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Abstract

This thesis examines how the commitment to the relational dimensions of immigrant student
integration stated in the Portuguese policy and legislative framework is understood and put
into practice by teachers in Portuguese basic education. Drawing on Lipsky's (1980) account
of street-level bureaucracy and Espeland and Stevens's (2008) sociology of quantification, it
argues that while belonging, peer relationships, and cultural recognition are named as goals
across Portuguese policy, the conditions required for those goals to be consistently pursued,
such as clear guidance and a monitoring infrastructure, are, in many aspects, absent. Through
a qualitative case study combining policy document analysis and four semi-structured
interviews with teachers in a Porto basic school, the study documents the gap between policy
commitment and daily practice. Findings show that what happens to immigrant students in
terms of their social integration in school depends not on what the framework presents as the
goal but on who their teachers are, what they have built, and what their particular institutional

context makes possible.

Keywords: immigration; students; relational dimensions; teachers; education system;
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Introduction

Over the past three decades, Portugal has gone through a profound transformation in its
immigration patterns. While historically, it has been considered a country of emigration, the
1990s became a turning point with a significant increase in immigration, namely by early
flows linked to post-colonial migration from Portuguese-speaking African countries and,
later, to post-colonial migration from Eastern Europe. After the austerity years following the
2008 economic crisis which led to a renewed increase in emigration, immigration started
accelerating again from 2016 onwards, driven by improved economic conditions, labour
shortages, and migration policies structured towards attracting foreign workers. By the end of
2024, Portugal recorded 1,543,697 foreign residents, a noticeable increase compared to the
421,802 registered in 2017. This transformation reflected not only a growth in numbers but a
significant diversification of origins, with Brazil remaining the largest foreign community,
followed by rapidly growing communities from India, Angola, Ukraine, Cabo Verde,
Bangladesh and Pakistan, among others (AIMA, 2025). Although Portugal has been
internationally recognised for its positive integration policies, consistently ranking among the
top countries in the Migrant Integration Policy Index (Solano & Huddleston, 2020), the rapid
pace and diversification of recent immigration flows raise new challenges for the institutions
responsible for facilitating integration, including schools.

This thesis aims to understand some of the dynamics and possible issues that can arise from a
rising and diversifying immigrant population within, specifically, schools. Its focus is on
what happens to immigrant students inside Portuguese schools when it comes to the relational
or social dimensions of their school experience: whether they feel they belong, whether they
are accepted by peers and whether their cultural identities are acknowledged by teachers.
These realities of the school environment, and ensuring students are able to succeed in them,
are highlighted as goals across the Portuguese policy and legislative framework, from
constitutional provisions on democratic education to inclusive education legislation,
integration plans, and school-level guidance documents. However, there can be distance
between a named goal and the systematic pursuit of its accomplishment and it is this gap this
thesis seeks to understand and explore, concretely through the perceptions of those who are
asked to implement the legislations themselves, in real time and across various contexts. Its

central research question is, therefore: how is the commitment to the relational dimensions



of immigrant student integration, as established in the Portuguese policy and legislative
framework, understood and enacted by teachers in a Portuguese basic school?

In order to explore the question presented above, this thesis will begin by defining a
theoretical framework, which establishes the two analytical tools used throughout: Espeland
and Stevens's (2008) sociology of quantification, which explains why relational dimensions
tend to resist the measurement and accountability infrastructure of schools, and Lipsky's
(1980) account of street-level bureaucracy, which explains what happens in the discretionary
space occupied by teachers when there are goals stated in policy without the guidance and
tools to pursue them consistently. The methodology chapter follows, describing the processes
through which the data was obtained and analyzed: the qualitative case study design, the
policy document analysis, and the four semi-structured interviews conducted with teachers in
a Porto basic school . The policy analysis, organised across two main sections, examines
integration as a contested concept in international framework before going through Portugal's
own integration framework and its articulation with educational legislation and policy
instruments, applying the theoretical lens throughout. The analysis chapter examines a
practical case looking into how teachers understand integration, what they prioritise, what
practices they have developed, and what the formal and informal mechanisms of the school
do and do not capture about the relational dimensions of immigrant student integration. The
conclusion reflects on what these findings suggest about the relationship between policy
commitment and daily practice, and what they imply for how that relationship might be better

supported.
Theoretical Framework

Understanding how teachers in a Portuguese basic school perceive and operationalise the
social aspect of integration of immigrant students calls for a theoretical framework that can
do two things. First, however, it is crucial to establish what is meant by the social aspect of
integration in the school context, which will be referenced throughout this thesis as the
relational dimensions of integration. Throughout this study, the terms social integration or
relational domain of integration are used to emphasize the processes through which
immigrant students do or do not come to feel accepted, valued, and included in the social life
of the school. This usage follows Ager and Strang (2008), whose conceptual framework of
integration identifies social connection, taken as encompassing bonds within groups, bridges

across groups, and links to institutions, as a distinct and constitutive domain of integration,



equal to and present in its other dimensions, as if, for example, the economic or legal
dimensions. Ager and Strang argue that belonging, understood as a sense of civic and social
connection, functions as both an outcome of integration and a condition for it. Integration is
not fully achieved when employment and housing are secured, but when individuals develop
meaningful social ties and experience themselves as accepted members of the communities in
which they live (2008, p. 177-178). In a school context, this means that what happens
relationally, namely whether immigrant students feel welcomed by peers, whether their
cultural identities are acknowledged by teachers, whether their participation in school life is
actively supported, constitutes a genuine domain of integration. The specific relational
dimensions this study focuses on are the ones teachers are able to have an influence over,
namely a student’s sense of belonging through peer relationships, and teacher-student
relationships, which includes the dimension of cultural recognition embedded in them. These
choices are justified on empirical grounds in the sub-section on “Education as a Privileged
Terrain for Integration”, which reviews the evidence establishing them as the primary
relational mechanisms through which belonging is produced or undermined for immigrant
students in school.

As for the goal of the chosen theoretical framework, it must explain the structural conditions
under which teachers come to understand and act on those dimensions in their daily practice:
why certain aspects of integration tend to be more consistently addressed than others, and
why the gap between what policy frameworks commit to and what practitioners actually do
reflects a structural feature of how public institutions work. These two tasks require two
theoretical tools: Espeland and Stevens's (2008) sociology of quantification and
commensuration, and Lipsky's (1980) account of street-level bureaucracy. Together they
constitute the analytical lens through which this study reads both the Portuguese policy and
legislative framework documented in the chapters that follow and the empirical material

generated through teacher interviews.

Why relational dimensions are unevenly addressed: Espeland and

Stevens

The first theory takes on the task of highlighting and explaining a pattern present in both
Portuguese policy and international frameworks when addressing integration: the relational
dimensions of integration are, as analyzed later in the analytical chapter, named as goals, yet

they remain systematically underrepresented in the monitoring and accountability



infrastructure that shapes what schools and teachers are actually held responsible for.
Understanding why this pattern is structural rather than incidental requires a theory of how
measurement works as a social practice.

Espeland and Stevens' (2008) argument is that quantification, defined by the production and
communication of numbers, always involves commensuration, taken as the transformation of
qualitatively different phenomena into a common metric that makes them comparable,
rankable, and aggregable. Commensuration is not a neutral act of description, but a social
process that produces a particular version of reality by making some things visible and
institutionally actionable while leaving others incommensurable and therefore, from the
perspective of formal accountability systems, invisible. What gets counted shapes what gets
done and once an indicator is institutionalised, it redirects the attention, resources, and
accountability structures of the institutions that use it towards the phenomenon it targets
(Espeland & Stevens, 2008, pp. 401-414).

Applied to the relational dimensions of integration in education, this logic has clear
consequences. At the level of national monitoring frameworks, the indicators tracked most
consistently, as are enrolment rates, retention rates, dropout figures, academic performance
scores and access to language support, are those most easily quantifiable and aggregated
across schools and regions. This, however, does not mean schools and teachers track nothing
beyond these dimensions and at the local level, school-based processes and informal
professional practices attend to a wider range of student experiences.

The most quantifiable indicators can be counted, compared, and reported in administrative
systems without requiring interpretive judgement about their content while the relational
dimensions of social integration resist this kind of standardisation. Aspects such as a student's
sense of belonging, the quality of their peer relationships or if and how their cultural identity
is acknowledged in the classroom cannot be organized in comparable units without losing
precisely what is significant about them.

Although the relational dimensions of social integration are not as easily quantifiable, they
are not entirely absent from formal school processes. The claim, following Espeland and
Stevens (2008) account, is more specific: the monitoring infrastructure built around relational
dimensions is less standardised, less able to track and compare systematically, and,
consequently, to generate accountability, especially when compared to the infrastructure built
around quantifiable academic outcomes. When relational dimensions do appear in formal
processes, and given both their own nature, as well as the way current infrastructures of

accountability are built, they tend to leave significant room for discretionary interpretation. It



is precisely this openness to interpretation within the institutionalization, assuming both
formal and informal formats, and present unevenly across schools, that creates the space that

Lipsky's framework is called to analyse.

The gap between policy and practice: Lipsky's street-level
bureaucracy

Lipsky's (1980) account of street-level bureaucracy begins with understanding the public
workers who deliver policy in direct contact with citizens. Professionals such as teachers,
social workers, healthcare practitioners or policemen, do not simply implement the intentions
of the institutions above them. The situations they encounter are too varied and too
contextually specific for any policy framework to fully anticipate. They work under diverse
conditions, often dealing with resource scarcity, intense workloads, competing demands, and
goal ambiguity. Goal ambiguity is defined by policy mandates that can be broad, multiple,
internally contradictory, or insufficiently specified to generate clear practical guidance for the
practitioners charged with carrying them out. In these conditions, practitioners do not fail to
act, instead they develop, over time, informal routines, working definitions, and practical
shortcuts that allow them to manage their workload and make decisions and in doing so they
effectively remake policy. It is these informal routines, Lipsky argues, that constitute the
policy citizens actually experience. The gap between what policy intends and what happens
in practice is not a failure of implementation but a structural feature of how vague and
multiple mandates behave when they encounter the constraints and real experiences of real
institutions and real people. (Lipsky, 1980)

Goal ambiguity becomes, therefore, a central concept to this thesis. When policy goals are
underspecified, for example when a law names sense of belonging as a goal without defining
what it means practically, what conditions produce it, or what a teacher is specifically
expected to do in order to support it, practitioners are left to fill the gap through their own
discretionary judgement. According to Lipsky (1980), that judgement is not arbitrary, instead
it is systematically shaped by the informal professional cultures and values that practitioners
bring to their work, the feedback, or absence of it, they receive from accountability systems
about what is expected of them, the training and resources available to them, and the
workload pressures that force them to develop priorities and shortcuts. When certain
dimensions of a policy mandate are not measured and not subject to accountability, they

occupy a categorically different position in the practitioners' working priorities than the



dimensions that are tracked and evaluated. They become, in practice, optional, meaning they
are attended to by some practitioners on the basis of personal commitment and professional
values, while addressed inconsistently by others, and even, at occasions, de-prioritised.
(Lipsky, 1980)
For this study, Lipsky's framework operates at two levels simultaneously. At the institutional
level, it explains why the relational dimensions of integration in school environments are
likely to be addressed unevenly across different teachers and different schools, and why that
variability cannot be inferred from the policy framework alone. At the individual level,
meaning at each teachers level, it generates the empirical questions that structure this study's
interview design:

- What do teachers understand their role to be in relation to the social integration of

immigrant students?

- What do they notice, and what escapes their notice?

- What shapes their interpretation of what integration requires of them relationally?

- What, in conditions of goal ambiguity and partial institutionalisation, do they actually

do and not do?
The frameworks as complementary

Espeland and Stevens and Lipsky are not parallel frameworks describing the same
phenomenon from different angles, but instead help to explain what happens at the different
levels of policy. The first establishes the structural condition, and the second explains what
happens within it. The authors explain why the relational dimensions of social integration
tend to be underspecified and underaccountable, why they can be named in legislation and
policy documents without generating the practical guidance and monitoring infrastructure
that would make them consistently attended to. Lipsky’s theoretical framework helps
understand the consequences of these conditions. Teachers, as street-level bureaucrats, fill the
gap between policy and practice through discretionary judgement shaped by their
professional values, their training, their workload, and the institutional culture of their school.
The combination of both theories points to the idea that the least monitored and clearly
defined dimensions are the ones most vulnerable to generate very different and variable

responsces.

The empirical part of this study documents how teachers in one Portuguese school perceive

and respond to the social integration of the immigrant students in their classes. The



theoretical framework helps establish why that question is relevant and why it must be

investigated empirically. The chapters that follow build the contextual and empirical case.

Methodology

Research Design and Justification

This study examines how teachers in a Portuguese basic school perceive and operationalise
the social integration of immigrant students, with particular attention to the relational
dimensions of that integration and the gap between what the Portuguese policy and legislative
framework states and commits to and what happens in daily school practice. In order to
answer this question, a methodological approach is needed capable of analyzing the practical
dimensions of teacher experience, namely what they do and do not notice, and how
institutional conditions shape what they do, as well as understanding how they make sense of
their role. As Creswell (2013, p. 44, cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 35) defines it,
qualitative research "begins with assumptions and the use of interpretative/theoretical
frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the meaning individuals or
groups ascribe to a social or human problem", producing analysis that is both inductive and
deductive, and a final account that includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the
researcher, and a description and interpretation of the problem. This definition captures
precisely the aims of the present study, which is to understand the meanings teachers attribute
to the social integration of immigrant students, to read those meanings against the theories
established in the preceding chapter and the policy frameworks explored in the following
ones, as well as to produce an account that is simultaneously grounded in participants' own

words and experiences and informed by the institutional context that shape their practice.

The analytical approach of this study moves continuously between theoretical frameworks
and empirical material. The researcher begins collecting the data with theoretical concepts in
mind, which, in this case, are Lipsky's account of street-level discretion and Espeland and
Stevens's framework of commensuration, which will orient attention toward particular
features of the material without determining in advance what will be found. This is consistent
with what Creswell (2013, cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 35) describes as the
combination of inductive and deductive analysis: the theoretical framework informs what the

researcher looks for, while the data shapes how those theoretical concepts are understood and
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applied. As Timmermans and Tavory (2012, p. 175-176) explain, this kind of reasoning,
which they name as abductive, activates both inductive and deductive forms of reasoning
simultaneously: induction looks for the confirmation of generalisations and patterns in the
data, while deduction allows for the analysis of existing data in light of the theoretical
framework. This continuous movement between the theoretical framework and the empirical
material collected through interviews and document analysis characterises the

methodological approach of the present study.

The study adopts a qualitative case study design, focusing on one basic school in Portugal
ranging from the first through the ninth grade. Lund (2014) argues that case studies function
as analytical tools designed to connect specific observations to broader patterns and concepts,
allowing the particularities of a single context to reflect structural patterns that extend beyond
it. The findings of this study are not intended to be statistically representative of Portuguese
basic education as a whole, but rather offer an in-depth examination of how the gap between
policy commitment and teacher practice manifests in one concrete institutional setting, while

pointing towards implications for how that gap should be understood more broadly.

The selection of the case study school was made through purposive, criterion-based sampling.
As Patton (2002, p. 242) argues, the logic and power of purposive sampling lies in selecting
information-rich cases, “those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central
importance to the research”. Criterion-based sampling is a specific form of this strategy in
which cases are selected because they meet a defined set of criteria that make them

particularly suited to represent the phenomenon under study (Patton, 2002, p. 248).

The primary selection criterion was that the school operates outside the supplementary policy
instruments, such as TEIP and REEI, described in detail in the following chapter, developed
by the Portuguese state specifically to support the integration of immigrant students in
schools with particular concentrations of diversity or socioeconomic vulnerability. Schools
participating in these programmes receive additional resources, as well as institutional
support and guidance for intercultural and inclusive practice that are not available to schools
operating under standard conditions. By selecting a school that does not participate in any of
these supplementary instruments, this study gains access to what integration looks like when
teachers are working only within the national framework available to all Portuguese schools.

That is, under the conditions that affect the majority of schools in the country. The absence of

11



supplementary institutional frameworks allows for the discretionary role of individual

teachers, which constitutes the primary object of this study, to become most visible.

Instead, the selection criterion was a school experiencing significant and recent growth in
both the number and the diversity of its immigrant student population reflecting the broader
national transformation documented by MECI (2024), in which the number of
foreign-nationality students in basic and secondary education grew from approximately
53,000 in 2018/19 to 140,000 in 2023/24, an increase of over 160% in five years, with the
average number of foreign nationalities represented per school cluster rising from 11 in
2018/19 to 19 in 2023/24 (MECI, 2024, slides 17, 19). While Brazilian and CPLP-origin
students have historically constituted the majority of Portugal's immigrant student population,
and continue to do so, with Brazilian students representing approximately 52% of
foreign-nationality enrolments, the nationalities showing the greatest proportional growth in
recent years include India, Venezuela, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Colombia, Argentina and
Russia. This results in the introduction of linguistic, cultural and religious backgrounds that
are considerably less familiar to Portuguese schools and teachers than those of the historically
dominant CPLP communities (MECI, 2024). This diversification matters as it creates new
relational and pedagogical situations for teachers, situations for which neither their training
nor their accumulated institutional experience necessarily prepares them for. Although this
thesis does not systematically analyse how cultural background shapes the relational
dimensions of integration or teachers' responses to individual students, cultural diversity is
acknowledged as a variable that creates different preoccupations and points of attention for

teachers, and its presence will be recognised where it surfaces in the interview material.

The school selected is situated in Porto. The most detailed regional data on the concentration
of students from immigrant backgrounds by territory uses the category of students with
foreign-born parents rather than students of foreign nationality. Throughout this study, the
term immigrant students refers primarily to students who were born outside Portugal and
have arrived in the country recently enough that their integration into the school community
remains an active process. This includes mostly students who hold foreign nationality,
however it might also partially take into account those who may have acquired Portuguese
nationality but whose cultural, linguistic and social integration is still ongoing. The study
does not systematically distinguish between first and second generation immigrant students,

partly because teachers themselves do not consistently apply such distinctions in their daily
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practice. The voluntary identification of which students require integration support is itself
part of what this study examines. When statistical data that reflects broader categories, such

as students with foreign-born parents, is used, this will be noted.

While data exists on regional breakdown by students with foreign-born parents on official
government publications, the same does not happen with the foreign-nationality student
category, which provides only national averages by education level but not regional
percentages by nationality. This gap is itself an illustration of the measurement problem this
thesis addresses, as the data infrastructure tracking immigrant students fails to make this
distinction. The European Anti-Poverty Network (2025), or EAPN, figures are therefore cited
here with the acknowledgement that they capture a broader population that this study does
not concern itself with, while providing the best available indication of regional patterns in

the concentration of students from immigrant-background families.

The available data shows that the Area Metropolitana do Porto hosts approximately 10% of
students with foreign-born parents as a share of its total student population, a moderate
concentration compared to Grande Lisboa (24%), Algarve (28%) and Peninsula de Setubal
(22%) (EAPN, 2025). This positions Porto neither among the highest-concentration
territories, where immigrant student presence is most institutionally embedded, nor among
the regions that have only recently begun receiving immigrant students in significant

numbers.

The selected school has some prior institutional history of receiving immigrant students, as
confirmed by the teachers interviewed, who noted both prior experience with immigrant
students and a recent and growing diversification in the national and cultural backgrounds of
students arriving in recent years. This diversity is reflected in the school's current student
population, which at the time of the study included students from 19 different national
backgrounds across all year groups, from Brazil, China, Angola, Russia, Italy, Argentina,
Colombia, India, France, Germany and others. Brazilian students represent the largest group,
consistent with the national pattern documented by MECI (2024). The school therefore
occupies a position relevant for this study's purposes: it is neither entirely new to immigrant
students nor equipped with the depth of institutional experience of the highest-concentration
schools, making the role of individual teachers, which is the primary object of this study,
particularly visible. Practical constraints, including the school's willingness to participate in

the research, also shaped the final selection.
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Data Collection

Data collection for this study combined two main methods: semi-structured interviews with
teachers and policy document analysis. These two methods are complementary, the document
analysis establishes the institutional and normative framework within which teachers operate,
and the interviews assess how teachers perceive and respond to that framework in their daily

practice.

- Exploratory interviews

Prior to the formal data collection phase, two exploratory conversations were conducted to
develop the researcher's understanding of the field before formal data collection began. This
step allowed me to identify relevant themes, test the intelligibility of questions, and refine the
focus of the study in light of practical knowledge that could not be gained from the literature
alone. The first was an informal conversation with Pedro Abrantes, sociologist at
Universidade Aberta and one of the leading Portuguese researchers on inclusive education,
educational inequality and school integration, whose work is cited extensively in the
contextual chapters of this thesis. This conversation served to situate the research question
within the current academic and policy debate on immigrant student integration in Portugal
and to identify the analytical dimensions most relevant to the Portuguese context. The second
was conducted with a teacher at the case study school, prior to the formal interview phase,
and served to develop familiarity with the school's specific context, test the accessibility of
the interview questions, and identify themes likely to be relevant in the formal interviews.
Neither conversation was included in the formal dataset or subjected to the same analytical
procedures as the other six formal interviews as their function was of methodological
preparation rather than data generation. Both were nonetheless analytically formative:
together they shaped the development of the interview guide and confirmed the relevance of
the relational dimensions of integration as a focus for teacher interviews in the Portuguese

basic school context.

- Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews combine a prepared set of questions with the flexibility to explore
unexpected themes that might emerge in the course of the conversation (Bryman, 2016,

p.471-474). As Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000, p. 57) argue, qualitative interviewing allows
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the researcher to access the meanings individuals ascribe to their experiences and social
worlds, namely what participants understand their situation to be, how they account for their
practices, and how they make sense of the contexts in which they work. The aim of this study
is precisely to understand how teachers position themselves in relation to the social
integration of immigrant students, how they interpret the official legislative and policy
framework within which they operate, and what their own professional experience has taught
them integration requires in practice. Semi-structured interviews are particularly suited as
they provide a thematic framework without constraining the conversation to pre-determined
responses, allowing the research to be both systematic and responsive to what participants

actually say (Bryman, 2016).

Four formal semi-structured interviews were conducted with teachers occupying different
roles and teaching different subjects within the case study school. Given the geographical
distance between the researcher and the school, all interviews were conducted online via
video call. All interviews were conducted in Portuguese, audio-recorded with the participants'
informed consent, and subsequently transcribed in full. Recording and transcribing ensures
the accuracy and completeness of the data and allows for careful and repeated engagement

with the material during analysis.

The interview guide was developed on the basis of the theoretical framework and the policy
analysis, and was structured around five thematic sections: the teacher's professional profile
and school context; their general perceptions of integration and the school's role; the
relational dimensions of integration including belonging, recognition and participation; their
practices, use of instruments, and access to training; and their broader systemic reflections on
what the framework asks of them and what they believe is actually needed. The guide was
treated as a flexible framework rather than a fixed script, designed to maintain thematic
coherence across interviews while remaining open to the natural narratives of each

conversation.

The interview guide underwent revision during the data collection process. As Cohen,
Manion and Morrison (2017) observe, qualitative research design is inherently emergent,
meaning the researcher learns from early data collection and adjusts instruments accordingly
as new themes arise and certain questions prove more generative than others. Questions that
elicited rich, contextually grounded responses were retained and deepened in subsequent

interviews, while questions that produced only surface-level answers were reformulated or
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replaced. This iterative refinement reflects a commitment to the quality of the data rather than

to the mechanical consistency of the instrument.

- Policy document analysis

Alongside the interviews, the study employed policy document analysis as a method for
examining the institutional and normative framework within which teachers operate.
Document analysis allows for the systematic review, evaluation and interpretation of
documents including official texts, legislative instruments, policy guidance, and programme
descriptions in order to understand the contexts, meanings and intentions they encode
(Bowen, 2009, p.27-28). The analysis of policy documents in this study was informed by the
theoretical framework established in the preceding chapter. Following Espeland and Stevens
(2008), documents are read not as neutral repositories of information but as instruments that
construct a particular version of reality by organising institutional attention and
accountability around what they name and measure while leaving other dimensions
underspecified or invisible. Following Lipsky (1980), they are also read for what they leave
operationally undefined, namely the objectives they commit to without specifying what
attending to them requires of practitioners. Reading policy documents in this way, by
attending not only to what they say but to what they leave unmeasured and underspecified,
and what they ask of practitioners without explaining how, is therefore a methodological act

in line with the theoretical framework of the study rather than a separate analytical move.

The documents analysed range three levels: international policy frameworks, Portuguese
legislative and constitutional instruments, and Portuguese institutional and programmatic
documents. At the international level the analysis draws on the OECD/European Commission
(2023) Settling In report, the IOM Multidimensional Integration Measurement Toolkit
(2023), the EU Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021-2027 (European Commission,
2020), and the Eurydice (2019) synthesis on migrant student integration in European schools.
At the national level it examines the provisions of Articles 73° and 74°, Decreto-Lei n.°
54/2018 and its associated Manual de Apoio a Pratica, the PLNM regulatory framework, the
succession of national integration plans from 2007 through to Aprender Mais Agora (2024),
advisory documents including CNE Recomendagdo n.® 3/2022, and programme descriptions
for TEIP and REEI. Statistical documents produced by DGEEC and AIMA establish the
empirical context. All documents were read in light of the theoretical framework, with

particular attention to how they name relational dimensions of integration, how they specify,
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or fail to specify, what attending to those dimensions requires of teachers, and what

monitoring and accountability mechanisms they do or do not establish.

Data Analysis

Data from both the interviews and the policy documents was analysed using thematic
analysis, following the systematic procedure described by Braun and Clarke (2006).
Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns of meaning
within qualitative data. The analytical process followed the six phases proposed by the
authors: familiarisation with the data through repeated reading of transcripts and documents;
generation of initial codes across the full dataset; searching for themes by grouping codes into
candidate thematic categories; reviewing and refining themes against the coded data and the
full dataset; defining and naming themes clearly; and producing the final analysis. This
process was iterative rather than linear, meaning themes were revised, merged, and

disaggregated across multiple passes through the data as the analysis deepened.

The theoretical framework played a structuring but not determining role in the analysis.
Lipsky's framework of street-level discretion and Espeland and Stevens's framework of
commensuration oriented analytical attention toward particular kinds of patterns in the data,
such as how teachers account for what they do and do not attend to, how they describe the
guidance or absence of guidance they receive, and how they characterise the relationship
between what policy asks of them and what they are able to do in practice. This is done
without foreclosing the emergence of themes that were not anticipated by the theoretical
framework. This combination of theoretically informed and data-driven analysis is consistent
with the abductive logic of the study and with what Braun and Clarke (2006) describe as a
hybrid approach to thematic analysis.

Ethical Considerations

All participants were informed of the study's purpose, their right to withdraw at any time, and
the conditions under which their data would be used and stored. Informed consent was
obtained from all participants prior to each interview, including consent to the use of their
real names in the presentation of findings. The school has not been identified by name in
order to protect the institutional context while allowing individual teacher voices to be

attributed. Audio recordings are stored securely and will not be shared beyond the research
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team. All participants are professional adults who engaged voluntarily with the research. Al
was used throughout the writing of this thesis for grammatical coherence, to correct writing
errors, and to improve stylistic clarity, including finding synonyms, avoiding repetition, and

refining phrasing.

Policy Analysis
Integration as a Contested Concept and International Framework

The first obstacle comes with definition, as Robinson (1998) observed, integration is "a
chaotic concept: a word used by many but understood differently by most." (Robinson, 1998,
as cited in Ager & Strang, 2008, p. 167) More than two decades later, the contestation
Robinson identified has not been resolved. If anything, it has deepened as the concept has
migrated across policy domains, national contexts, and academic disciplines. In an article
written in 2023, Dodevska (2023) inclusively addresses the concept as a “fuzzy notion”,
arguing it has been evolving and redefined for centuries.

Part of what makes integration so resistant to definition is that it operates on two distinct
registers at once. On one hand, it describes a social process: the dynamic through which
immigrants and receiving societies negotiate belonging, participation, and recognition over
time. On the other hand, it functions as a policy goal: a target that governments, international
organizations, and institutions articulate, fund, and attempt to measure, as argued by Ager and
Strang (2008). The authors note this dual function creates a conceptual tension since the same
word is used to describe both something that happens organically in communities and
something that is articulated through programmes and indicators.

When a concept as foundational as integration remains undefined, or is defined differently by
the European Commission, a national ministry, and a classroom teacher, the practical
consequences for how it is implemented are significant and it is here that the work of Lipsky
(1980) becomes indispensable. In his study of street-level bureaucrats, the frontline workers
who translate policy into practice, Lipsky demonstrated that when policy mandates are vague
or under-resourced, those tasked with implementing them do not simply fail to act. Instead,
they develop informal routines, working definitions, and practical shortcuts that effectively
rewrite policy from below. The gap between what policy intends and what happens in

practice is not, in Lipsky's account, a failure of implementation, it is, instead, a consequence
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of how underspecified policy goals are translated into practice by institutions operating under
real constraints. (Lipsky, 1980)

The problem of definitional vagueness identified by Lipsky is not, however, the only way in
which policy frameworks shape integration in practice. A complementary and in some
respects prior problem concerns the role of indicators. As Espeland and Stevens (2008) argue,
indicators are not neutral instruments of measurement. Quantification, defined as '"the
production and communication of numbers", is always an act of commensuration, a reduction
of heterogeneous realities to comparable units (Espeland and Stevens, 2008, p. 401). This
reduction carries a message, what gets counted shapes what gets done. When an indicator is
institutionalised, it does not merely describe the phenomenon it targets, it reorganises the
attention, resources, and accountability structures of the institutions that use it (Espeland &
Stevens, 2008, pp. 401-408). Applied to the field of immigrant integration, this logic has a
direct implication: if the indicators that dominant policy frameworks choose to track are those
that are most readily quantifiable, such as employment rates, educational attainment,
language test scores, legal status, these then become, by institutional logic, the dimensions of
integration that will most likely get prioritised, funded, and evaluated.

The relational dimensions of integration, such as belonging, peer acceptance, trust, the quality
of contact between immigrant and native-born students remain not only unmeasured but, in
some senses, officially unreal. Taken together, the vagueness Lipsky identifies at the level of
mandate and the reductiveness authors such as Espeland and Stevens identify at the level of
measurement, converge onto a same result, which is that integration policy enters
implementation both vague in its mandate and reductive in its metrics, leading to the fact that
certain dimensions holding a significant impact in people’s life are often not likely to be
addressed or are addressed unequally across different spaces.

Despite the conceptual instability mentioned above, major international institutions have
worked to operationalize integration through policy frameworks and measurable indicators,
producing a picture of what integration is expected to look like in practice. The result is not a
unified definition but a recognizable architecture, a recurring set of domains that different
actors use to organize, fund, and evaluate integration policy.

The European Union has been among the most systematic in this effort. The Common Basic
Principles on Integration, adopted by the Council in 2004 and elaborated in the Commission's
2005 Common Agenda for Integration, established the foundational framing that has shaped
EU policy ever since with integration being understood as "a dynamic, two-way process of

mutual accommodation by all immigrants and residents of EU countries." (Council of the
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European Union, 2004) This framing is explicitly not assimilationist, it places obligations on
both migrants and receiving societies and it organizes policy responses around a set of
recurring domains: employment, education, access to services, civic participation, and social
interaction. The 2021-2027 Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion extended and updated
this framework, maintaining education and employment as two main pillars while placing
new emphasis on social cohesion and the relational dimensions of belonging, such as the
importance of fostering participation and encounters between migrants and host communities
(European Commission, 2020)

The International Organization for Migration, IOM, operates from a closely related but
distinctly multidimensional understanding. In its institutional vocabulary, integration is
defined as a two-way process of mutual adaptation between migrants and receiving societies,
through which migrants become incorporated into the social, economic, cultural and political
life of their new communities, a process that entails joint responsibilities on both sides. What
distinguishes the IOM's approach is its explicit recognition that existing integration
frameworks frequently fail to capture the social and relational aspects of migrants' lives,
focusing instead on service access and labour market inclusion. The IOM's measurement
toolkit attempts to address this by assessing integration simultaneously across economic,
social, psychological, linguistic, civic, and political dimensions, insisting on a holistic
approach rather than a sectoral one. (IOM, 2023)

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, OECD, approaches
integration primarily through the lens of measurable outcomes and comparative indicators,
with its “Settling In” reports, produced jointly with the European Commission and most
recently updated in 2023, tracking integration across 83 indicators organized around three
main areas: labour market and skills, living conditions, and civic engagement and social
integration. (OECD/European Commission, 2023) The OECD framework is the most dense
in terms of indicators of the three and, consequently, the most oriented toward outcomes that
are statistically legible, which, as Ager and Strang (2008) note in their critique of policy-led
approaches to integration measurement, risks privileging domains that can be quantified over
those that cannot.

Despite their differences in terminology and emphasis, all three frameworks organise
integration around a broadly similar set of domains: employment, housing, health, civic
participation, and social cohesion appear in each. Some domains, however, occupy an uneven
position across them. Education is the clearest example and one worth mentioning as it will

be one of the two primary dimensions this thesis will focus on. In the EU framework it
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functions as a primary pillar of policy action, placed alongside employment as a foundational
domain in both the Common Basic Principles (Council of the European Union, 2004) and the
Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion (European Commission, 2020). In the IOM's
Multidimensional Integration Measurement Toolkit (IOM, 2023), education is embedded
within the social and linguistic dimensions rather than named as a standalone domain. In the
OECD's Settling In report (OECD/European Commission, 2023) it appears not as one of the
three core areas (labour market and skills, living conditions, and civic engagement and social
integration), but as a subsection within the chapter dedicated to young people with
foreign-born parents, where it sits alongside indicators on dropout rates, attainment, and
employment transition. This placement reflects a broader pattern that critical scholars of
integration measurement have identified: measuring integration tends to take place using set
measures of outcomes such as socio-economic attainment or labour market status, which
often come at the expense of understanding the subjective experiences of immigrants and
their children in their own integration processes (Abdelhady & Lutz, 2023). In the specific
case of education, this means that schooling is operationalized primarily as a pathway to
labour market outcomes rather than as a site of integration in its own right, where social
relationships, belonging, and recognition are simultaneously at stake.

“Oftentimes, researchers and policymakers assess “integration” from a purely “service
access” or economic perspective, without looking at the social and relational aspects that
migrants have towards their communities. Many of the existing integration frameworks,
assessment tools and studies fail to consider migrants’ knowledge and ability to establish
themselves in new communities — a process that includes psychological, linguistic, social and
political or civic dimensions, among others (Harder et al., 2018; United Kingdom Home
Office, 2019).” (IOM, 2023). These obstacles align with the ones pointed out by many other
authors whose work has analyzed the limitations of measuring social realities through
indicators, namely the ones mentioned above: Espeland and Stevens (2008) and Merry
(2011).

The more subjective traits of integration are, however, a domain of their own, one that also
runs through all three frameworks. Although the IOM, the EU indicators framework, and the
OECD use different terminology and organise integration dimensions differently, a close
reading of their definitions, namely the one Ager and Strang (2008) define as social
connection, reveals that they are capturing the same underlying phenomena. What the IOM
describes as the psychological dimension, defined as a migrant's feeling of connection with

the host country, their wish to continue living there, and their sense of belonging, corresponds
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closely to what the EU indicators and OECD measure as a sense of belonging and well-being.
Similarly, the IOM's social dimension, which captures social ties and interactions with
nationals and bridging social capital through participation in organisations, mirrors what the
OECD calls social ties and social networks and what the EU indicators measure through
participation in voluntary organisations and frequency of social interaction. Finally, what the
EU indicators frame as perceived discrimination and host-society attitudes, and what the
OECD names as sense of equal treatment and intercultural acceptance, together reflect the
same core concern as the IOM's interest in whether immigrants feel recognised as full
members of the host society. In other words, all three frameworks point to the same three
relational dimensions, psychological connection, social ties, and recognition, even if they
draw the boundaries between them differently. While these frameworks encompass further
dimensions such as civic participation and institutional trust, this study focuses specifically
on those relational dimensions that can be directly felt and experienced in the school
environment: sense of belonging, peer relationships, well-being, and perceived
discrimination. (OECD/European Commission, 2023; IOM, 2023; European Commission,
2020)

Although these dimensions are pointed as an essential element of integration, the information
tracked for these domains is still limited. The economic and administrative dimensions are
consistently prioritized, while the relational and psychosocial dimensions are acknowledged
but more rarely operationalized. This asymmetry is not incidental as the frameworks
themselves acknowledge it. The OECD is the most explicit, it states directly that "social
integration is difficult to measure", explaining how "some outcomes are easier to measure
than others. Many indicators on social integration or on health outcomes rely on subjective
measurements, such as attitudes, feelings and perceptions. These tend to be strongly
influenced not only by the different national contexts in which the questions are posed, but
also by the general awareness of the issue, the current public debate or highly mediatised
incidents close to the day of the survey" (OECD/European Commission, 2023). This is a
methodological acknowledgement that the measurement infrastructure available across 38
countries was built for economic outcomes, and that relational and psychosocial dimensions
can only be captured insofar as they can be inserted into existing survey instruments.
Significantly, the OECD does include indicators on sense of belonging and wellbeing at
school for children with foreign-born parents, noting that "the lack of a welcoming school

environment can harm well-being at school among pupils with foreign-born parents" and that
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"their chances of thriving in the education system, key to their integration, are thus affected"
(OECD/European Commission, 2023).

The EU Action Plan similarly gestures toward social cohesion and relational dimensions
while organizing its concrete targets around language learning, qualification recognition, and
early childhood enrolment. The IOM names psychological and social dimensions explicitly
through its measurement toolkit but acknowledges that their full implementation requires
dedicated data collection capacity that most national systems do not possess (IOM, 2023;
European Commission, 2020).

The IOM's acknowledgement that full implementation of its measurement toolkit requires
dedicated data collection capacity most national systems do not possess points to a structural
rather than incidental obstacle. As Espeland and Stevens (2008, p.410-411) observe, counting
on a large scale requires well-funded bureaucracies with highly trained administrators,
particularly when what is being counted is politically contested and integration indicators
routinely are. But the challenge runs deeper than institutional capacity since the relational and
psychosocial dimensions the IOM, as well as the EU and OECD, seek to measure resist
standardisation not only because the infrastructure to count them is absent, but because their
meaning is contextual and interpretive in ways that no counting exercise can fully preserve
(Espeland and Stevens, 2008).

The result is a consistent pattern across all three frameworks: the relational dimensions of
integration are recognized as important, named in policy language, but left without the
measurement infrastructure that would make them visible to the institutional actors
responsible for acting on them. This asymmetry reflects the structural limits of what
large-scale indicator systems can capture and, as Lipsky (1980) would anticipate, when
policy frameworks leave certain dimensions underspecified, those dimensions do not simply
disappear but, instead, get absorbed into the informal practices of the frontline workers tasked
with implementation, reappearing in new forms. Understanding where that absorption

happens, and how, is precisely what motivates the empirical focus of this thesis.
Education as a Privileged Terrain for Integration

Among the institutions that shape immigrant children's lives in the host country, the school
stands apart. Unlike the labour market, housing, or civic institutions, domains that integration
frameworks as those mentioned above (OECD, the IOM, and the EU Action Plan on

Integration and Inclusion 2021-2027) rightly identify as central to the integration process, the
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school is the space where immigrant children spend the majority of their daily lives from an
early age. Drawing on acculturation theory and developmental psychology, Schachner, Juang,
Moffitt, and van de Vijver (2018) frame the school explicitly as an acculturative and
developmental context, the primary institutional space where immigrant and refugee youth
encounter the host society, develop social relationships with native-born peers, and where
belonging and discrimination are first experienced. Their argument, grounded in a review of
cross-national European evidence, is that the school is not merely a site of academic
instruction but the terrain on which the psychological and social dimensions of integration
unfold. This is reinforced by Chiu and colleagues (2012), whose multilevel analysis of over
276,000 fifteen-year-olds across 41 countries established that the school functions as the first
social and cultural institution immigrant children face outside the home. The relational
quality of that institution, including teacher-student relationships and peer dynamics, directly
shapes how immigrant students engage with it. In the European context specifically, Koehler
and Schneider (2019), drawing on comparative research across seven EU countries, argue
that educational institutional arrangements are among the most powerful determinants of
long-term integration trajectories for refugee and immigrant-background youth, shaping
outcomes that extend beyond academic achievement into labour market participation and
social identification. It is in this sense that the school is not merely one integration domain
among others, but a privileged terrain, the site where integration is first lived in its most
immediate and relational form.

This privileged status also reveals something important about the nature of integration itself,
that its domains are not separate, but deeply interconnected. The school is the institution most
directly charged with preparing children for future participation in the labour market and
economic life, namely by developing the skills, qualifications, and credentials that will shape
their socioeconomic trajectories as adults (Crul & Schneider, 2010; OECD/European
Comission, 2023). Yet educational success is not produced by cognitive capacity alone. The
relational dimensions of the school experience, meaning the quality of peer relationships, the
sense of being welcomed or excluded, the experience of discrimination or acceptance, are not
peripheral to academic outcomes but constitutive of them.

A substantial and growing body of research demonstrates that school belonging and school
climate are significant predictors of academic performance among immigrant students.
Goodenow and Grady (1993) established early evidence of the relationship between school
belonging and academic motivation, stating: “There is a growing consensus that academic

motivation is not a purely individual, intrapsychic state; rather, it grows out of a complex web
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of social and personal relationships. (...) Students’ association with cultural and ethnic
groups, their families, and their friends (especially in adolescence) are fundamental aspects of
this social fabric. Another potentially important element of the social context is students’
sense of belonging in the school or classroom, that is, the extent to which they feel personally
accepted, respected, included, and supported by others - especially teachers and other adults
in the school social environment.” (Goodenow and Grady, 1993, p. 60). Following this
definition of sense of belonging, the authors explore its correlation with the students'
academic motivation, when also paired with their perceptions of their friends’ academic
values. The results show the correlation “remained positive and statistically significant, even
after the effects of friends’ academic values were partialled out” (Goodenow and Grady,
1993, p. 60).

This relationship between belonging and academic motivation, established by Goodenow and
Grady in the early 1990s, has since been confirmed and extended in the specific context of
immigrant and refugee youth in European schools. Reviewing the evidence on schools as
acculturative and developmental contexts, Schachner, Juang, Moffitt and van de Vijver
(2018) synthesise findings showing that positive teacher-student relationships are consistently
linked to higher self-esteem, greater academic engagement, and more positive school
adjustment among immigrant-background youth, and that cross-ethnic peer friendships,
namely the formation of cross-cultural friendships within the school community, are
associated with greater school belonging and psychological wellbeing. Crucially, school
belonging itself emerges in this body of research as a mediating variable as it is the
mechanism through which the relational quality of the school environment, such as teacher
support, peer acceptance and the cultural diversity climate of the classroom, translates into
academic and developmental outcomes. This means that attending to belonging is not simply
a wellbeing concern supplementary to academic instruction, it is a condition for academic
outcomes themselves.

Osterman's (2000) comprehensive review of the literature on school belonging, while not
focused specifically on immigrant students but on marginalised and at-risk populations more
broadly, establishes that the experience of acceptance and membership in the school
community functions as a basic psychological need, shaping engagement, motivation, and
academic achievement across multiple dimensions. Crucially, she finds that schools
systematically fail to address this need, adopting organisational practices, such as competitive
grading, ability tracking, impersonal institutional climates, which actively undermine

students' sense of belonging rather than fostering it.
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The Gap Between Recognition and Practice

The tension between what schools measure and what students need aligns with a pattern
visible across the integration monitoring frameworks discussed earlier. While the OECD, the
IOM, and the EU do recognise relational dimensions as relevant to integration (the OECD
and IOM in particular make explicit attempts to include them), these same frameworks
acknowledge that such dimensions are considerably harder to operationalise and systematise
than objective output indicators. As a result, and as national education systems often lack the
tools to track them regularly, it is grades, retention rates, dropout figures, and educational
attainment that dominate the monitoring picture, while the relational conditions that generate
or undermine those outcomes remain underexamined in comparison.

The recognition, however, is there, at least at the level of conceptual frameworks and
programme design. The Eurydice synthesis on the integration of migrant students in
European schools illustrates this precisely. Figure 1 of the synthesis maps a conceptual
framework for analysing policies and measures of school integration across multiple levels,
from the broader sociopolitical and socioeconomic context, through the education system
level where coordination, financing, monitoring and impact evaluation are located, down to
the school level itself. Within schools, the framework identifies two key areas of intervention:
linguistic and intercultural support combined with learning support on one hand, and
psychosocial support on the other. At the center level sits the school community, namely
parents and families alongside the network of support professionals, which the framework
explicitly lists as including not only teachers and school directors but also assistants,
mediators and psychologists (Eurydice, 2019, p. 5). The explicit presence of psychosocial
support as a named area of school-level intervention, placed alongside linguistic and learning
support as a co-equal domain, signals that the relational and emotional dimensions of
immigrant students' school experience are recognised, at the level of conceptual frameworks,
as a legitimate and necessary domain of educational policy.

The crucial distinction, however, is between a named area of intervention and a regularly
tracked indicator. As Espeland and Stevens (2008) argue, quantification involves the
transformation of qualities into comparable, commensurable units. However, not everything
that matters can be translated into that form without losing what is significant about it.
Indicators, by nature, require qualities to be measurable and comparable. They can only track
what has already been defined, standardised and made quantifiable. Psychosocial support,

belonging, and the quality of teacher-student relationships are dimensions which resist that

26



kind of standardisation. They can appear in a framework as named objectives or programme
components without ever becoming part of the regular monitoring picture, precisely because
no one has yet established what counting them would look like.

This is precisely where Lipsky's analysis of street-level bureaucracy becomes relevant. For
Lipsky (1980), the goals that public workers are asked to pursue are routinely multiple, vague
and in tension with one another. When there is goal ambiguity, what gets attended to in
practice is oriented not toward everything implied by the policy mandate but toward what is
measurable, visible and subject to accountability. When psychosocial support and belonging
appear in a framework without operational definition, without indicators and accountability
mechanisms, they occupy a different category in the daily working life of teachers than the
dimensions that are tracked, reported and evaluated. A framework that names relational
dimensions as important without giving teachers the tools, guidance or accountability
structures to attend to them does not produce the same level of attention to those dimensions.
It produces discretion, which, as Lipsky argues, is exercised very differently depending on
the professional context, training, values and workload of each individual practitioner.
Osterman's (2000) review further strengthens this point by stating that what gets measured
shapes what gets addressed, and what does not get measured (belonging, acceptance, the
quality of peer and teacher relationships) could go unaddressed even when its effects are
substantial. This argument is reinforced by Chiu and colleagues' (2012) multilevel analysis
across 41 countries, which shows that immigrant students specifically experience a structural
gap between high cognitive engagement with school and low emotional belonging, exactly
the gap that forms when relational dimensions go unaddressed.

These findings also seem to converge with the ideas presented by Espeland and Stevens
(2008) in the previous section. Indicators tend to be built around what institutions already
know how to count, and in the process they quietly define what counts as real or what should
be prioritized. The belonging, acceptance, and relational quality that Osterman shows to be
structurally neglected by schools are neglected for the same reason they go unmeasured in
integration monitoring frameworks. They resist the kind of straightforward quantification that
institutional accountability systems require. What appears, from Osterman's perspective, as a
failure of school practice is, from Espeland and Stevens' perspective, also a failure of the
measurement architecture that surrounds and shapes that practice.

Furthermore, a more recent meta-analysis by Selvitopu and Kaya (2025) confirms a
significant positive relationship between well-being and academic performance specifically

among immigrant students, across multiple national contexts, with academic attitude, namely
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belonging, peer relations, and school engagement, showing the strongest association.
Research using data from the Programme for International Student Assessment, PISA, across
European countries also demonstrates that school belonging mediates the relationship
between acculturation orientation and academic outcomes including grades, attendance, and
mathematics achievement (Schachner et al., 2017), while positive school climate shaped by
teacher attitudes toward diversity, peer interactions, and the inclusive character of the school
environment, is consistently associated with better academic outcomes for immigrant
students (Finch et al., 2021; Ozkan, 2025).

The OECD's analysis of immigrant students' resilience across PISA cycles distinguishes
between two dimensions: academic resilience, defined as attaining at least proficiency Level
2 in all three core PISA subjects, meaning science, reading and mathematics, and social
resilience. The latter is defined as agreeing with the statement "I feel like I belong at school"
and disagreeing with the statement "I feel like an outsider at school" (Cerna et al., 2021,
p.22-23). Examining both dimensions together across countries, the analysis finds that
"overall, the countries in which immigrants had a lower relative risk of not being socially
resilient, were the same where immigrants had a lower risk of not being academically
resilient", concluding that "in countries where immigrant students were less at risk of not
feeling included, they were also less at risk of not achieving minimum proficiency,
suggesting an interesting link between the two areas" (Cerna et al., 2021, p. 23). In other
words, the countries that do better at making immigrant students feel they belong are also the
countries where immigrant students are more likely to reach baseline academic competence.
What this body of evidence reveals is a dynamic that standard integration monitoring tends to
underemphasise. When international frameworks track school integration, they do so mainly
through measurable output indicators such as grade retention rates, dropout rates, reading
scores, educational attainment, and transitions to employment (OECD/European
Commission, 2023). Although these indicators capture real and consequential gaps between
immigrant and native-born students, they mostly focus on outcomes, not the processes that
generate them. The relational dimensions of the school experience, as is belonging, peer
recognition, perceived discrimination, and well-being, precede and shape these outcomes,
shaping whether and how immigrant children are able to engage with the educational process
in the first place.

The school therefore becomes a privileged site for studying integration not only because it is
where so much of children's lives unfold, but because it is simultaneously a space where the

relational dimensions of integration both influence outcomes and are lived and experienced
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directly. It is the terrain where belonging is constructed or denied in the daily interactions
between students, where peer relationships, a form of bridging social capital in the sense
identified by the IOM framework, are formed or denied, where a sense of equal treatment is
either confirmed or undermined. In other words, the school is a microsystem to the broader
integration process, concentrated into a space and a set of daily encounters that are
particularly formative precisely because they occur during childhood and adolescence, the
developmental periods in which identity, social relationships, and the foundations of adult
participation in society are being constituted (Erikson, 1968). It is for this reason that the
present study focuses specifically on the relational dimensions of integration as they are
experienced within the school environment and how these are tracked, or or not, by teachers,

as well as communicated amongst them.
Portugal's Integration Framework and the Role of Education

Policy frameworks do not only describe what states do, they construct a version of what
integration is, determining which dimensions of immigrant life are recognised as relevant and
which therefore become the legitimate objects of institutional attention and action. As
Espeland and Stevens (2008) argue, what gets counted shapes what gets done, and what
remains outside the frame tends to go unaddressed even when its effects are substantial.
Referencing Entzinger et al. (2003), Oliveira (2012, p. 293) also points out the “differences in
the interpretation of the concept of integration give rise to integration policies with different
objectives (Etzinger et al. 2003: 10), which in turn will determine the areas considered to be a
priority”. This study is concerned specifically with the educational experience of immigrant
students, or more concretely how teachers understand these experiences and position
themselves when it comes to their responsibilities concerning the relational dimensions of
their immigrant students' experiences. It would, therefore, be reductive to examine that
experience in isolation from the broader integration framework within which it is embedded.

Education in Portugal is conceived as a domain of integration, one of the pillars through
which the state expects the integration process to unfold. But integration is equally conceived
as a condition for education. The social, relational and civic dimensions of immigrant
students' lives in school cannot be understood without reference to how the state defines,
frames and approaches the integration process as a whole. Tracing that framework, and how
it evolved over time, is therefore a necessary starting point for understanding what space it

creates, or fails to create, for the relational dimensions of school integration that this study
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seeks to examine through the perceptions of teachers working directly with immigrant
students.

Portugal does not define immigrant integration through a single legal concept or statutory
provision. The first dedicated legislation governing the entry and residence of foreign
nationals dates to 1981 (Decreto-Lei n.° 264-B/81), but the subsequent decades saw a gradual
intensification of migration policy in response to shifting national realities. This includes the
growth of the foreign-born population particularly from former African colonies, increasing
demand for labour at the end of the 1990s, and the visibility of social problems facing
immigrant communities, as well as growing pressure from the European Union toward the
europeanisation of national regulatory frameworks, and sustained advocacy by immigrant
associations and civil society organisations (Padilla & Franca, 2020; Horta & Oliveira, 2014).
This was followed by a series of revisions, most notably Decreto-Lei n.° 244/98 dating 1998,
and its successive amendments in 2001 (DL 4/2001) and 2003 (DL 34/2003) which, as
Padilla & Franga (2016, p. 41) note, focused primarily on introducing new visa categories,
regulating conditions of residence and defining procedures for regularisation, rather than
articulating a vision of what it would mean for immigrants to participate fully in Portuguese
social, civic and cultural life. The dominant logic, in other words, remained one of legal
status management rather than social integration (Horta & Oliveira, 2014).

This captures the dominant legislative logic of the period, but it would be an
oversimplification as a complete account of what the Portuguese state was doing during this
period. As Horta & Oliveira (2014) document in their country report on Portuguese
integration policies, the early 1990s brought a series of measures that went considerably
further than regulation and regularisation, specifically in the domain of education.

In 1991, the government created the Secretariado Coordenador dos Programas de Educacao
Multicultural (in english: Coordinating Secretariat for Multicultural Education Programs),
subsequently renamed Entreculturas, under the direct authority of the Ministry of Education,
with an explicit mandate to coordinate, promote and develop programmes and actions aimed
at educating for “equal rights, tolerance, solidarity and cultural dialogue” (Horta & Oliveira,
2014, p.8). As explained by the authors, some of the most important measures implemented
through this project included “the production of culturally sensitive pedagogical materials;
teacher training; multicultural literacy and civic awareness; the identification of high risk
educational contexts and, finally, the monitoring of students’ attitudes and values with

regards to cultural difference”. (Horta & Oliveira, 2014, p.8)
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An Intercultural Education Project followed in 1993—1994, implemented in approximately 50
schools between 1993 and 1997, with equal access to education, intercultural education, and
the integration of migrant children in the school system and community as its central pillars.
Also in 1993, an Interdepartmental Commission for the Integration of Immigrants and Ethnic
Minorities was established in articulation with the Ministries of Employment, Education,
Health, Public Services and the Interior, representing an early form of cross-ministerial
coordination around immigrant integration. (Horta & Oliveira, 2014, p.8). These policies
come to show that education was identified as a privileged terrain for integration, specifically
for its relational, civic and intercultural dimensions, from the very moment that immigration
began to be addressed as a public policy issue in Portugal. Furthermore, the field of education
was where, as pointed out by Padilla & Franga (2016, p.43), the “first response” to
integration was implemented.

And yet, as Horta & Oliveira (2014, p.8) themselves note, despite these initiatives, "no
consistent integration policy was implemented" in this period. The measures existed, but they
were not sustained within a coherent, monitored, long-term framework. This points to a
structural feature of the Portuguese case that would persist well beyond the 1990s: the gap
between what integration policy gestures toward and what it actually institutionalises,
monitors and evaluates. It was with the creation of the Alto Comissariado para a Imigracdo e
Minorias Etnicas (in english: High Commission for Immigration and Ethnic Minorities), or
ACIME, in 2002 (Decreto-Lei n.® 251/2002, de 22 de novembro), placed directly under the
Presidency of the Council of Ministers, that the Portuguese state first established a dedicated
institutional body with an explicit mandate to promote inter ministerial dialogue on
integration across housing, education and employment (Horta & Oliveira, 2014, p.9). This
development was accompanied by other significant policy milestones and a growing
convergence with the EU's integration framework, formalised when the Justice and Home
Affairs Council adopted the Common Basic Principles for Immigrant Integration Policy in
November 2004, to which Portugal as a member state was formally committed (Council of
the European Union, 2004; Padilla & Franca, 2016).

When ACIME was subsequently restructured and renamed the Alto Comissariado para a
Imigragdo e o Dialogo Intercultural (in english: High Commission for Immigration and
Intercultural Dialogue), or ACIDI, in 2007, the very change in name signalled a shift in
orientation from an institution focused primarily on managing immigration flows and ethnic
minorities toward one explicitly centred on intercultural dialogue and alignment with

European integration principles (Padilla & Franca, 2016, p.45). In the same year, the first
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Plano para a Integracdo dos Imigrantes (in english: Plan for Immigrant Integration), approved
by Resolucdo do Conselho de Ministros n.° 63-A/2007, dated 3rd of may, built on this
institutional and normative infrastructure to formalise integration as a whole-of-government
strategic programme for the first time, organising around explicit multi-year goals and
coordinating measures across multiple ministries (Horta & Oliveira, 2014, p.9).

A succession of further instruments followed, namely the II Plano para a Integracdo dos
Imigrantes 2010-2013 (Resolugdo do Conselho de Ministros n.° 74/2010), the Plano
Estratégico para as Migragcdoes 2015-2020 (Resolucdo do Conselho de Ministros n.°
12-B/2015), and the Plano Nacional de Implementagdo do Pacto Global das Migragdes
(Resolugdo do Conselho de Ministros n.° 141/2019), reflecting a sustained governmental
commitment to migrant integration as a structured area of cross-sectoral public policy
(Padilla & Franga, 2020). Yet even as this monitoring infrastructure developed, the
dimensions it focused on remained mostly those easiest to measure. At school level this
translates into indicators such as school enrolment, retention rates, educational attainment,
PLNM coverage, dropout figures. As Oliveira (2012) documents in her analysis of the
Portuguese case, there is a persistent gap between the dimensions that integration policy
formally commits to and the dimensions for which systematic monitoring data actually exists.
Portugal's integration commitments extend beyond its own national policy instruments. As an
EU member state, Portugal is formally aligned with the Common Basic Principles for
Immigrant Integration Policy, reaffirmed in 2014, which established the common policy
foundation for integration across member states, explicitly naming education, civic
participation and the two-way relational nature of integration as core dimensions of the
process (Council of the European Union, 2004). As a member of the OECD since 1961,
Portugal participates in comparative integration monitoring through instruments such as the
joint OECD/European Commission Indicators of Immigrant Integration: Settling In reports,
which track Portugal's integration outcomes against shared indicators across member
countries and consistently identifies education as one of the primary domains through which
integration unfolds, and through which inequalities between immigrant and native-born
populations are most visibly reproduced (OECD/European Commission, 2023).

Through the Plano Nacional de Implementacdo do Pacto Global das Migracdes (in english:
National Implementation Plan for the Global Compact for Migration), or PNIPGM, of 2019
(Resolugdo do Conselho de Ministros n.° 141/2019), Portugal explicitly embedded its
migration policy within the framework of the United Nations Global Compact for Safe,

Orderly and Regular Migration and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, whose
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SDG 4 frames inclusive and equitable quality education as a universal commitment with
specific implications for migrant children, and whose SDG 16 points toward the relational
and civic conditions, namely peaceful and inclusive societies, participation, access to justice,
without which formal access to education cannot be experienced as genuine integration. What
these frameworks share, across their different levels and mandates, is a conception of
integration that is not reducible to legal status or economic participation. It encompasses the
quality of social relations, the conditions for belonging, and the capacity of institutions,
including schools, to actively support that process rather than solely permit it.

What this history suggests, then, is that education has been considered an important space for
immigrant integration in Portugal ever since integration began to be publicly discussed as a
policy question, and that within education, the relational and civic dimensions of that
integration were named and pursued before any formal cross-sectoral framework existed to
sustain them. The question this study poses is not whether those dimensions have been
officially recognised, as they have been, for over three decades, from the mandate of
Entreculturas to the concept of sense of belonging enshrined in Decreto-Lei n.° 54/2018, as a
legal goal of inclusive education for all students, including those of immigrant origin. What
that concept implies in practice, and how the Portuguese legislative and policy framework has
progressively articulated the relational and civic conditions of school belonging, will be
examined in detail in the following sections. What this study asks, ultimately, is whether and
how that recognition translates into the perceptions and practices of the teachers who work

directly with immigrant students today.
Education as a Democratic Project

The Portuguese Constitution of 1976 establishes education not only as a service the state
provides, but as a democratic commitment it is obligated to fulfil. Article 73° states that the
state promotes the democratisation of education and the conditions through which education,
delivered through schools and other formative means, contributes to equality of opportunity,
the overcoming of economic, social and cultural inequalities, the development of the
personality, of a spirit of tolerance, mutual understanding, solidarity and responsibility, and of
participation in collective democratic life (Constituicdo da Republica Portuguesa, 1976/2005,
Art. 73°). As Abrantes (2016, p. 26) observes in his analysis of these constitutional
provisions, this article establishes a dual obligation: education must both submit to

democratic principles, what he calls the external dimension, and actively form citizens in
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those same principles, the internal dimension. Democratisation of education, in this reading,
is not only about ensuring access, it also implies a commitment to the active reduction of the
inequalities that education itself risks reproducing.

Article 74° operationalises this commitment, establishing not only the right to education but,
crucially, the right to academic success (Constituicdo da Republica Portuguesa, 1976/2005,
Art. 74°). As Abrantes (2016, p. 27) notes, this is a formulation of considerable ambition,
going beyond the guarantee of access to assert that the state is responsible for the conditions
that make success possible for all. Among the specific obligations enumerated under this
article, there is the provision of appropriate support for the children of immigrants. This
recognition, written into the Constitution in 1976 and unchanged through seven subsequent
revisions, states that immigrant students constitute a group for whom additional state effort is
constitutionally mandated (Constituicio da Republica Portuguesa, 1976/2005, Art. 74°
Abrantes, 2016, p. 27). Nogueira (2023, pp. 15-16), drawing on the same constitutional
provisions, underlines that the democratisation of education in this sense implies not only
structural access but the creation of conditions through which all children can develop as
people and as citizens, a formulation that inherently includes the relational and
socio-affective dimensions of school life and not only its cognitive outputs.

The implications of this framework for immigrant students are significant and underexplored.
If the constitutional purpose of education includes the development of mutual understanding,
solidarity, and democratic participation, then the integration of immigrant students into
school communities is not incidental to that purpose but constitutive of it, both for the
immigrant student, whose belonging and recognition in the school community is at stake, and
for the native-born student, whose capacity for tolerance and intercultural understanding
depends in part on the quality of that contact. Yet, as Abrantes (2016, p. 27) notes, the
available evidence shows that students of immigrant origin and their descendants continue to
be disproportionately represented among those who are retained, tracked into alternative
educational pathways, and underrepresented in higher education, precisely the students for

whom the constitutional guarantee of academic success remains most unfulfilled.
Inclusive Education and Recognition

The constitutional commitment to democratic education has been progressively articulated
through a legislative framework for inclusive education, most recently consolidated in

Decreto-Lei n.° 54/2018 (DL 54/2018), which establishes the commitment to ensure an
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“inclusive school where each and everyone of the students, independently of their personal
and social situation, find answers that allow them the acquisition of a level of education and
training that enable their full social inclusion” and that “provide to all the participation and
sense of belonging in effective conditions of equity” (DL 54/2018). The explicit mention of
sense of belonging as a legal goal is important, as it moves the frame of educational success
beyond measurable attainment and toward the relational and psychological conditions that
this study examines.

The Manual de Apoio a Pratica published by DGE to support the implementation of DL
54/2018 makes the relational dimension of this framework clear from the beginning. As the
Director-General (General Director) states in the opening note, the decree “reinforces the
right of each student to an education that matches their potential, expectations, and needs,
within a set of planned responses as part of a common and pluralistic educational project that
provides everyone with participation and a sense of belonging in truly equitable conditions”
(DGE, 2018, p. 7). The Manual goes further in clarifying that building a truly inclusive
school is not simply a matter of accepting student diversity, it requires planning, involvement
and collaborative work between professionals and families, “developing on to students
concretely and in the educational community in general, a true sense of belonging” (DGE,
2018, p. 45). The concept of belonging is therefore not peripheral to the legal and operational
framework of inclusive education in Portugal, it is named as a core goal in the law itself and
reinforced as a central goal in the state's own implementation guidance.

Sense of belonging as a legal objective in Portuguese legislation is not coincidental, it reflects
a broader international consensus that belonging constitutes a measurable and policy-relevant
dimension of educational quality. The OECD has included sense of belonging at school as a
systematic indicator in PISA since at least 2003, tracking it across cycles and reporting it as a
distinct subgroup outcome for students with immigrant backgrounds (OECD, 2004; OECD,
2019). PISA data consistently show that immigrant students, particularly first-generation,
report lower school belonging than their non-immigrant peers across OECD countries, and
that this gap in belonging is associated with lower academic performance, reduced
socioemotional wellbeing, and greater exposure to unfair treatment by peers and teachers
(OECD, 2015; OECD, 2018; OECD, 2023a). The European Commission's Eurydice network,
the comparative education analysis body that connects national education authorities across
all EU member states, including Portugal, reaches the same conclusion from a policy
perspective. In its 2019 comparative report on the integration of students from migrant

backgrounds in European schools, Eurydice explicitly identifies belonging and psychosocial
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safety as dimensions of school integration that extend beyond linguistic and academic
support, noting that a genuinely inclusive school environment must be one where all students
feel accepted and where their participation is actively sustained (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019). When Portuguese law names sense of belonging as a
legal goal, it is naming a dimension that the same international frameworks to which Portugal
is formally committed, the OECD through PISA and the EU through Eurydice, have
independently identified as both measurable and consistently unequal for the very students
this study concerns.

Abrantes (2021) offers a conceptual framework for analysing what inclusive education
requires in practice that goes significantly beyond access and academic attainment. Among
the five conditions he identifies as necessary for a system to be genuinely described as
inclusive, two are particularly relevant here: the right to recognition and participation, as in
the obligation on schools to actively acknowledge students' different cultures, abilities and
backgrounds rather than treating difference as a problem to be remediated, and the
requirement for individualised support oriented toward each student's wellbeing and personal
development, not only their academic performance (Abrantes, 2021, pp. 30-34). For
immigrant students, the recognition condition is especially consequential as it implies that
their cultural backgrounds and linguistic repertoires should be valued as legitimate
components of the school community rather than obstacles to assimilation. Decreto-Lei n.°
54/2018 includes sense of belonging as a legal objective alongside participation, meaning it is
not a rhetorical addition, but a legislative expression of a framework developed and
articulated in academic work like Abrantes (2021) and recognised at policy level. Taking the
relational and socio-emotional dimensions of school life as constitutive of what education is
supposed to achieve.

Furthermore, it is important to note the creation of Equipa Disciplinar de Apoio A Educagdo
Inclusiva (EMAEI) (in english: Multidisciplinary Team to Support Inclusive Education).
EMAEI is a mandatory organisational resource established in every school cluster by
Decreto-Lei n.° 54/2018, from the 6th of july, the same legislative instrument that defines
inclusive education and mentions sense of belonging as a legal objective. Significantly, the
decree grounds this definition in the guiding principles of universal education, equity,
personalization and inclusion, understood as the right of all students to full and effective
participation in the same educational contexts. It explicitly draws on UNESCO's (2009)

framework and positions inclusive education as Portugal's fulfilment of its commitments
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under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the 2030 Agenda.
(DL 54/2018)

One of the most analytically significant features of DL 54/2018 is precisely its abandonment
of the previous system of categorising students, including the former category of special
educational needs that had governed the provision of educational support under Decreto-Lei
n.° 3/2008. The new framework explicitly replaces categorical, diagnosis-based intervention
with a continuum of responses covering all students, organised into three tiers. Universal
measures are available to all students and can be implemented by any teacher without formal
referral. They include differentiated pedagogy, tutoring and behavioural support. Selective
measures apply when universal measures prove insufficient, and require EMAEI involvement
and a formal process of identification. Additional measures address significant and persistent
difficulties requiring specialised resources, and a formal Technical Pedagogical Report,
produced by the EMAEI (DGE, 2018).

EMAEI is composed of permanent members, including a deputy to the school director, a
special education teacher, three members of the pedagogical council and a psychologist, as
well as a group of members who might join depending on the specific case, including the
student's class teacher or class director and relevant specialists (Decreto-Lei n.® 54/2018,
Article 12). Its competences include raising awareness about inclusive education, proposing
and monitoring support measures, advising teachers on inclusive pedagogical practices, and
producing individual support documents where required.

It is essential to clarify, however, that the EMAEI is not directed specifically at immigrant
students. Immigrant background is not a category that triggers EMAEI involvement, the
framework is deliberately universal and non-categorical. Whether an immigrant student
accesses its additional support depends on the classroom teacher recognising a need or
flagging a difficulty and responding to it. There is no automatic institutional mechanism that
connects immigration status to the support system, meaning the relational and belonging
related obstacles that immigrant students may experience, namely not feeling recognised,
feeling like an outsider, experiencing cultural non-acknowledgement, will only enter the
formal support framework if a teacher perceives them as educationally significant problems
requiring a response. If they are not so perceived, they remain invisible to the system
regardless of what the law states on sense of belonging as a goal of inclusive education. As
Lipsky (1980) argues, it is precisely in these conditions, where policy names a goal without
specifying what attending to it would require, that street-level bureaucrats become the

decision-makers, filling the gap between policy and practice through their own judgement on
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the ground. If these difficulties are not so perceived, they remain invisible to the system
regardless of what the law states regarding inclusive education. The gap between the legal
framework and the lived reality of immigrant students in schools is therefore produced, at
least in part, at the level of teachers' perceptions, which is precisely the focus this study seeks
to examine.

It is noteworthy the three-tier structure of the framework carries its own relational logic that
becomes progressively more explicit at the higher levels of intervention. While the universal
measures focus on differentiated pedagogy and curriculum access for all students, and the
selective measures address unmet needs through more targeted support, the additional
measures, the most intensive tier, explicitly include the “development of competencies of
personal and social autonomy” as one of their goals (DGE, 2018, p. 31). This formulation is
significant as personal and social autonomy is not an academic competence but a relational
and developmental one, concerned with a student's capacity to navigate social environments,
build relationships and develop as a person within the school community. Its explicit
inclusion among the goals of the most intensive support tier is a clear signal that the
framework recognises school integration as encompassing dimensions that go beyond
curriculum access and academic attainment. Even if, as the preceding analysis has shown, the
activation of these measures depends on a prior chain of identification and referral that begins
with the classroom teacher's perception.

The framework is, however, more complex in practice than the goals suggest. Sense of
belonging is named as a legal objective in DL 54/2018 and reinforced in the Manual de
Apoio a Pratica, but neither document defines clearly what it means in practice, what
conditions produce or undermine it, or what attending to it specifically requires of teachers,
although the absence of operational definition is not total. The Manual does offer concrete
practical examples of measures with relational content at the level of the universal tier, which
any teacher can implement without EMAEI involvement. The promotion of prosocial
behaviour, for instance, is illustrated through the organisation of sessions led by the school
psychologist on conflict management and empathy, using roleplay exercises to rehearse
relational competences. Tutorial support is described as an ongoing relationship between a
teacher and a student, built through regular direct contact over time. Curriculum
accommodations include examples such as strategically placing a student next to a peer who
serves as a positive social model, or ensuring that instructions are understood before
proceeding (DGE, 2018). Although these are concrete relational practices, they are still

illustrative rather than prescriptive, attached to no monitoring mechanism and to no
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accountability structure, describing what might be done, but not necessarily what must be
tracked or evaluated.

As Espeland and Stevens (2008) argue, quantification is always an act of commensuration
and not everything that matters can be translated in that form without losing what is
significant about it. Indicators require standardisation, meaning they can only capture what
has already been defined, operationalised and able to be applied across different contexts. The
relational dimensions of school life resist precisely that kind of standardisation, which is why
they can appear in a policy framework as a stated goal or programme examples without ever
entering the regular monitoring picture. When dimensions of integration are named in policy
but left without indicators or accountability mechanisms, they do not disappear from school
life, but instead migrate into the discretionary space of individual practitioners. As Lipsky
(1980) argues, the exercise of professional judgement by street-level bureaucrats is not
inherently problematic, it is inevitable and in many instances necessary. The complexity and
human variability of the situations teachers encounter means that no framework of rules
could anticipate every case, and that some degree of responsive, individualised practice is
what distinguishes genuine public service from bureaucratic processing (Lipsky, 1980, chap.
2). The concern this study raises is therefore not that teachers exercise discretion in relation to
the social integration of immigrant students, they do so inevitably, and in some cases with
considerable skill and commitment. The concern is that in the absence of clear institutional
guidance, systematic training, and accountability structures for the relational dimensions of
integration, that discretion is exercised very differently by different practitioners in different
schools, producing outcomes for immigrant students that depend heavily on the individual
teacher they happen to encounter rather than on a consistent institutional response.

The Manual is explicit on this point by stating the determination and implementation of
universal measures is the responsibility of the class teacher or subject teacher alone (DGE,
2018). It is the teacher who decides which measures to apply, how to apply them, and
crucially, whether a student's difficulties are significant enough to require the involvement of
EMAEI for selective or additional support. For an immigrant student experiencing relational
struggles, such as not feeling recognised, struggling to belong, navigating cultural distance
from teachers and peers, the entire question of whether those struggles receive any
institutional response depends on the teacher and his understanding of what is relevant to
flag. When policy objectives are broad and underspecified, Lipsky argues, practitioners
necessarily fill this gap through discretionary judgement shaped by their own values, training

and working conditions. The absence of a definition of sense of belonging, combined with the

39



absence of indicators for tracking it and the absence of mandatory guidance on what
attending to it requires, does not produce a neutral interpretive space. Instead, it
systematically produces variable outcomes depending on who the teacher is, what they
understand integration to require, and what they notice in their students. This is precisely the
gap this study proposes to examine, not at the level of policy design, where the commitment
to belonging is clear, but at the level of teachers' perceptions and practices, where that
commitment either takes concrete form or remains, in Lipsky's (1980) terms, an aspiration

without operational content.
Current Gap Between Immigrant and National Students

The dramatic increase in the number of immigrant students in Portuguese schools over the
past decade constitutes a significant structural transformation the country's education system
has undergone in recent years. Before examining the evidence on educational outcomes, it is
worth clarifying the focus of this analysis. This section focuses primarily on basic education,
covering the 1st cycle (1st to 4th grade), 2nd cycle (5th and 6th grade) and 3rd cycle (7th to
9th grade), as the level most directly relevant to the empirical dimension of this study, which
is conducted in a school offering education up to the 9th grade.

Pre-school education, though equally important as a space of early socialisation and
integration, involves different institutional logics, different professional roles, and a different
research literature, and falls outside the focus of the case study this thesis develops. It should
nonetheless be noted that foreign-nationality children already represented 8.8% of pre-school
enrolments in Portugal in 2022/2023, a figure that signals how early the integration challenge
begins and how consequential early educational experiences are for the trajectories that this
study is ultimately concerned with (DGEEC, 2024).

Secondary education is similarly not the primary focus of this thesis, but some of the most
systematic comparative data on the performance gap between immigrant and non-immigrant
students in Portugal comes from PISA, which assesses 15-year-old students. This data is
nonetheless directly relevant to this study's concerns, as academic performance, retention and
dropout are considered not events that occur at a single point in time, but cumulative
processes of progressive disengagement that begin in the early years of schooling. As
Rumberger (2011) demonstrates in an extensive account of the dropout process,
disengagement from school is not an event but a trajectory, one that is identifiable as early as

the first grade and that compounds across years through successive cycles of academic
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difficulty, reduced motivation, and weakening social connection to school. Weak foundations
in the early cycles compound across time, and the relational conditions of school life in basic
education, whether a student feels recognised, supported and valued, shape the engagement,
motivation and trajectories that PISA and dropout statistics eventually measure. The PISA
data presented here should therefore be read not as data about secondary school students

alone, but also as evidence of what basic education either enables or fails to enable over time.
Scale and Pace of Change

In the school year 2018/2019, there were approximately 53,000 foreign-nationality students
enrolled in basic and secondary education in Portugal, representing around 5.3% of total
enrolments. By 2023/2024, that figure had risen to 140,000, an increase of over 160% in five
years, with approximately 33,500 new arrivals entering the system in 2023/2024 alone
(Ministério da Educag¢do, Ciéncia e Inovagdao (MECI), 2024, slide 17). The diversity of this
population is equally noteworthy, with 2023/2024 numbers showing students from 187
different nationalities, with the average school cluster hosting students from 19 different
national backgrounds, up from 11 in 2018/2019 (MECI, 2024, slide 19). Portuguese is not the
first language of approximately three in ten immigrant students currently enrolled in the
system (MECI, 2024).

The most recent available DGEEC data, referring to the school year 2022/2023, allows a
breakdown by level of education. In basic education, covering the 1st, 2nd and 3rd cycles,
foreign-nationality students represented 12.1% of total enrolments in Continental Portugal, up
from 9.3% in 2021/2022. In secondary education the proportion was 9.7% (DGEEC, 2024,
p.5). Brazilian students constituted the largest single group across all levels of non-higher
education, representing 44.6% of foreign-nationality students in basic education in 2021/2022
and followed by Angolan and Ukrainian students, with the Ukrainian community more than
doubling in a single year following the outbreak of war in 2022 (Conselho Nacional de
Educagdo (CNE), 2023, p. 109; DGEEC, 2024, p.5). The Area Metropolitana de Lisboa
concentrates nearly half of all foreign-nationality students in the country enrolled in basic
education, creating particular concentrations of diversity in certain school networks and
clusters (CNE, 2024, p.110).

This growth has occurred in the context of a broader transformation of Portugal from a
country of emigration to one of the most rapidly diversifying immigration countries in the

European Union. As documented by the OECD's International Migration Outlook, as well as

41



AIMA, Portugal received 29% more long-term immigrants in 2022 than in 2021, and by 2023
had reached 1,044,606 resident foreign nationals, the highest number ever recorded at that
point in the country's history, representing a 33.6% increase in a single year (OECD, 2024;
AIMA, 2025, p. 2). The Observatério das Migracdes annual indicators report for 2022
documents in detail how this transformation has played out across the fifteen dimensions it
tracks, including education, noting that the increase in foreign-nationality students across all
levels of schooling has accelerated significantly since 2019 (Oliveira, coord., 2022, Chapter
5, pp- 94-130).

The Performance Gap: What the Data Shows

Portugal is frequently cited as a positive case in comparative integration research. MIPEX
2020 ranked Portugal fourth among the countries with the most favourable integration
policies, with a score of 81 out of 100 against an average of 49 (Solano & Huddleston, 2020).
At the level of educational outcomes, PISA data show that Portugal has made measurable
progress in narrowing the performance gap between immigrant and non-immigrant students
across reading, mathematics and science over the past two decades. As Oliveira (2022, p. 96)
documents, although improvement is visible across all three PISA domains between 2003 and
2018, both in Portugal and in the OECD average, immigrant students continue to perform
below non-immigrant students in all three. Despite this persistent gap, the overall direction
has been positive, reflecting a policy effort in areas including language support, the
regularisation of immigrant children's schooling, and the expansion of PLNM provision
(Oliveira, 2022; Solano & Huddleston, 2020).

However, and as explained, the gap has not closed, and in some respects its persistence is
more significant than the fact that it has reduced. PISA 2022, the most recent cycle with
results published in December 2023, shows that in Portugal the average difference in
mathematics performance between non-immigrant and immigrant students was 32 score
points in favour of non-immigrant students. Even after statistically accounting for the
socioeconomic disadvantage that immigrant families disproportionately face and for the fact
that many immigrant students do not speak Portuguese at home, two factors that would be
expected to lower performance regardless of immigration background, a gap of 25 score
points in mathematics remains, and this adjusted gap is one of the largest among
PISA-participating countries (OECD, 2023a). This means Portugal is one of the countries

where the performance difference between immigrant and non-immigrant students is most
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persistent even when material and linguistic disadvantages are made equal. In reading, a
similar pattern is obtained, as documented across PISA cycles by Oliveira (2022, p. 96). The
share of immigrant students in Portugal's PISA 2022 sample was 11%, up from 7% in 2012,
with 7% of the 15-year-old student population being first-generation immigrants (OECD,
2023a).

In addition, DGEEC data for 2022/2023 show that students with foreign-born parents have
retention and dropout rates approximately three times higher than students of Portuguese
origin across basic and secondary education, a figure that encapsulates in a single indicator
the cumulative educational disadvantage that characterises the trajectories of many
immigrant-origin students in the Portuguese system (DGEEC, 2024, cited in Publico, 2024).
There is a further dimension of this gap that the performance data alone does not capture, and
that is directly relevant to this study. PISA 2022 tracked school belonging as a distinct
wellbeing indicator alongside academic performance. Portugal showed resilience specifically
on this measure with its school belonging index being +0.08 against an OECD average of
-0.02. This means that Portuguese students, on average, reported a stronger sense of school
belonging than their peers in most other OECD countries (OECD, 2023b, p. 313). This is a
positive finding, however, as documented across PISA cycles, immigrant students
consistently report lower sense of belonging than non-immigrant students, and
first-generation immigrant students show the largest belonging gap of all student groups
(OECD, 2018, p.2; Cerna et al., 2021, p.26). The Portuguese average seems to reflect,
therefore, a distributional reality in which the students whose belonging is most at risk,
namely recent arrivals, first-generation immigrants, students navigating unfamiliar cultural
and linguistic environments, are precisely those for whom the gap between the national
average and their experienced reality may be widest. It is this gap between the positive
national average and the unequal distribution of belonging across student populations that
also motivates the focus of this study.

Understanding what drives this persistent gap requires attending to the multiple and
intersecting dimensions of integration that were identified earlier in this study. As argued in
the section on education as a privileged terrain for integration, the dimensions of immigrant
integration do not operate in isolation, they interact and shape one another. Socioeconomic
background and language proficiency are among the most significant of these intersecting
variables, and their explanatory weight in shaping the educational trajectories of immigrant
students is well established. As Oliveira (2022, p. 96) notes, drawing on a substantial body of

research, the greatest educational difficulties and weakest school performance among
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immigrant students are not associated only with immigration status but overlap with distinct
socioeconomic starting conditions.

These dimensions tend to surpass immigrant origin itself as explanatory factors, as has been
explicitly recognised by the Portuguese state. The DGE's regulatory framework for PLNM,
established through Despacho Normativo n.° 7/2006 and consolidated through Decreto-Lei
n.° 139/2012, which integrated PLNM as a formal curricular subject in both basic and
secondary education, operationalises the state's recognition that language of instruction
constitutes a decisive variable in school integration and academic success, providing a
specific curricular instrument to address the linguistic disadvantage that many immigrant
students face upon entering the system (DGE, 2012).

Alongside PLNM, instruments such as differentiated assessment and equivalence procedures
form part of a broader institutional response to the barriers that socioeconomic vulnerability
and linguistic distance create for immigrant students' educational equity. This response has
been significantly expanded through the Aprender Mais Agora programme, launched by the
Ministério da Educacdo, Ciéncia e Inovacdo in 2024, which brings together a range of
measures including linguistic mediation and support for Portuguese language learning,
specifically designed to address the growing diversity of the student population (MECI,
2024).

At the territorial level, the Programa Territérios Educativos de Intervengdo Prioritdria (in
english: Educational Territories Program for Priority Intervention), or TEIP, now in its fourth
generation, provides additional resources and differentiated support to school clusters located
in areas of high social vulnerability, targeting dropout prevention and the promotion of
educational success for the most disadvantaged students (DGE, 2023). Another example
would be the Rede de Escolas para a Educacdo Intercultural (in english: Network of Schools
for Intercultural Education), or REEI, a voluntary programme jointly promoted by AIMA, the
DGE and the Aga Khan Foundation Portugal, currently in its 2023-2027 cycle and bringing
together public and private schools committed to intercultural education, creating a network
for the sharing of practices and the transformation of school culture, curriculum and
community relations in the direction of diversity and inclusion (DGE/AIMA, 2023).These
instruments will be further analyzed in the sections that follow. What matters here is to note
that the Portuguese state has built a substantial policy architecture around precisely those
variables, language and socioeconomic background, that the available evidence identifies as

the primary structural barriers to educational equity for immigrant students.
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Without dismissing the importance of socioeconomic background and language, dimensions
whose significance the evidence reviewed here makes clear, this study takes on a different
angle by deliberately moving away from those specific variables in order to examine the
relational dimensions of integration that remain structurally underaddressed and analytically
underexplored. If the adjusted gap documented by PISA suggests that something beyond
family background and linguistic competence is shaping the educational trajectories of
immigrant students in Portugal, then understanding what happens inside schools, how
teachers perceive and operationalise integration, whether immigrant students feel recognised,

supported and valued, becomes not a peripheral question but a central one.
Mandatory Indicators and Additional Tools

The Portuguese state has developed infrastructures for monitoring immigrant students'
presence in the school system and for supporting their integration. At the level of mandatory
data collection, schools are required to report annually to the DGEEC a set of administrative
indicators including enrolment, nationality, retention and dropout rates, as well as access to
PLNM. This data feeds into the national statistical publications examined in the preceding
section and allows both to get a sense of the Portuguese educational panorama, as well as the
profile of the students that are part of it (DGEEC, 2024).

These indicators are quantitative and administrative as they measure who is in the system,
whether they progress, and whether they access specific linguistic support. They do not, by
design, measure the quality of the relational environment in which immigrant students, and
for that matter, national students too, are inserted in, whether they feel recognised, whether
they experience a sense of belonging, or whether teachers actively attend to the intercultural
dimensions of their work. As the Eurydice synthesis on the integration of migrant students in
European schools documents, assessment instruments for migrant students across European
education systems focus predominantly on linguistic competence, with the relational and
socio-emotional dimensions of school life remaining largely outside the scope of formal
monitoring frameworks (Eurydice, 2019, p.3). The CNE Recomendagao 3/2022 made this
gap explicit in the Portuguese context, calling for the reinforcement of monitoring and
evaluation strategies for inclusion practices and resources for immigrant students, a call that
signals that such monitoring does not yet exist in a clear systematic form (CNE, 2022).

To map the institutional landscape that frames this gap, the CNE Recomendagao 3/2022, a

document specifically focused on the reception of migrant students and the construction of a
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more inclusive school, offers a useful organising structure. The document analyses the
challenges and responses associated with immigrant student integration across multiple
levels: educational policy, local governance and associations, the school level, and the level
of individual teachers and classrooms. This multilevel framing reflects a broader
understanding that inclusion is not produced by any single actor or instrument but emerges
from the interaction of different levels, institutions, and agents and that its relational
dimensions are shaped, constrained, and sometimes enabled by what happens at each of those
levels (CNE, 2022). For the purposes of this study, three of these levels are of central
relevance: the policy level, which lays the groundwork for what both schools and teachers are
expected to pursue; the school level, which mediates and translates what policy intends; and
the teacher level, which is the terrain where the relational dimensions of integration are
ultimately either enacted or left unaddressed.

The distinction between these levels reflects a documented and theoretically established gap
in the relationship between educational policy and educational practice. As Lipsky (1980)
argues in his foundational account of street-level bureaucracy, the public workers who deliver
policy in direct contact with citizens, teachers being among his central examples, do not
simply implement the intentions of the institutions above them. They exercise discretionary
judgement, and in doing so they effectively remake policy at the point of delivery. It is
street-level bureaucrats, Lipsky argues, whose actual behaviour constitutes the policy that
citizens experience. This insight is directly relevant to the argument of this study: even if the
policy level names sense of belonging as a legal goal and calls for relational, intercultural and
psychosocial dimensions of integration to be attended to, whether and how those dimensions
actually materialise in the daily practice of individual teachers depends on the discretionary
choices teachers make, choices shaped by their training, their values, their workload, the
resources available to them, and crucially, by whether the institutional framework gives them
any guidance on what attending to belonging actually requires. The question of how teachers
understand and operationalise the relational dimensions of integration is therefore not
answered by reading the policy framework, it must be investigated empirically, which is
precisely what this study sets out to do.

At the policy level, the CNE Recomendagdo 3/2022 maps the normative and programmatic
framework that has accumulated since the 1970s, some of which has been mentioned in
previous sections, accelerating significantly after 2018 with Decreto-Lei n.° 54/2018. The
document notes that measures promoting inclusion through curriculum access, educational

success and the guarantee of sense of belonging and personal valorisation have become a
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priority with all major policy documents now making reference to inclusive education and
non-discrimination, “reflecting principles and norms that aim to respond to the diversity of
needs and promote the potential of each student, increasing participation in the learning
process and in the life of educational communities” (CNE, 2022, p. 5).

Alongside the general inclusive education framework, a set of specific instruments targeting
immigrant students or disadvantaged school communities have been developed. TEIP is a
policy instrument targeting school clusters in areas of high social vulnerability, not directed at
immigrant students specifically, though the overlap between immigrant student concentration
and socioeconomic disadvantage is well documented. Indeed, the Portuguese government
explicitly recognised this connection under the Plano 21|23 Escolat+, extending TEIP
eligibility to include schools with more than 20% migrant students or where Portuguese is not
the first language for a significant share of the student population, a recognition that
immigrant presence and territorial vulnerability frequently coincide (Governo de Portugal,
2021; DGEEC, 2024).

TEIP provides additional staffing and resources to promote educational success and combat
dropout, and in doing so extends beyond a purely academic logic. Among its explicitly stated
goals is the deepening of the school's role as “a central educational, social, and cultural agent
in the life of communities”, and “Inclusion and Wellbeing”, is named as one of its
intervention domains alongside learning, qualified teams and data, offering for example,
programs for social and emotional skills (DGE, 2023).

REEI is one of the most explicit expressions at the policy level of institutional commitment to
the relational and cultural dimensions of integration. REEI functions primarily as a network
for the sharing of practices between public and private schools committed to intercultural
education, creating a collaborative space for reflection and mutual learning, while also
pursuing the transformation of school culture across three dimensions: organisational culture,
curriculum and community. Its stated goal is “establishing positive relationships of
interaction and rapprochement between students and other members of the educational
communities from different cultures”, a formulation that names the relational quality of
school life as a direct objective (DGE, 2023).

It is important however, to state that both TEIP and REEI are criteria-based or voluntary
instruments whose reach is necessarily partial. TEIP covers school clusters that meet specific
territorial vulnerability criteria, while REEI depends on schools' own initiative and

application. This means that a significant proportion of schools, including many hosting
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rapidly growing immigrant student populations, operate outside the reach of either
instrument.

The Aprender Mais Agora programme, launched by MECI in 2024, represents the most
recent and comprehensive policy response to the dramatic growth in immigrant student
numbers documented in the preceding section. Structured around three pillars, the
programme brings together a wide range of measures designed to respond to increasing
diversity in the school system. Within its first pillar, the plan introduces “psychopedagogical
tutoring sessions”, a measure of direct relevance to the argument of this study. The plan
describes these as having “a focus on developing students’ metacognition, self regulation, and
social and emotional skills”, delivered by teachers with specific training or by educational
psychologists, in coordination with pedagogical teams and the EMAEI (MECI, 2024, slide
11). The explicitly preventive and relational character of this measure, focused on social and
emotional competences, on self-regulation, on the psychopedagogical accompaniment of
students before failure occurs, represents a meaningful recognition within official policy of
the dimensions that have been highlighted throughout this section. The plan also stipulates,
under its principles, that “the development of students’ learning, socialization, and wellbeing
depends on them feeling safe” (MECI, 2024, slide 29), a formulation that directly names the
felt, relational and psychological conditions of school life as preconditions for learning, not
secondary concerns.

The plan's second pillar addresses immigrant students directly, contextualising its measures
with the striking quantitative data reviewed in the preceding section. Given these numbers,
the plan's measures, namely linguistic mediation, revision of PLNM, simplified equivalences,
differentiated assessment conditions, Portuguese language instruction for parents, are framed
as a structural response to a structural challenge. Equally significant is measure 2.1 of the
plan, which allocates funding for the contracting of 272 linguistic and cultural mediators
across schools with the highest concentrations of migrant students, specifically targeting
recently arrived students of non-CPLP origin, at a ratio of half a mediator per ten students
(MECI, 2024, slide 21). The cultural mediator is not a curricular instrument but a relational
human presence. Their function is to bridge the communicational and cultural distance
between immigrant students, their families and the school community. The inclusion of this
measure in a national recovery and learning improvement programme is a meaningful signal
that the state recognises integration as requiring not only linguistic and academic support but
the kind of direct, culturally informed relational work that no curriculum adjustment or

equivalence procedure can provide. That said, the targeted and resource-constrained nature of
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the measure, applicable only to recently arrived non-CPLP students in the
highest-concentration schools, also underlines the partial and uneven character of official
responses to the relational dimensions of integration. The exploratory interview with Pedro
Abrantes, further underlined the inconsistent applicability of this measure across schools in
Portugal as of right now.

At the school and teacher levels, the CNE Recomendagdo 3/2022 recognises that inclusive
education for immigrant students is not simply a matter of policy design but of how schools
and individual teachers understand and operationalise their role. The document explicitly
addresses teachers, noting the importance of continuous training in diversity and inclusion, of
developing intercultural competences, and of creating conditions within the classroom and
the school community that allow immigrant students to feel valued, respected and with a
genuine sense of belonging (CNE, 2022). It also warns of the risk that teachers who do not
believe in the possibility or desirability of an inclusive school, or who are not equipped with
the conceptual and practical tools to attend to diversity, will leave the relational dimensions
of inclusion unaddressed regardless of what the policy framework states. (CNE, 2022, p.13)
The observation that equity “is not always properly understood within the school context,
either taken into practice” (CNE, 2022, p. 4) is a recognition, from within the state's own
advisory body, that the gap between policy intention and school-level practice is real and
consequential.

What emerges from this overview is a policy landscape that is, in important aspects, aware of
the relational dimensions of immigrant student integration and has made genuine efforts to
address them through instruments like REEI, through the psychopedagogical dimensions of
Aprender Mais Agora, and through specific legislation. And yet this awareness remains
unevenly distributed, institutionally fragmented and dependent on voluntary uptake. The
mandatory indicator framework measures access and outcomes but not relationships,
recognition or belonging. The instruments that go further are not universal and the gap
between what policy names and what teachers in ordinary classrooms actually understand and
attend to, remains structurally unaddressed. It is this gap, between what the framework makes
possible and what daily school practice actually looks like, that this study proposes to
examine through the perceptions of teachers who work with immigrant students in the basic

school.

49



Research Limitations

Integration is, as previously stated, a complex concept to define, it is a multidimensional
process involving different actors, different institutional levels, and different domains of
social life. This study deliberately focuses on one specific dimension, the social and relational
dimensions of integration as they unfold within the school environment, and examines that
dimension through the lens of one specific group of actors, teachers. The relational
dimensions of a student's school experience do not exist in isolation from the other
dimensions of their integration process, and any account of how teachers perceive and
operationalise social integration is therefore necessarily partial. Where interview material
touches on other dimensions, such as linguistic, socioeconomic or others, this will be
acknowledged, but not systematically analysed.

Socioeconomic background and linguistic distance remain among the strongest predictors of
educational outcomes for immigrant students and its influence is fully acknowledged here.
This study does not dismiss the importance of these factors. The relational dimensions of
integration are seen as a complementary rather than competing approach.

The family dimension is a further variable this study cannot fully examine. The home
environment, family integration process, and the values families carry shape how children
relate to school, peers, and teachers in ways that interact directly with what happens in the
school environment (Manzano-Arrondo & Garcia-Cano Torrico, 2022; Crul & Schneider,
2010). The exploratory interview conducted prior to formal data collection surfaced this
dimension spontaneously, and it will be acknowledged where it appears in the interview
material.

The growing diversification of Portugal's immigrant student population, with students now
arriving from increasingly varied linguistic, cultural, and religious backgrounds, as
documented in the preceding chapters, introduces significant variation in how belonging and
recognition are experienced and expressed across different national and cultural origins. This
study does not disaggregate findings by national origin, partly because the interview design
focuses on teacher perceptions rather than student experiences. This is an acknowledged gap
that future research could address through student-centred methodologies.

Finally, this is a single case study conducted in one school cluster at one point in time, and its
findings reflect the specific institutional environment, professional culture, and student

population of that school. As Seabra and colleagues have shown, school-level factors
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significantly moderate the outcomes of immigrant-background students in Portuguese basic
education (Seabra, Vieira, Castro & Baptista, 2016), and a different school might produce a
substantially different picture. The findings are offered as an in-depth examination of how the
gap between policy commitment and teacher practice manifests in one concrete institutional
setting, not as a representative account of Portuguese basic education as a whole. Within that
setting, individual teacher experience also constitutes a significant variable. Teachers have
different experiences regarding how long they have worked with immigrant students and
what professional formation they have received. While continuous professional development
credits are mandatory, the topics teachers choose are largely discretionary meaning that
exposure to intercultural education, inclusive pedagogy, or diversity management depends
significantly on individual professional interest rather than on any systematic institutional
requirement. This discretionary dimension of professional formation is itself consistent with
the broader argument of this thesis: what teachers bring to the relational dimensions of
immigrant student integration reflects not only institutional support but individual choice,

experience, and commitment.
Analysis

The following chapters present the findings of the empirical component of this study: four
semi-structured interviews conducted with teachers occupying different roles and teaching
different subjects within a Portuguese basic school in Porto. The interviews are theoretically
informed by the frameworks of Lipsky (1980) and Espeland and Stevens (2008), while
remaining open to themes that emerged from the data itself.

The analysis is organised thematically rather than by interview, a choice that reflects both the
abductive logic of the study and the nature of the empirical material. The most significant
findings are not found within any single teacher's account but in the patterns that cut across
accounts, both the convergences that reveal structural regularities, and the divergences
revealing the variability that Lipsky's framework would predict in conditions of goal
ambiguity and accountability. Individual teacher voices appear throughout, identified by
name with their role noted on first appearance, and quoted directly where their formulations
illuminate the argument most precisely.

The analysis proceeds in three thematic sections. The first examines how teachers understand
and define integration, that is what they look for, what signals they attend to, and what their

answers reveal about how a concept that is officially named but operationally undefined is
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interpreted at the frontline of practice. The second examines the dominance of language as an
institutional priority and what falls outside of it, namely how the measurable dimension of
immigrant student integration shapes teacher attention and what the relational dimensions
compete with when it comes to teachers' working priorities. The third examines how teachers
perceive and respond to the relational dimensions of integration in practice, meaning the
formal mechanisms that exist for tracking those dimensions, what they do and do not capture,
the informal practices that sustain whatever relational attention does occur, as well as the
individual practices teachers have developed in the discretionary space left by an institutional
framework that names relational integration as a goal without necessarily providing
consistent tools to pursue it.

Together these three sections build toward a concrete picture: the relational dimensions of
immigrant student integration are named in Portuguese policy and legislative framework as
goals, but the conditions required for those same goals to be consistently pursued, namely
clear operational definition, monitoring infrastructure, accountability mechanisms, adequate
resourcing, and systematic professional preparation, are in some ways absent in the school
examined here. In their absence, what happens to immigrant students relationally is shaped
not by what the framework commits to but by who their teachers are, what those teachers
have built, and what the institutional culture of their particular school makes possible.

It is worth noting that the interviews were conducted with an explicit focus on the relational
dimensions of immigrant student integration, their sense of belonging, peer relationships, and
teacher-student relationships, and participants were informed of this focus from the
beginning. This framing may have oriented some of the responses toward these dimensions
more than would have occurred in an unprompted conversation. However, the degree to
which some participants consistently returned to language acquisition, resource constraints,
and administrative demands, even within a conversation explicitly focused on relational
dimensions, can be in itself an analytically significant finding, suggesting that these other
dimensions occupy a more central and more institutionally legible position in teachers' daily

working lives than the relational dimensions this study foregrounds.

What Teachers Understand Integration to Mean

When asked directly what it means for an immigrant student to be well integrated in school,
the teachers interviewed did not converge on a shared definition. Some offered explicit

conceptual distinctions while others revealed their understanding implicitly through the
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examples they gave, the signals they described attending to, and the dimensions of student
life they treated as relevant to their professional role. Others gave answers that focused
almost entirely on linguistic and academic adaptation, leaving the relational dimensions of
integration largely unaddressed. This variation is not incidental. It is, as Lipsky's (1980)
framework would predict, a structural consequence of operating under a policy framework
that names integration as a legal goal without specifying what that goal means in practice. As
Laura Aguiar observed, the state's guidance on belonging and wellbeing tends to arrive in
formats that are too broad to generate consistent professional response: “DGE and so on talk
about belonging, wellbeing and all that too broadly. Each of us will interpret it accordingly.”
What each teacher picks up from that broad commitment, and what they leave aside, is the

subject of this section.

- The Institutional and the Human

Laura Aguiar, a physical chemistry teacher and departmental coordinator with over thirty
years of experience, was the most explicit in distinguishing between two dimensions of
integration by naming the institutional and the human. The institutional dimension, in her
account, encompasses the formal mechanisms the school has at its disposal: the class council,
the psychological service, the individual student file, the signalling procedures, which will be
better explained further on. The human dimension is something different, it translates into
what teachers perceive, decide, and do in response to what they observe in their students.
This distinction maps directly onto the gap this study examines. The institutional dimension
is what the framework formally provides and the human dimension is the discretionary space
that opens up when that framework is insufficient or underspecified which, in the case of the
relational dimensions of integration, it consistently is.

What is analytically significant about Laura's account, however, is not only that she identifies
this distinction but that she does not treat the human dimension as a problem to be solved.
Before turning to immigrant students specifically, she makes a broader claim about what
teaching requires: “that is part of it. That is impossible to dissociate from.” For Laura,
attending to the relational dimensions of students' school lives is not an extra to teaching, it is
constitutive of it. She goes further: “we cannot be teachers without being worried about that,
it’s innate, it'’s innate.” This understanding of teaching as irreducibly relational is not framed
as something the policy framework asks of her, it is framed as something that belongs to the
nature of the profession itself. In this sense her account resonates with Lipsky's (1980)

observation that street-level discretion is not inherently problematic, the exercise of

53



professional judgement is not only inevitable but in many respects necessary, and that some
degree of responsive, individualised practice is precisely what distinguishes genuine public
service from bureaucratic processing. Laura is not describing a gap in the system, but instead
what good teaching requires by locating the relational work of integration within that broader
professional ethic.

When describing what she looks for in assessing whether a student is integrated in a more
social sense, Laura moves quickly from the formal to the observational: “you can see it in the
dynamics, you can see if they walk alone in the hallways, looking for a custodian or
something”, as well as “in the dynamic of the classroom, we can also understand if they are
well integrated or not.” Some of what Laura observes may eventually find its way into
formal records. The class council meeting at the end of each period, for example, offers
teachers a space to register concerns about classroom dynamics and student behaviour, as will
be discussed in a later section. But whether it does become a formal record depends entirely
on what each teacher chooses to include, a discretionary decision that Lipsky (1980) would
recognise as a characteristic of how street-level bureaucrats translate observation into
institutional record. What Laura describes here is not captured by or necessarily dependent on
any formal reporting. These are observational cues developed through professional
experience, ways of reading a school environment that belong to the human dimension of
teaching she has identified, and that operate whether or not they are ever formalised. She also
describes the physical organisation of the classroom as a deliberate relational tool. She gives
the example of spending forty-five minutes forming groups for a laboratory activity, in which
she consulted the class delegate to understand who gets along with whom, and arranging
configurations that would allow students to work together productively.

Yet Laura also acknowledges immediately that this professional orientation is not universal:
“there will be people who find this easier to do than others, that know how to communicate
with them (the students).” The relational work of integration is understood as both essential,
since it is inseparable from teaching at its best, and variable because it depends on individual
teachers' dispositions, experience and capacity rather than on any shared institutional
framework or accountability structure. This is precisely the tension that Lipsky's framework
illuminates by stating that the discretionary professional judgement is what makes genuinely
responsive teaching possible as it is the mechanism through which a teacher like Laura
attends to the relational dimensions of her students' lives in ways that no policy framework
could fully prescribe. But the same discretion that enables this responsiveness also means that

the quality and consistency of that attention depends entirely on the individual practitioner.
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As Laura observes, some teachers have more disposition for this than others. The framework
does not, and perhaps cannot, require the same relational attentiveness from all of them
equally. What it can do is create the conditions, through training, guidance, and
accountability, under which that attentiveness is more consistently supported and more

systematically developed across the profession.

- Social Signals and Active Monitoring

Rosa Meireles, the Portuguese language support teacher who works individually with all
third-cycle immigrant students in the school, offers the most detailed account of integration
as a social and relational phenomenon requiring active and systematic attention. Her
definition of integration is not stated explicitly but emerges through her descriptions of
practice. She describes going to classrooms earlier than necessary to observe corridor
dynamics before lessons begin: "I always go earlier to the classroom to see what happens in
the hallways.”; tracking whether students leave class accompanied or alone: “everytime I was
off, I would meet them in the classroom entrance to see how things were as they were leaving.
If they would leave in the company of a colleague or not. I would keep my distance, of course,
I wouldn't come close, but I would try to get a sense of that.” She also mentions checking in
informally with school support staff during the day: “I will ask custodians too. They already
know who the students for whom I have a more pressing concern are, let’s say, and I ask:
have you seen my Jack? Have you seen my Gary? Was he alone? Was he accompanied?”
Additionally, she makes a point of asking students directly, every week, how they are feeling
in school: “I ask how the week went, if everything is going well, if they feel good in school.”.

All of these different practices consist of a systematic monitoring of the relational dimensions
of integration, although it is a monitoring that Rosa has constructed herself, from her own
professional commitment and her own awareness that the formal system does not capture
aspects such as this one. Its existence is entirely the product of her individual initiative and of
others that might share similar ways of engaging with this specific dimension. Even her own
choice of engagement in these dynamics exists only because of the particular circumstances
of her current situation. Rosa explained she was released from normal class duties due to a
workplace injury, which has given her time during breaks and between lessons that other
teachers do not always have. She says this directly: “it’s during my breaks that I do this. And
at lunch break, I will try to know where they are, if they have eaten lunch, if they are alone, or
in company.” This relational monitoring she describes, in other words, is made possible by an

exceptional set of circumstances that will cease to exist when she returns to a full teaching
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load. Lipsky (1980) observed that street-level bureaucrats working under conditions of high
caseload and competing demands inevitably develop coping mechanisms, or in other words,
ways of managing the gap between what the situation requires and what available time and
resources allow. One of the most consistent of these is the tendency to prioritise what is most
visible, most urgent, and most directly tied to accountability, while the dimensions of their
work that are least measured and least evaluated are necessarily displaced. Rosa's account
illuminates this dynamic from the inside, by contrast: temporarily freed from those coping
constraints, she is able to attend to exactly the dimensions that in normal teaching conditions
tend to give way to more urgent and more formally evaluated priorities.

This is not a difficulty unique to Rosa's situation, other teachers interviewed pointed to the
same structural tension, describing how the weight of curriculum demands, bureaucratic
responsibilities, and the vast diversity of needs within a single classroom leave little space for
the kind of sustained individual attention that attending to relational dimensions requires.
What this means in terms of which teachers are able to attend to the relational dimensions of
integration, and under what conditions they are able to do so, will be examined in detail in the
sections that follow.

Rosa's account also illustrates how teachers distinguish between different dimensions of
integration in their working assessments of individual students. She describes a Russian
student who is academically exceptional, rarely making errors, progressing rapidly through
the language levels, demonstrating a level of focus and self-correction that she says she has
never seen in any other student, but who remains socially reserved, spending breaks alone in
the school entrance hall, apparently uncomfortable with the physical affection that she
describes as characterising Portuguese social interaction. Rather than reading this as a
problem requiring intervention, Rosa interprets it as cultural difference: “I think this is really
a cultural matter.” This interpretive move of attributing the student's reserve to cultural
background rather than to inadequate integration is itself a discretionary act, shaped by
professional experience and personal judgement rather than by any institutional framework
for assessing belonging. It may be correct, but it may also mean that a genuine experience of
social isolation goes unaddressed because it has been categorised as a cultural characteristic

rather than a relational difficulty requiring attention.

- The Importance of Prior Experience
Carolina Pacheco, a Portuguese language teacher and class director, arrives at her

understanding of integration through looking back at what went wrong rather than from any
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prior framework describing what to look for. Her most analytically revealing account
concerns a Paraguayan student in her class whose social isolation she failed to perceive until
it had become entrenched. The account is worth following in some detail as it illuminates,
from the inside, the precise mechanism by which the measurement gap produces blind spots
in teacher practice.

At the student’s arrival, Carolina had arranged language support, monitored his academic
progress, and concluded on the basis of the information available to her through formal
channels that she had fulfilled her responsibilities: “I/ was focused on finding him supports,
and that I was able to find (...) without realising, I turned off a bit from the situation. He is a
very smart kid, capable, he is able to fully understand a text and answer very well. So there
you have it, the language aspect was going well, so I thought I had done everything well.”
This account comes to show how the relational dimension of his experience was invisible to
her until behavioural signals became difficult to ignore. The student began adopting
disruptive behaviour, following the lead of other students in ways Carolina reads as a
mechanism of searching for belonging: “I think, in fact, he was a kid looking for his place.”
Only at this point did she recognise that something had gone wrong that language support had
not addressed.

This account illustrates with precision the dynamic Espeland and Stevens (2008) describe as
one of the central consequences of the measurement gap: when a quantifiable dimension of a
complex phenomenon is tracked and found to be progressing, it tends to stand in for the
whole. Language acquisition is measurable as it can be assessed, reported, and formally
recorded. Belonging, peer acceptance, and the quality of daily social experience are not
measurable in the same way and therefore generate no institutional signal when they are
deteriorating. The formal infrastructure available to her, namely the individual student file or
the academic progress indicators, told her the story it was built to tell, a story that was
adequate. It was only when the unmeasured dimension produced visible, disruptive, and
therefore institutionally legible symptoms through behavioural problems and disciplinary
incidents that the relational difficulty became perceptible through formal channels. This is
precisely the coping mechanism Lipsky (1980) describes, stating that in conditions where
some dimensions of a student's experience are measured and accountable and others are not,
the unmeasured dimensions do not simply go unaddressed, they often go unnoticed, until they
express themselves in forms the system is already equipped to recognise. The relational

difficulty does not disappear, it might wait until it becomes a behavioural problem, at which
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point it enters the institutional record not as a failure of integration support but as a
disciplinary matter, already transformed and reframed.

Her reflection on this recognition is an analytically significant passage to understand the
bridges between Carolina’s experience and Espeland and Steven’s (2008), as well as Lipsky’s
(1980) accounts: “it also stems from a process of awareness, or at least in my case it was. It
takes looking back and seeing that, for example, that boy from Paraguay had a lot of
difficulty integrating and that perhaps I had not done much to help. Not because I didn t want
to, but because it didn 't occur to me. I thought things were going well as they were.” Carolina
did not fail to care about the Paraguayan student, she failed to notice because the institutional
framework gave her no signal that the dimension she was not measuring was deteriorating.
She draws this conclusion explicitly herself, generalising from her own experience to a
broader observation about teacher practice: “our first concern, and I use the plural because it
is what I see also happen with my colleagues, is teaching the language and sometimes that
part (the relation dimension) is, in fact, forgotten.”” Choosing to use the plural comes to show
she is not only describing her individual failing, but instead a collective professional
orientation she is able to put into a pattern, shaped by what the institutional framework asks
teachers to prioritise and what it leaves unasked for.

The contrast she draws between the Paraguayan student and a Chinese student in another
class she teaches illuminates this further. The Chinese student, unlike the Paraguayan, arrived
with no Portuguese knowledge at all, which might have been expected to make integration
more difficult. The student's motivation worked in the opposite direction: “it was integration
(within the class) that motivated her to learn the language.” According to Carolina, this
student wanted to learn Portuguese in order to make more friends, meaning the social drive
and success preceded and enabled the linguistic one. Carolina draws the analytical conclusion
herself: “here it is not only a question of language. With this Chinese student of mine, [
learned that the language can be a motivation to make friends because for her it worked the
other way around and it worked wonderfully.” The relationship between language acquisition
and social integration, in other words, can run in both directions and the direction it runs

depends on factors that language support alone cannot always address or even observe.

- Integration Through the Absence of Visible Difficulty
Joana Coutinho, a history and geography teacher who has worked across multiple schools
including one where over half the student population was of immigrant background, offers

the most implicit account of what integration means.
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It is worth noting that Joana's interview, more than any other, remained consistently oriented
toward language and institutional support as the primary dimensions of integration, even
within a conversation that explicitly foregrounded relational dimensions. The relational
dimensions that Laura, Rosa and Carolina attend to, such as active monitoring of peer
dynamics, preparation of the class before a new arrival, reflection on whether their past
approach has been adequate, are largely absent from Joana's account. She does not describe
proactive strategies for assessing belonging or for building peer acceptance, aside from the
topics approached during citizenship class, a mandatory subject all interviewees pointed out
as being one of the most systematic responses to issues around this dimension since it gives
the opportunity to address topics around themes such as diversity. Her responses focused
predominantly on language with the main obstacle identified being linguistic distance and the
main solution more PLNM support.

This does not necessarily mean that Joana does not attend to the relational dimensions of her
students' experience in her daily practice, or that she has no strategies for doing so. What it
does suggest is that, when reflecting on integration, these are not the dimensions that surface
most immediately or that she identifies as the primary site of professional concern. The
signals of successful integration she points to are largely the absence of visible difficulty:
“for now, there have been no problems. There have been no problems, no complaints from
any parents, nothing.” The absence of complaints, in this account, serves as evidence of
successful integration, an assumption that is, as Espeland and Stevens (2008) would suggest,
shaped by what the institutional infrastructure is built to register, namely problems that
generate complaints, incidents that require formal responses or difficulties that surface
through the channels the system already has in place. What the system is not built to register,
as it would be the case of a student who feels tolerated rather than accepted or a sense of not
quite belonging produces no institutional signal and therefore no systematic prompt for
intervention. Whether it produces any response at all depends, as Lipsky (1980) would
anticipate, on the discretionary perception of individual teachers, whether a particular teacher
notices, whether they read what they notice as significant, and whether they choose to act on
it.

She also acknowledges, as do other teachers interviewed, that the vast competing
responsibilities leave limited space for the kind of sustained individual attention that
attending to relational dimensions requires: “we don t have time, we try to individualize (our
approaches), but we don't have the time we could.” The absence of complaints and the

pressure of an overloaded working day together produce a professional orientation centred on
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what is most urgent, most visible, and most institutionally legible, which, for this specific
teacher within this concrete Portuguese basic school context, means language acquisition and
academic outcomes rather than belonging and peer relationships.

This is an observation about what the institutional framework teaches teachers to look for and
what it makes possible given the conditions under which they work. In the absence of explicit
indicators for belonging and peer acceptance, and in the absence of the time and institutional
support that would allow teachers to monitor these dimensions systematically, the absence of
complaints becomes a rational response as it can become the most accessible signal the
system provides.

The variation between the four teachers interviewed, with some attending actively and
systematically to relational dimensions, and others focusing primarily on what is most urgent
and most accountable, does not necessarily reflect a difference in professional commitment
but a difference in what experience, personal disposition, available time, and institutional
context have made possible for each of them. This variation, among teachers working in the
same school under the same legislative framework, is precisely what Lipsky (1980) would
predict in conditions of goal ambiguity and absent accountability for the relational
dimensions of integration. When the framework does not specify what attending to belonging
requires, and when no accountability mechanism exists to generate consistent attention to it,
what happens depends on who the teacher is and what their particular circumstances allow. It

is this variability, and what produces it, that the sections that follow set out to examine.

Language as the Dominant Institutional Priority

Across all four interviews, language emerges as an important and primary institutional
response to immigrant student integration, the dimension that is most formally structured,
most consistently resourced, and most explicitly linked to professional responsibility. This is
not entirely surprising as language distance creates immediate and concrete obstacles to
participation in every dimension of school life. Students who do not speak Portuguese cannot
access curriculum content, communicate with teachers or peers or navigate the daily social
environment of the school in any meaningful way. The teachers who emphasise language are
responding to something real and urgent. As Joana Coutinho put it directly: “the worst is
when they have to start portuguese as a language from zero.” The language dimension

affirms itself as a genuine and pressing practical reality.
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What the interviews reveal, however, is that language has come to function not only as one
important dimension of integration but as its primary institutional measure, the dimension
around which formal support structures are organised, professional responsibilities are
defined, and progress is assessed. When Laura Aguiar reflects on what the state asks of
teachers in relation to immigrant students, her answer is unambiguous: “they are specifically
concerned, or what they feel really needs to be worked on, is having access to Portuguese as
a non-native language at a proficiency level. That 's it. Because, otherwise, it’s all intuitive,
it’s all up to each individual.”” The contrast she describes is precise with language proficiency
being what the institutional framework specifies and pursues, whereas everything else, as is
belonging, peer relationships, cultural recognition, is left to individual discretion. The
relational dimensions of integration cannot be tested, or reported through administrative
systems in the same way that language acquisition can, which means that while both appear
in the policy framework as goals teachers are responsible for, only one has generated the
operational infrastructure (assessment tools, proficiency descriptors, formal support
mechanisms) that gives a named objective concrete institutional meaning. As Espeland and
Stevens (2008) argue, what gets counted reorganises institutional attention around what it
measures, and what resists counting tends to remain outside the accountability architecture
that shapes what practitioners are held responsible for in practice. This does not mean the
relational dimensions are impossible to monitor or attend to, as the practices of some teachers
in this school demonstrate. As Espeland and Stevens themselves acknowledge, the difficulty
is not absolute but structural, rooted in the nature of what standardisation requires rather than
in any inherent immeasurability of social phenomena.

The consequences of this asymmetry are visible in how language support is organised and
what surrounds it. Rosa Meireles describes a support system that is both the most formal
mechanism the school has for attending to immigrant students while also remaining
underresourced even within its own terms. Students at level zero have no ministry-produced
materials, no manual, and no standardized curriculum: “we have to walk around with copies,
projecting images, projecting videos. We are not given anything for the students, anything to
work with. We have to produce all of our materials.” Students receive one ninety-minute
session per week maximum, constrained by a credit hour system that limits how much
support the school can provide regardless of need: “there is a credit hour system that all
schools have to respect and you can’t go over those hours.” Joana Coutinho identifies the
same gap from a different angle, calling for more PLNM sessions, more teachers dedicated to

language support, and smaller groups: “they (the students) should have it (PLNM classes)
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everyday. We could have classes of these kids and there are schools that are able to have that,
but some can’t. There are no teachers and no money to be able to have them.” The
institutional framework has built a formal response to language distance, but that response
seems insufficient according to the teacher’s accounts, and the relational dimensions of
integration receive considerably less formal attention than the dimension the framework
already struggles to resource adequately, perhaps exactly for that same reason. When
institutional resources are scarce and competing demands are multiple, a hierarchy of
priorities emerges that is not formally prescribed but is structurally produced: what is most
urgently visible, formally defined, and most directly tied to accountability tends to absorb the
available attention and resources, secundarizing dimensions that are less institutionally
legible. This is a dynamic both Espeland and Stevens (2008) and Lipsky (1980) would
recognise as an inherent feature of how institutions and their frontline workers manage the
gap between what they are asked to do and what they are resourced to do. Within the space
allocated to immigrant students, language support occupies the formal centre, and the
relational dimensions, named in policy but not translated into shared tools or accountability
mechanisms, occupy whatever remains.

What the Chinese student's experience described in the preceding section in comparison with
the Paraguayan student suggests is that belonging and peer acceptance can themselves
motivate and accelerate language learning, and that attending to the relational dimensions of
integration is not only valuable in its own right but potentially consequential for the linguistic
outcomes the framework prioritises. An institutional response built around language support
alone may therefore be not only incomplete but self-limiting by limiting the very conditions
that make the outcome it prioritises possible.

A final dimension worth noting concerns which immigrant students become most visible as
requiring professional attention. The consistent emphasis on PLNM and linguistic distance as
the primary challenge of integration reveals something about which students tend to occupy
the centre of teachers' professional concern. Those arriving from China, Russia, Ukraine, and
other non-CPLP countries generate the most institutional visibility precisely because their
language distance is greatest and most immediately disruptive. Brazilian students, by
contrast, are repeatedly described as adapting well and not requiring the same level of
attention. This does not mean they face no relational difficulties: Carolina's account of
discrimination directed at a Brazilian student for speaking a different Portuguese than the rest
of the students demonstrates they do. The point is that linguistic distance functions as a

visibility mechanism: a student who speaks Portuguese but feels socially excluded or
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culturally unrecognised generates fewer institutional signals than one who cannot
communicate at all. As Espeland and Stevens (2008) would suggest, what the system is built
to detect shapes what is seen, and as the school's immigrant student population diversifies
toward countries with no linguistic proximity to Portuguese, this dynamic is likely to

intensify.

Teacher Perception, Informal Practices, and the Limits of Formal

Mechanisms

The process through which a student's relational struggles become an institutional concern
depends on teachers noticing something, deciding it is significant, and acting on it, whether
individually, by raising a concern with a colleague or the class director, or collectively,
through the class council meetings that bring all of a student's teachers together at the end of
each period to share observations and assessments. This collective dimension matters as the
council structure creates a formal space in which multiple professional perspectives on the
same student can converge, and in which a concern raised by one teacher can be heard and
acted upon by others. The content, however, of that collective discussion is still shaped by
what individual teachers have perceived and chosen to bring to it, and in the case of the
relational dimensions of integration, what reaches the council table depends on whether
someone around it has been attending to those dimensions in the first place. There is no
automatic mechanism that prompts teachers to monitor peer dynamics, assess belonging, or
flag relational difficulties for collective discussion. What enters the room is what teachers
have seen, which is shaped by their own perceptual frameworks, professional values,

available time, and the particular demands of the classes they happen to be teaching.

This does not mean formal mechanisms for tracking relational dimensions do not exist in this
school, they do at both school and country level. The mentioned class council meeting, at the
end of each period, provides a space where teachers can register concerns about classroom
dynamics, peer relationships, and individual student wellbeing, concerns that can enter the
ATA, a mandatory formal record. Despacho Normativo n.° 1-F/2016 establishes that all
deliberations of the class council and their justifications must be formally registered at each
meeting (Despacho Normativo n.° 1-F/2016, Article 23, n.° 9). What those deliberations
contain beyond the required assessment information, however, depends on what teachers

choose to raise and record.
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The end-of-year class composition discussion requires teachers to give collective opinions on
whether classes should be restructured based on relational dynamics and peer fit, producing
documented recommendations that shape how students are allocated the following year.
Additionally, Carolina Pacheco describes the cass plan as a dynamic document that tracks
both academic and relational problems across the year, updated at each council meeting and
involving input from students and parents: “if there is an integration problem, that too will be
registered as a problem to solve. That is always registered.” These are genuine institutional
mechanisms, and their existence is analytically significant in its own right. By creating a
formal space in which relational dimensions can be named, discussed and recorded, they
make those dimensions at least partially visible within the institutional infrastructure. As
Espeland and Stevens (2008) argue, what gets named and recorded, shapes what institutions
attend to. The fact that peer dynamics, class composition, and integration difficulties can
enter the ATA and the class plan means they are not entirely outside the institutional picture.
They have a formal channel through which they can become legible to the school as an
institution rather than remaining exclusively in the informal domain of individual teacher
perception. It is worth noting, however, that these mechanisms address relational dimensions
in general, for all students, without specifically directing teacher attention toward the
additional relational challenges that immigrant students face. As the preceding sections have
shown, the policy framework does not distinguish between national and immigrant students
when it comes to relational monitoring. There is no specific prompt, no dedicated indicator,
and no mandatory item in the ATA that asks teachers to attend to the particular vulnerabilities
of immigrant students, namely the risk of peer rejection across cultural lines, the social
obstacles created by linguistic distance or the experience of cultural non-recognition. The
limits of these mechanisms are, therefore, real and consequential and what they capture is
constrained by the same discretionary logic that governs everything else in this domain.
Whether a relational concern enters the ATA depends on whether a teacher raises it in the
council meeting. Whether the class composition discussion attends meaningfully to
immigrant students' peer dynamics depends on whether their class director has observed and

reflected on those dynamics during the year.

What shapes these judgements is not only professional training or personal disposition but the
characteristics of the specific classroom context each teacher is in. Carolina's contrast
between her own class, described as predominantly boys, behaviourally demanding, requiring

constant management, and the class where the Chinese student she mentioned is enrolled
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portrays this clearly. She explicitly states she approaches the two classes with different levels
of availability and enthusiasm: "I go into the Chinese girl’s class with a different level of
availability than I do for my own class.” The implication is significant as the relational
attention an immigrant student receives is shaped not only by who their teacher is but by who
their classmates are. A student placed in a receptive, well-functioning class with an available
and enthusiastic teacher is in a different situation from one placed in a demanding class
where the teacher's attention is absorbed by behavioural management. More fundamentally,
the quality of that discussion depends on teachers having been able to observe and reflect on
peer dynamics throughout the year, which, as the accounts here suggest, is itself shaped by
how much the class demands of them in other respects. For immigrant students specifically,
who may face additional relational challenges that are not formally flagged or specifically
prompted by any institutional mechanism, the risk is that the conditions shaping their
integration are assessed through the same general lens applied to all students, one that may
not be sufficiently aligned with the particular vulnerabilities that cultural distance, linguistic
isolation, or the experience of being visibly different can create in a classroom environment
that is already complex and demanding for the teacher managing it. Carolina Pacheco
reflected on this directly, suggesting that automatic referral of immigrant students to a formal
support mechanism could help address precisely this gap: “through that intermediary
(EMAE) we could know much faster if a student has any issues that could be interfering with
their school performance (...) The class director doesn 't always have the actual time to look
into it. Now, when we all realize it, we manage to find a little time to try and resolve it. The
problem is when it slips our mind a bit.” The problem is not that teachers are unwilling to
attend to these difficulties, but that without a formal prompt, those difficulties can pass

unnoticed until they have already become significantly harder to address.

The coordination that sustains whatever relational attention happens beyond these formal
mechanisms is in many instances informal. Teachers talk during breaks, exchange
observations in corridors, and build working relationships over years that allow them to share
information about students that neither would otherwise have access to. Rosa Meireles
describes this as a constant feature of her working day: “we hardly ever have breaks because
we use them to talk about students, to resolve student issues, and in the case of foreign

students, this happens very frequently.”
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Carolina describes her partnership with Rosa as an important mechanism through which she
gains access to how students are feeling beyond what the classroom allows her to observe:
“she also tells me how they react to the support (PLNM sessions), and sometimes they also
confide a little to the support teacher because its just them there with her, and we can access
what they’re thinking and feeling.” This exchange is a clear example of relational
coordination in the dataset, and it is both informal and dependent on the personal relationship

between two specific teachers.

In the absence of institutional guidance, what some teachers have done is develop their own
more systematic responses shaped by professional experience, personal reflection, and the
recognition that the formal mechanisms alone are insufficient. Rosa Meireles developed a
formal reception protocol for newly arrived immigrant students entirely on her own initiative,
drawing on existing legislation and her experience as PLNM coordinator: “when [ first
arrived to this school (...) nothing of the sort existed, and since there was nothing, I did it
from scratch, I was the one doing it.” The protocol includes a document completed by
administrative staff at the point of initial enrolment, a structured oral Portuguese proficiency
assessment used to position students within the PLNM level framework, and a sociolinguistic
profile gathered in a first interview conducted with the student, their family, and the relevant
teachers before classes begin. The sociolinguistic profile gathers information about the
student's prior schooling history across different countries, the languages spoken at home and
in different social contexts, parental background and education level, and the student's own
academic interests and aspirations, creating a considerably more individualised and
contextualised picture of the arriving student than a simple language assessment would
provide, giving teachers a basis for understanding the student's situation before they enter the

classroom for the first time.

Carolina Pacheco's approach to receiving a newly arrived Brazilian student illustrates a
different kind of individual response, more improvised but equally deliberate. She announced
his arrival to the class in advance and assigned specific roles to individual students she
trusted: one to serve as a physical guide to the school, another, chosen for his sociability, to
act as an informal social anchor. The strategy bears resemblance to suggestions present in the
DGE's own guidance, mentioned in the preceding section “Mandatory indicators and
additional tools”. The Manual de Apoio a Pratica for DL 54/2018 includes among its

illustrative universal measures the idea of strategically placing a student next to a peer who
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serves as a positive social model (DGE, 2018). Carolina, however, did not describe arriving
at this approach through institutional guidance and instead explained arriving at it through her
own recognition that a previous student had not been adequately received. This gap, between
the existing guidance and the practices that are developed independently through personal
experience, is also significant. Rosa Meireles addressed it directly when reflecting on the
DGE's approach to providing teachers with tools and suggestions: “they thus present
suggestions (...) what they put forward as a suggestion or example is nothing new to us.”
Rosa points towards the idea that the knowledge exists, and experienced teachers possess it,

what is absent seems to be not the suggestion but the systematic support, training, and

accountability that would ensure it is consistently applied.

In Lipsky's (1980) terms, both Rosa's protocol and Carolina's reception strategy are
expressions of street-level discretion portraying individual practitioners filling the operational
gap left by a framework that names relational integration as an objective without necessarily
providing the tools to pursue it. They are real and represent genuine professional
commitment, although they can also be vulnerable in precisely the way that individual
initiative always is. Rosa's protocol exists because she built it and will depend on whoever
holds her role after her and Carolina's strategy exists because she reflected on a failure.
Neither is required or systematically shared across schools or even within the same school,
and neither is evaluated or sustained by any institutional mechanism. The picture that
emerges is therefore not one of complete institutional absence, the formal mechanisms exist,
and alongside them the informal coordination that Lipsky (1980) would recognise as inherent
to any work involving direct and ongoing human relationships. Instead, a picture of uneven
institutionalisation emerges with what is happening to immigrant students relationally in this
school depending not on what the framework guarantees but on who their teachers are, what
those teachers have built, and whether the particular combination of people, relationships,
and classroom contexts they encounter happens to create the conditions in which relational

attention becomes possible.

Conclusion

This thesis is looking to examine how the commitment to the relational dimensions of
immigrant student integration, as established in the Portuguese policy and legislative

framework, is understood and put into practice by teachers in Portuguese basic education.
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What the empirical analysis documents is a pattern the theoretical framework established at
the beginning would lead us to expect: the relational dimensions of integration are named as
goals across the policy, from constitutional provisions on democratic education to inclusive
education legislation and national integration plans, but the conditions required for those

objectives to be consistently pursued remain absent in many ways.

The variability documented across the four teachers is considerable. Some attend actively and
systematically to peer dynamics, belonging, and cultural recognition. Others seem to focus
primarily on the dimensions that are most institutionally legible, as are language acquisition,
academic performance or acting according to behavioural norms, and treat the relational
dimensions as something that either happens naturally or becomes visible only when it fails.
This variability is, as Lipsky (1980) would predict, a structural consequence of goal
ambiguity and absent accountability rather than a reflection of different levels of professional
commitment. But it is also, as the teachers themselves suggest, not entirely a problem. Laura
Aguiar's insistence that attending to students' relational wellbeing is intrinsic to the teaching
profession, becoming impossible to dissociate from what teaching is, points toward a
dimension of discretion that is not a gap to be closed but a professional capacity to be
supported. Lipsky himself argued that the exercise of professional judgement is not
inherently problematic as it allows practitioners to respond to the complexity and human
variability of the situations they encounter in ways that no policy framework alone could

anticipate.

This observation has direct implications for how the findings of this thesis should be read in
relation to policy. The diversity of answers documented here is not an argument for the
uniform standardisation of teacher practice in relation to immigrant student integration.
Decreto-Lei n.° 75/2008, which establishes the regime of autonomy, administration and
management of Portuguese public schools, defines school autonomy as the recognised
capacity of each school cluster to make decisions in the domains of pedagogical and
curricular organisation, a principle that reflects a deliberate policy commitment to contextual
responsiveness rather than uniform prescription (Decreto-Lei n.° 75/2008, Article 8). A
one-size-fits-all integration assessment instrument imposed on all schools would risk

undermining precisely the contextual responsiveness that makes good teaching possible.

What the findings do suggest, however, is that autonomy without guidance can produce

variability without equity. Within a single school, the relational dimensions of immigrant
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student integration are attended to differently by different teachers, which can be a
consequence of an institutional framework with no shared basis, no common tools, and no
accountability structure for this dimension of professional practice. The good practices
documented in this school, for example Rosa Meireles's reception protocol, Carolina
Pacheco's class preparation strategy and Laura Aguiar's deliberate use of group work and
classroom organisation, exist because individual teachers built them, navigating the relational
dimensions of immigrant student integration either alone or through informal exchanges with
trusted colleagues, but often alongside the many other demands that compete for their
attention in an already overloaded working environment. These practices would not
necessarily survive if those teachers moved on. The role of the framework is not to eliminate
discretion but to support it more consistently through systematic professional preparation,
shared guidance, and the kind of accountability structures that would allow good practices to

become institutionally embedded rather than personally sustained.

This question of professional preparation is particularly important given the current context.
The chronic shortage of teachers in Portugal has led to a series of legislative measures
allowing the recruitment of teachers without a full professional teaching qualification, most
recently formalised through Decreto-Lei n.° 80-A/2023 and subsequently updated by
Decreto-Lei n.° 23/2024. These policies invited people who have not undergone the
pedagogical formation that traditional teacher education provides to assume the role of
teachers. If the relational dimensions of immigrant student integration are already unevenly
attended to by professionally qualified teachers working within a framework that names those
dimensions as objectives, the implications of introducing practitioners with reduced
professional formation into an already underspecified institutional landscape can be

significant.

Furthermore, and as stated previously, Portugal's immigrant student population is growing
rapidly and diversifying significantly, reaching schools and regions that have had no prior
experience of significant cultural and linguistic diversity. With that being said, the relational
challenges documented in this thesis are unlikely to diminish and the pressure on individual
teachers to navigate them without adequate institutional support is likely to intensify. This
study does not present concrete solutions but, instead, maps a gap between what policy
commits to and what teachers are left to carry, pointing toward the institutional responsibility

that closing that gap would require.
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