers to become experts in the topic, 
capable of helping students from migrant backgrounds 
achieve their full potential. 

Box 5. Good practices: Greece 

Greece has implemented a series of policy mea-
sures on school development and teacher train-
ing that aim to develop teaching skills, specifically 
to meet the needs of heterogeneous classrooms. 
Among these are new teaching methods with a 
focus on diathematic (cross-subject) teaching and 
project work. Regional and local seminar workshops 
for teachers have been held on the particulars of 
the new approaches. This raises awareness among 
teachers regarding the needs of students with vari-
ous social, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds.

Source: SIRIUS survey (2012).

Box 6. Good practices: Germany and Austria

The Mercator Institute’s project for ‘Language 
Training and German as a Second Language’ was 
founded in June 2012. The project goals have 
been to advise regional governments as well as 
universities on language education, support them 
in strengthening the development of language skills 
in teacher training, fund and promote national and 
practice-oriented research in this field, as well as 
help form networks and initiate and support qualifi-
cation measures for key stakeholders in language 
instruction. 

In the Austrian school initiative Interculturality and 
Multilingualism—An Opportunity, schools are asked 
to submit proposals in accordance with the prin-
ciple of ‘intercultural education’. (This principle was 
introduced by the Federal Ministry of Education in 
the early 1990s.) Since 2006, when the initiative 
started, more than 500 projects have been sup-
ported. The education ministry, in cooperation with 
teacher training institutes, has organised nation-
wide seminars with academic inputs, practice-
oriented workshops, and set the groundwork for 
building networks.

Source: SIRIUS survey (2012). 
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V.  KEY CHALLENGES

The results of the relevant SIRIUS activities of 2012–
14, in combination with a literature review, suggest 
that the implementation of the three strategies out-
lined will help build schools that are committed to—as 
well as capable of—furthering the achievement of all 
their pupils, and reducing the gap between the aca-
demic outcomes of immigrants versus the native born. 
Stakeholder communities, networks, and programs 
would do well to develop expertise in (1) linguistic 
diversity, (2) migration and integration, (3) the learning 
environment, and (4) the creation of open schools that 
involve parents and communities. 

All strategies presuppose a sociopolitical awareness 
among teachers, school leaders, and policymakers 
regarding inequality and the specific positions and 
ethnic/cultural backgrounds of students. The key chal-
lenge is to raise these levels of awareness as well as to 
organise continued attention and action across policy-

making levels—resulting in actual school development 
along the suggested lines. It will continue to be neces-
sary to promote and enhance the knowledge transfer 
of stakeholders in order to improve the education of 
youth from migrant backgrounds, which is the general 
mission of SIRIUS.  

Box 7. Good practices: The Netherlands

The Erasmus University Rotterdam offers a four-
year program specifically aimed to prepare excel-
lent teachers and pedagogues for urban class-
rooms. The program includes diversity courses (for 
example ‘Child-rearing practices in different migra-
tion groups’) as well as general educational courses 
that include diversity topics (for example the course 
‘Personality development’ includes addresses the 
topic of ethnic identity development).

Source: SIRIUS survey (2012).
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