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Abstract

The expectations held by secondary school teachers play a key role in university access of immigrant and ethnic
minority students. Even so, the majority of scientific research conducted in Spain has paid little attention to this,
as well as giving little consideration to the exclusive and inclusive dynamics that can occur in secondary schools.
When speaking about the educational success of these students, in general, we usually only look at elements
relating to the capacities of these young people, endogenous to their own culture or to their socioeconomic
environment. Although this last element is important, this study emphasizes the situation of access of these
groups in a Spanish university and its area of influence and how the expectations of teachers and of their
immediate surroundings are important in shaping the aspirations and expectations of minority students. We also
highlight the elements that can contribute to overcoming low educational expectations and facilitate access to the
university.
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1. Introduction

Spanish society is becoming increasingly heterogeneous by virtue of, among other issues, the wave of
immigration that has occurred over the past two decades. In only a short number of years (1998-2010), the
foreign population grew from 1.6% of the total population to 12.1% (INE, 2010). However, irrespective of this
relatively recent phenomenon, Spain has been home to ethnic minorities for many centuries, as is the case of the
Romani population. By seeing what the educational experience of this collective has been we can intuit the
expectations and educational trajectories that will be followed by students of foreign origin and other ethnic
minorities. Nevertheless, beyond the rather bleak verifications, it should be pointed out that there are different
actions that may indicate certain changes in this trend and that may emerge as anti-racist actions promoting
greater equity and social inclusion.

The objective of this article is to identify, on the one hand, the representation of minority students in a Spanish
university and on the other, to analyze how the educational expectations of students of immigrant origin and
ethnic minorities, and their immediate educational environment, can define their educational trajectory and
access to the university.

To do so, this study analyzes from a qualitative perspective the narratives of minority students currently enrolled
in secondary school (Note 1) as well as university students of similar origin. Bearing in mind that the influence
of teachers and the institutional dynamics that occur in all processes of educational exclusion/inclusion are
relevant, we also interviewed and analyzed the discourse of different professionals connected to this educational
stage, principally secondary school teachers.

Although the different tracks in the educational system of the population can be conditioned by the
socioeconomic situation of families (Coleman et al., 1966; Bowles & Gintis, 1976) or by the presence of other
significant persons—really significant others—such as family, teachers or peer group (Haller & Portes, 1973;
Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 2008); various studies have also emphasized how the presence or absence of racial
prejudice, or low or high expectations among teachers and other educational agents, can have a negative or
positive effect on the achievement level of ethnic minority students (Fergusson, 1998; Flecha, 1999; Sordé, 2006;
Ladson-Billings, 2009; Gillborn & Youdell, 2000). All of these elements, thus, play a decisive role in a large part
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of the processes of educational and social exclusion/inclusion of young people.

Does the Spanish case differ with regard to other national contexts? The hypothesis presented in this work is that,
in addition to all the other factors referred to by earlier research in the framework of the Spanish state, which
accentuates, above all, the socioeconomic component of these students and their families, as well as the human
capital of the same; the existence of prejudices among teachers also has significant importance, as does the
perception that the student has respect for the accompaniment offered to them in their educational trajectory in
secondary education, whether obligatory or post-obligatory.

How to overcome the prejudices of the community, and in particular of teachers, and how to overcome the
solitude and “abandonment” suffered by these young people are challenges that many ethnic minority students
must confront, as we will see later, in order to successfully complete secondary school and gain entry to the
university.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1 Aspirations, Expectations and School Success among Minority Students

Even though the educational expectations of parents (Coleman, 1988; Hao & Bonstead-Burns, 1998; Goyette &
Xie, 1999) as well as those of the peer group (Duncan, Haller, & Portes, 1968; Sokatch, 2006) are usually of
importance in positively or negatively determining the aspirations of minority students from vulnerable
socioeconomic environments, teachers’ expectations also have an impact and therefore, must be kept well in
mind in sociological analysis. Along these lines, the works of Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968), Brophy and Good
(1974) and Rist (2000), are good examples.

When educational expectations and the ethnic and racial origin of students are taken together, various studies
have shown that there is a tendency to attribute lesser abilities and competences to certain minority groups. For
example, in the United States, Ford and Thomas (1997) observed that representation of minority students in
programs designed for academically talented students was 50% lower than the rest of students. According to
these authors, this low representation could be as much as 70% lower in the case of Afro-American students.
This situation, the authors stress, is as much the result of socioeconomic factors specific to these young people
and their families as the low expectations that teachers have for minority students.

In Europe similar studies have also been carried out. A very clear case is the low representation of Romani
students in ordinary schools in the Czech Republic and, surprisingly, their overrepresentation in special
education schools. Cahn and Chirico (1999) verified that the percentage of Romani population in this latter type
of school (segregated, obviously) was 62.5% as compared to only 4.2% from the rest of the population. As
Gillborn (2010, 2004) warns, we must be careful in drawing an interpretive explanation from these results
because quantitative studies abound that accentuate the skills and competences of minority students,
understanding these as a personal quality, and omitting manifest and hidden social processes that exert as much
or greater force in the process of discrimination.

In terms of the educational trajectories that minority students tend to follow in secondary school, it has also been
verified that the presence of discrimination processes contributes to overrepresentation of minority students in
lower level educational tracks (Mickelson, 2001; Strand, 2007). Diverse studies have emphasized the fact that
the earlier that tracking is implemented in the education system; more differences are observed in educational
results between minority and majority students (INCLUD-ED, 2006-2011). This situation does not occur in a
homogeneous way (in the same way nor with the same intensity) in all minority groups: the reality is segmented,
affecting some minority groups more than others. For example, teachers’ expectations tend to be higher for Asian
students than for the rest of students, especially in scientific-technical subjects (Wong, 1980). But we can also
find evidence that shows that the same ethnic group may have different educational results depending on the
national context. A particular case that exemplifies this situation in Europe is that of second-generation Turkish
immigrants in Germany. Crul and Schneider (2010) point out that only 3% gain entry to the university in
comparison with 40% from the same collective in France or Sweden. The authors conclude that these differences
arise, in large measure, because Turkish students in Germany tend to enter very early—at age ten—an
educational track with low educational expectations.

On the other hand, however, research exists that points to how these low expectations can be overcome, through
strengthening of the support networks or social capital of minority students, to give only a couple of examples.
Some of this research has emphasized the presence of a minority culture of mobility among the Afro-American
and Hispanic population of the United States, which, the stronger it becomes the greater are the expectations it
generates within the community (Neckerman et al., 1999; Kazinitz et al., 2000). This culture, the authors explain,
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has been promoted by minority students who were successful in school and, after overcoming the obstacles of
the education system, were elevated to the status of role models in the community. Other research has
highlighted the existence of positive socio-psychological dynamics in the classroom (occurring in the framework
of the routine interaction between teachers and minority students) that substantially enhances the academic
performance of disadvantaged students (Alexander et al., 1987). We also find cases in the scientific literature that
demonstrate the power of the presence of minority group teachers in secondary schools in creating a positive
effect on the educational experience of these students; in that this presence creates closer and more significant
connections as a result of being able to successfully link educational experience with life experience (Warikoo,
2004).

Ricardo (1997) analyses how ethnic minority students find that they must confront and struggle against a context
in secondary schools that is often adverse owing to existing reproductive cultural and social forces. To overcome
this situation, they must become socialized, “decoding” the language of the power systems of educational
institutions, not only with the objective of achieving individual success but also to democratize the system by
means of bicultural network orientation through which minority students find support among themselves to be
able to confront situations of discrimination or conflict and negotiation with institutional agents (faculty or
school administrative team).

From our point of view, both studies that show the obstacles, racial prejudices and low expectations in
teacher-minority student relations, as well as those that point out inclusive elements that can eventually
overcome these situations, have great scientific and social value.

2.2 The Spanish Context

In Spain, there are also studies that have focused on educational failure, trying to grasp dynamics that go beyond
that which is related to socioeconomic environment. Even so, there is too much research, such as that conducted
by Mora (2010), that hasn’t taken cultural elements or institutional or ethnic discrimination into account.
Regrettably, there is abundant research that emphasizes, as explicative elements of what concerns us here, the
cognitive performance of students, their personality or the characteristics of the educational institution, etc. It is
of course true that there are some studies, such as the research by Fernandez-Enguita et al. (2010), among others,
which indicate that the educational failure of certain groups is the result of the combination of different factors
such as rejection of school on the part of students themselves, the activation of privative elements unleashed
during the migratory process, the inappropriate use of the language of the host country and the assumed “quality”
of the educational system of origin.

Other research more focused on minority students provides, from our point of view, a more complete vision of
reality. Portes et al. (2010), for example, observed through the ILSEG survey the determinants that affect the
educational aspirations and expectations of these students in Spain. Among these, they emphasized
socioeconomic status of the family, the human capital of the same, family composition, place of birth, the type of
school they attended and gender. These authors observed that the aspirations and expectations in
second-generation immigrants in Spain, specifically in the Madrid sample, are much lower in comparison to
results obtained in the United States. Whereas 66.5% of second generation adolescents in the U.S. aspired to a
post-graduate degree and 44% expected to achieve it (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), these figures for the ILSEG
Madrid sample are 9.3% and 5.1% respectively. They also stress the importance of how “the significant others”
can have an influence on these aspirations and expectations, but they only emphasize family members or the
student’s closest friends. They do not specifically speak about teachers’ expectations towards ethnic minority
students or about the existence or absence of culturally relevant teaching practices.

The article presented here, drawing from works by Flecha (1999) among others, places emphasis on the need to
take into account “silenced” elements that, as the reader will easily deduce, have to do with modern and
post-modern racist dynamics among educators as well as practices implemented in educational institutions.

In relation to this perspective, Tomas demonstrated in the 1980s and 90s the high level of prejudice among both
teachers and students towards the Romani population. These prejudices sometimes contained “.....considerable
doses of intolerance and, at times, with a minority but militant racism” (1990, p. 30) that negatively affected the
learning process and educational success of Romani students. Along these lines Jesus Gomez and Julio Vargas
(2003) affirmed that Romani students didn’t like the paia [non-Romani] school because of the explicit and
implicit discriminatory attitudes in the school institution and, in addition, because of the low expectations extant
among part of the teaching staff. These authors proposed, to counter this situation, educational projects such as
learning communities, which foster high expectations among minority students as well as the participation of
Romani families in schools.
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The feat of turning the aforementioned situation around is indeed possible and some authors, such as Teresa
Sordé (2006), have observed that there is an emerging movement among Romani women that demands that
primary and secondary schools promote high expectations towards their daughters, vindicating their Romani
identity.

Students of immigrant origin are not exempt from these dynamics that affect the Romani population.
Discriminations of all kinds and in the most varied formats, unfounded prejudices among the educational
community, and low expectations towards students bar the way in the educational promotion of many students of
immigrant origin. Notwithstanding, Paulaudaries and Serra (2010) stressed that there are certain minority groups,
among students of immigrant origin, in which the passage from obligatory secondary education to upper
secondary school studies is more “problematic”. For example, dropping out by students of Gambian, Chinese or
Moroccan origin is in contrast with the degree of continuity displayed by Ecuadorians, Romanians or
Argentineans.

This article, which uses as its starting point the case analysis of a Spanish university and its most direct area of
influence, is organized in the following way. After discussing the methods and techniques employed during the
research, we show the representativeness of minority students in the university and then analyze the dynamics of
exclusion and inclusion that occur in secondary schools, by examining narratives of both students and teachers.
Lastly, we discuss the social and political implications of the results obtained.

3. Methods and Data

The data presented in this article corresponds to research whose objective is to quantify the representativeness of
minority group students in a university in northeastern Spain (we can call this university Northeast Catalonia
University—hereafter NCU) and, in other respects, attempts to explain the dynamics that hinder access of these
groups to the university and those that make it possible. We understand minority group students, in this study, as
those students who are underrepresented in the university, are usually of foreign origin, who belong to an ethnic
minority that has historically been excluded from the institutions of the majority society, or come from a
vulnerable socioeconomic family environment. The study took into account these three profiles and the
intersections that exist between them.

To record the presence of this type of students in NCU and to frame this in relation to its most direct area of
influence, we compared data on the population structure of the territory in question-source: Statistics Institute of
Catalonia (2009); with data from NCU (academic year 2009-2010). We paid particular attention, because of the
characteristics of the research, to population data segmented by gender, age group and nationality. In this way,
when we focused analysis on nationality, we were able to weigh the representation of groups of immigrant origin
between 18 and 25 years of age enrolled in undergraduate studies at the university. Using this data we generated
an index of representativeness of immigrant students at NCU, adopting as basecline data non-foreign (native)
students. This index is expressed in base 100 and is ordered in a table to be able to visualize and objectify the
degree of underrepresentation.

We must point out that we met with a certain limitation when searching for quantitative information on some of
the socially disadvantaged and educationally underrepresented groups such as, for example, the Romani. The
fact that neither municipal registers of inhabitants nor university registers or Catalan or Spanish institutions
collect this type of data—something that is done in other countries—makes them, for all intents and purposes,
practically invisible. This fact also occurs among the children of immigrants born in Catalonia and who have
Spanish nationality (second generation). Thus, the quantitative analysis presented here only reflects the situation
of the immigrant population who as young people arrived in Spain with their parents (otherwise known as
generation 1.5).

For the collection of quantitative information we conducted twenty-five semi-structured in-depth interviews, the
majority of which were carried out employing more of a narrative approach than a conventional directed
interview. Independently of this, in all of the cases we employed a previously drawn up script of questions,
allowing, however, a large amount of leeway to the person being interviewed, especially when dealing with
young people about whom we were most interested in having them explain at length their student experiences
and expectations for the future.

The twenty-five interviews that were conducted correspond to different profiles: ten with students of immigrant
origin who are enrolled in upper secondary school or intend to do so in order to gain access to the university; five
interviews with students of foreign and Romani origin who are studying at the university where the case study
was carried out; and ten interviews with secondary school teachers.
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With the objective of selecting the most appropriate profiles and locating the individuals to be interviewed, the
research team got in touch with faculty and staff from NCU and various secondary schools. To ensure territorial
diversity we chose four secondary schools: two from the same city the university is located in and the remaining
two from towns in the area of direct influence, but with different territorial characteristics -one inland and the
other coastal.

Lastly, we must emphasize that in both the interview scripts and in their subsequent analysis we not only took
into account the excluding factors or the obstacles faced by minority students or students from
socioeconomically vulnerable environments in access to the university, but also the transformational dimensions
of the critical communicative methodology that, as indicated by Gomez et al. (2006), are those that contribute to
overcoming obstacles that prevent the inclusion of excluded individuals and/or groups in social practices,
institutions or benefits.

4. Results and Analysis
4.1 Representativeness of Minority Students at NCU

Over the past twenty years the most direct area of influence of NCU has incorporated a large number of people
coming from different countries. This process, common in all advanced societies, represents an important
challenge for local, regional and provincial institutions—as the case may be—in order to promote social
inclusion and cohesion. To identify the degree to which institutions incorporate the foreign population, we
carried out a comparison of the population structure of Girona and of NCU students between the ages of 18 and
25. In Graph 1 we can observe that the foreign population in this age group in the districts of Girona is quite
significant: 32.8% of young people between the ages of 18 and 25 are of foreign origin and a significant part are
of extra-community origin (25%). Nevertheless, when the representativeness of this group is transferred to NCU,
the percentage falls sharply: in the academic year 2009-2010 only 3.6% of students are of foreign origin and 2.5%
are extra-community.

Regarding the distribution of the young population of foreign origin broken down into their different origins, the
data reveals the hegemony of the African collective, which accounts for 12.7% of the aggregate population,
followed by young people from the rest of the EU (7.8%), South America (5.9%), with the remaining groups
following at a great distance. However, what is corroborated by the data and is clearly reflected in the following
graph, is the scarce university representativeness of each group with the virtual invisibility of the most numerous
minority group, which as we stated is the African.

= Spain mRestol EU "Rest of Europe
= Africa wMorth and Central South Amnerlca
Amenca

w AGia and Oceania w Others

Provisce where NCU b placed
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- NCU Seudents
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Figure 1. Percentage of the population in the region where NCU is placed and of the NCU, between 18 and 25
years of age by nationality

To correctly and accurately express the representativeness of each group in the university we created an index
expressed in the following table. This, besides showing the low representativeness of the generation 1.5, allowed
us to establish a hierarchy that reveals the groups that suffer most from exclusion. Our results show that the most
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excluded group in the university system in the region of NCU is, as we indicated earlier, the African (96%)
followed by the Asian (95%) and the Latin American (95.5% and 91.5%).

Table 1. Representativeness index of students of immigrant origin at the NCU by nationality (Population
between 18 and 25 years of age)

Nationality Index Index
(base 100)
Rest of Europe (note) 33 -67%
Rest of UE27 14 -86%
South America 8.5 -91.5%
North and Central America 4.5 -95.5%
Asia and Oceania 4.5 -95.5%
Africa 4 -96%

Source: Authors’ elaboration from data taken from IDESCAT (2009) and from data of the office of planning and
evaluation of the NCU (academic year 2009-2010).

It appears, then, that there is a certain hierarchy in terms of access to the university depending on the group of
reference. In interpretation of this data we must avoid incurring in affirmations, inasmuch as this ranking could
correspond to a black/white bipolar model. In the European context, and more specifically in the context of NCU,
there are groups, such as the Arab-Muslim or Romani, which find themselves in a situation similar to the
Sub-Saharan African population, for example. In this way, even though the white/non-white racial hierarchy is
obvious, this doesn’t correspond to a bipolar model but rather a segmented one in that, as indicated by Gold
(2004), the bipolar model is limited in terms of including the diversity and complexity of certain multi-ethnic
societies.

Which dynamics hinder the access of these groups to the university and which promote it? The narratives of
secondary school students and teachers in addition to those of students of immigrant and Romani origin at NCU
provide us with some indications regarding the importance of expectations and support networks.

4.2 Obstacles to University Access Faced by Minority Students

In the course of the interviews we identified discriminatory factors that negatively influence minority group
students, both in terms of the effect they have on the individual (self-esteem, consideration, self-worth, etc.) and
the repercussions they have on their aspirations and educational expectations. To this effect, we identified the
relevance taken on by the prejudices and stereotypes of the host society and how this is reflected in primary and
secondary schools and in exclusive practices. Some interviewees emphasized the weight of these prejudices in
connection with the possibility of continuing with their studies. Mohamed is an upper secondary school student
of Maghrebi origin. He explained to us that, throughout secondary school, the prejudices that he has been
subjected to because of his condition of being a foreigner have, on more than one occasion, caused him to
experience feelings of inferiority and a series of contradictions that were difficult to integrate. Despite the fact
that he wanted to continue his studies and attend the university, the discourse he heard, according to his memory
and his perception, was that “..foreigners don't have to study and in many aspects they are inferior”. He
remembers having experienced a visible and explicit stigmatization simply because he belonged to a foreign
group. During the obligatory secondary school stage he had to fight, and very hard, against the widely held
opinion of teachers in order reach upper secondary school. “They fold me I was worthless, that I shouldn't even
bother trying.”

The expectations created around a group, tied to stereotypes and to the construction of a collective ideology,
propitiate the reproduction of diverse dynamics and patterns that perpetuate specific situations. This fact applied
to the educational world, and more specifically to students from the most disadvantaged groups, makes access to
the university difficult as well as their subsequent continuance once there. To this effect, the expectations that
teachers instil in students from disadvantaged groups do indeed matter from the moment these children enter the
education system until they leave it. Stated in other terms: the Pygmalion effect is of vital importance: what a
teacher thinks about their primary school student carries a lot of weight in facilitating their passage to obligatory
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secondary school; and what a teacher might think about them in this stage, will be one more element that
intervenes in their decision of what to do about upper secondary school... and so on successively, right up to the
university. These processes, as highlighted in the theoretical framework, have not been taken much into account
in the Spanish context, especially in relation to students of immigrant origin. The fact that the educational
expectations of generation 1.5 are lower in the Spanish context, as indicated by Portes et al. (2010), has to do
with discriminatory processes shaped in the shelter of a dynamic that is prevalent among certain teachers, and
that eventually becomes institutionalized. It is important, then, to bear these elements in mind when analyzing
school success and failure of minority students and their access to the university.

What, though, are the elements that have a bearing on teachers when they “anufacture”expectations for their
students? There are several intervening factors that, often, go beyond strictly academic ones: the student’s
conduct, ability to internalize and reproduce assigned roles, submissiveness, acquisition of established codes, etc.
Within the body of teaching professionals, however, another element becomes evident: it is believed that
minority group students will follow one or another track in function of their origin. This is believed to be so,
because it is considered-blindly and almost as if it is taken for granted:

a) That there are cultural traditions that place great value on education, and in particular on university studies,
while others barely acknowledge any worth at all.

b) Because it is believed that they came here to work and not to study and, for this reason “they don’t give any
importance to education”.

¢) Emphasis is placed on a meritocratic system based on assumed abilities of each student and that selects “the
best ones”.

The interrelation between these factors promotes, as we will see below, that the fact that being a foreigner or
member of an ethnic minority—as in the case of the Romani—is almost automatically associated with giving
little value to education, being motivated to rapidly enter the labour market and having low ability.

a) Little value in education. In relation to this first element it was stressed in the different narratives of minority
students how among teachers some groups are commonly identified (such as Moroccans or Romani) as groups
that give little value to education. One student who is currently at the university stated the following: “...when [
was in the 3rd year of ESO [Obligatory Secondary Education] the math teacher told me that I wouldn t make it to
upper secondary school because I was Moroccan. But see, not only did I make it through upper secondary
school but now I'm at the university.....I'm lucky I didn t believe her!”.

b) Motivation to rapidly enter the labour market. Most of the persons interviewed, both students of foreign
origin and teachers, coincide in affirming that there is a widespread social opinion that foreigners don’t continue
with their studies because they come here with the goal of finding work and earning money. Three of the
teachers interviewed (Carme, Marc & Cristina) coincide in emphasizing that right from the beginning, in primary
school, dynamics and practices are generated that are related to this question. From the time they are small
children, then, from all sides they are bombarded with the same message “.....their only possible itinerary is to
enter the work world and in the event they display interest and the capacity to study, they are indirectly guided

towards vocational training”.

c¢) Low abilities. In this research we were able to identify the existence of a hegemonic discourse in secondary
education based on the individual merits of each student. This discourse promotes a meritocratic system that
does not take into consideration individual situations and much less the situations of disadvantage in which many
students find themselves. The orientation and expectations of all educational agents, especially in the late stage
of ESO, are paramount in facilitating continuation in upper secondary school studies, which in turn provide
access to the university. Likewise, all of the reinforcement that can be given in school during these stages is very
important, especially if the student shows interest—even if minimally—in the education system.

Antoni, a teacher in upper secondary education at an IES [public secondary school] with a tradition in these
types of studies, expresses his opinion on the low representativeness of students from disadvantaged groups in
this educational phase: “...students’ capacities are decisive in guaranteeing success in upper secondary school;
many students of foreign origin neither have these capacities nor demonstrate the will to achieve them, they have
other interests. So, it’s quite normal that they don t make it this far”.

Antoni puts his faith in an education system based exclusively on merits, and with the information drawn from
the interview we were able to perceive a very superficial analysis of the factors that can make it difficult for
certain groups to successfully progress through the education system. This very restrictive version was, by
contrast, opportunely qualified by students who had indeed made it to upper secondary school, despite facing
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many obstacles: “...I was finally able to make it to upper secondary school, but with a lot of effort.....I didnt
only have to make the effort because I had to study more, because all in all it was really hard, etc., but also
because unlike ESO you don t normally get much support from teachers”.

Mohamed recalls a bitter and harsh memory, a reflection of how the expectations that teachers hold for students
are institutionalized in different educational tracks. “...the majority of teachers treated me as if I was inferior and
didn't have enough ability. Belonging to the curricular adaptation unit (group E) attached a stigma to me that
hindered the relation with classmates and with teachers. Group E demonstrated the low expectations of teachers
with regard to my academic ability. It gave me the feeling that I was in this group because I belong to a certain
[minority] group and not because of my abilities. When I requested a change of level and showed interest they
treated me like I was a nuisance and wouldn t let me enrol in upper secondary school. Only a few teachers, who
were only temporarily in the school, had confidence in my abilities and potential. In order to change groups |
had to look for outside support and prove that I could advance”.

4.3 Overcoming Obstacles to University Access

Help, support, perseverance and determination are elements that significantly aid progress in the education
system. Through the interviews conducted we were able to confirm that even students who despite having
learning difficulties and only mediocre academic records, ended up going to the university if they were able to
meet someone along the way to help and support them.

In the abstract we explained in sufficient detail how there are schools that propitiate students’ progress in the
education system while others do just the opposite. And this does not only occur because in some schools there
are teachers that encourage and generate positive expectations in their students, or because there is an accelerated
curriculum or because a large portion of schoolwork is based on collaborative work.

Jennifer (Romani student at the university) and Cristina (teacher in a secondary school with a strong presence of
minority groups) bring to light the problem that exists in the city where NCU is located; stressing the fact that
“ghettoization” is an aspect that makes access to upper secondary school studies difficult. In this sector of the
city there are two primary schools; and both the teacher and the student are of the opinion that educational
reform and structural change are needed in order to modify current dynamics that, most assuredly, contribute to
the fact that students from these schools don’t advance, educationally speaking. Even though these two
individuals coincide in their diagnoses, they differ when it comes to considering how this can be overcome.
Jennifer believes that “...it would be a positive thing to have a primary school and an IES in the neighbourhood
that promote the educational success and good results of students so as to generate territorial continuity and
facilitate kids’ sense of belonging to the community”.

On the contrary, Cristina is of the opinion that “...this option would ghettoize the neighbourhood even more and 1
believe that it’s necessary to have a good distribution of students in the different schools in the municipality, in
order to avoid the current problems of relation and school failure suffered by these students, especially in the
transition from primary to secondary school”.

Although Jennifer’s proposal to promote magnet schools and improvements in the neighbourhood is endorsed by
an important part of the international scientific community (Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley, 2008), Cristina’s idea
is more than questionable. For quite some time evidence has been furnished showing that this type of policy
doesn’t contribute significantly to the educational improvement of minority groups (Orfield, 1978), even though
in Spain mandatory redistribution only for immigrant and minority students is one of the main strategies that has
been implemented. Jennifer tells us that her family, given the low level of learning of the students in this school,
has chosen to enrol their younger children in primary schools outside the neighbourhood.

Many students of foreign origin consider, taking their experiences into account, that a good inclusive and
facilitating strategy for school success is, above all in the phase of primary and secondary school, a learning
system based on cooperative work, dialogic learning and high expectations (Flecha 1999): “.... with this system,
it made us feel that we weren 't excluded, and if we fell behind in something, we easily caught up thanks to the
help from our classmates. Furthermore, in the group everyone was able to contribute their best.... and this made
you feel good”. They regret that these work dynamics are too sporadic and don’t have continuity in the schools
“...it 5 like everything depends on what teachers want”.

Omar, a university student of foreign origin, proposes improvements in the relations between teachers and
families with the objective of propitiating (through prior work) the educational aspirations and expectations of
both families and teachers. He explains that, “...families, at times, are stuck in a very simple idea and if they were
made to participate more, they would surely be able to take greater advantage. It would be very enriching for
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families to understand the actual function of the programs that improve expectations and make them accomplices
in a joint educational enterprise between teachers and families”.

Many young people insisted on the need to implement mechanisms that would allow students, especially new
ones, to be able to count on a peer group with which they could share common interests and educational tracks,
and which could facilitate emotional and socio-affective accompaniment in the different stages of the education
system: “...upper secondary school is very difficult and to study and relate with students who pay attention to
you and with whom you can share things both in and outside of school makes everything easier, even the
workload”, Marc tells us. Valeria explained that the opportunity of having a linguistic partner was a big help to
her in school and that it’s a shame that this experience can’t be more widespread: “....thanks to this partner,  was
able to make friends when I got here, I learned Catalan and I felt supported by friends I was able to trust”.

In another order of questions, and in a more organizational sphere, there were those who greatly valued the
individualized attention in many specific aspects on the part of competent professionals. Jennifer, in the
semi-private secondary school (Note 2) where she received her schooling, had a classroom tutor and a personal
tutor who provided close and personal monitoring, and this helped her to form trusting relationships that brought
about very positive results. Other students who made similar points demand the generalization, both in primary
and secondary school, of programs entrusted to competent professionals working in an integrated way, with high
expectations, with students, teachers, schools, peer group and family. The objective, besides what was cited
previously, is to create synergies and shared responsibilities among different agents, especially among teachers.

5. Conclusions

Although there are structural elements that we must bear in mind to overcome poverty and the situation of
inequality of certain groups; cultural elements (Wilson, 2010), aspirations and expectations, and interactions
between teachers and minority students also play an important role in defining educational trajectories,
especially in the secondary school stage.

The case study we analyzed, that of NCU and its most direct territory of influence, confirms the very low
presence at the university of students of immigrant origin (generation 1.5) and of ethnic minorities. Here are the
most relevant data concerning the reality under study: in the area of influence of NCU, while the foreign
population between 18 and 25 years of age is 32.8%; the representation of this population at NCU is only 3.5%.
This situation is made even worse if the students’ origin is taken into account. For example, according to the
representativeness index of students of foreign origin at the university, students of African origin are those with
the greatest difficulties in terms of access to the university, followed by students from Asia and Latin America.

Beyond the cold objective data, however, what are the factors—above all for students of foreign origin and
ethnic minorities—that hinder access to Spanish universities and in particular to NCU? Using the obtained
narratives as our starting point we were able to identify as a serious restraint the presence of limiting stereotypes
among secondary school teachers, specifically stereotypes that associate specific groups with “....placing little
importance or value on education”, “a high motivation to rapidly enter the labour market” and also with “having
low intellectual capacity”. This reality highlights the fact that quantitative studies or analyses conducted thus far
regarding the Spanish case must pay greater attention to these dynamics. Palaudaries and Serra (2010) made
reference to the existence of these possible exclusive dynamics in secondary schools in an earlier study, pointing
out the need to go into greater depth on the subject; Portes et al. (2010) emphasize that the aspirations and
expectations of students and their environment are one of the most important predictors of educational success,
although they don’t enter into an analysis of how these may or may not occur in the Spanish context. In the
Romani case, Sordé (2006) and Vargas and Gomez (2003) already corroborated these exclusive and inclusive
dynamics; but such an explicit reference in relation to the population of immigrant origin hadn’t been expressed
until now.

This reality also presents us with new questions for possible future research. In other national contexts, do
minority students have greater access to institutions of higher learning than in the Spanish case? If this is so, do
we find similar or different processes of discrimination or inclusion of minority students in the university?

In recent years, some outreach experiences have been created in certain Spanish universities—such as the
program “Unete” at the University of Almeria or the program Nightingale at the University of Girona—focused
on secondary school teachers as well as families. These universities, through the aforementioned programs,
contribute to a more inclusive educational process and, in the future, to guaranteeing access to the university.
These practices, together with others that promote high expectations among students and good educational
results, will most assuredly promote greater equity in our institutions.
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Notes

Note 1. In Spain, the secondary school stage is divided into two sub-stages: a) obligatory secondary education
(ESO) from 12 to 16 years of age, and post-obligatory or upper secondary school from 17 to 19 years of age, as
the case may be. This second stage has two branches: pre-university studies that lead to the university; and mid
or higher level professional or vocational training that, by passing a preliminary exam, also grants students
access to the university.

Note 2. We are referring to state-assisted private secondary schools maintained by public funds.
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