
Study visit to secondary schools in the Netherlands (15.-21.4.2018) 
Immigrants and asylum seekers – integration and education 

Participants: Ágústa Harðardóttir, Erna Jóhannsdóttir, Guðrún Narfadóttir, Helmut Hinrichsen, 

Kristen M. Swenson from Fjölbrautaskólinn við Ármúla, Reykjavík, Iceland. 

 

The Comprehensive College of Armuli (Fjölbrautaskólinn við Ármúla) is an upper secondary school in 

Reykjavík, Iceland, offering both general education leading to academic studies as well as vocational 

training in the health sector. 

The school has about 850 students. About 10% of the students have another mother tongue than 

Icelandic, coming from more than 20 different countries. The majority comes from Polen, followed 

by students from Vietnam and the Philippines.  

The school offers classes in Icelandic as a second language. Newcomers seek depending on their level 

of education also classes together with Icelandic students, mainly Physical education, Art, 

Mathematics, English, Outdoor activities and Life skills. Subjects which demand a higher knowledge 

of the Icelandic language, like History, Sociology, Literature etc. are excluded for newcomers. 

As the school is organized on unit credit basis and not classes timetables are organized individually 

for each student. 

In our study visit to secondary schools in the Netherlands we wanted to learn from the experience of 

the Dutch schools in integrating newcomers and the policy of the Dutch Ministry on receiving and 

educating students with another mother tongue. 

 

Day 1 – Visit of Het Stedelijk Zutphen 

We were picked up at our hotel by Paul Goedheer, 

teacher at Het Stedelijk Zutphen, who had organized 

the visit to Het Stedelijk Zutphen and the International 

Bridging Class (ISK). 

After arriving we started with a short visit of the 

school and then were welcomed by the principal 

Marieke van Loo and three immigrant students. 

Het Stedelijk Zutphen is a secondary school for 

students from 12-18 years, offering three lines, pre-

vocational education (VMBO) lasting 4 years, higher 

general continued education (HAVO) lasting 5 years and the gymnasium (VWO) lasting 6 years. The 

three immigrant students we met were at the gymnasium, the academic level to prepare students for 

tertiary education at university. 



 

The Dutch school system is still more complicated than this graphic shows as each line is divided into 

different levels. It took us some time to understand the differentiation in the Dutch school system, but 

with each school visit we learned a bit more. 

Willemijn Voorham, initiator of the buddy-to-

buddy project (www.buddytobuddy.nl), gave us an 

introduction to the project leading together 

immigrants/refugees from the refugee’s centre 

(asylcenter) and Dutch citizen from Zutphen. Since 

the project started over 600 citizens have 

volunteered to meet with immigrants creating an 

understanding between newcomers and Dutch 

inhabitants.  

The three immigrant students we met came from different backgrounds, two are refugees from 

Afghanistan living in the refugee’s centre and one is immigrant from Russia. All three had attended 

the ISK (International Bridging Class) where students from age 12-18 learn Dutch for 1-2 years before 

they continue their studies in regular schools. We learned that the majority of the ISK students 

continue at VMBO and only very few manage to enter gymnasium (VWO). 

This leads to the question of: Is it more difficult for students with another mother tongue to enter 

higher academic education? The three students we met were very bright and well educated who had 

managed, very fast, to master the Dutch language and become integrated in the Dutch society. For 

that reason, it was very sad to hear that the two refugee students from Afghanistan had newly been 

informed that they were rejected as refugees and would have to leave the country after only a few 

days. 

We heard from the students their experience of how they were received in the Netherlands and what 

they have missed. All spoke well of their teachers and classmates and the education they got at ISK. 

They mentioned that it has been a big step from ISK to the gymnasium and that it might have been 

easier if they could have participated in classes with Dutch students before. This issue was mentioned 

in all our visits and should be considered in the cooperation of ISK and their Dutch school partners. We 

http://www.buddytobuddy.nl/


also discussed with the students the need to get lessons in their mother tongue. The immigrant 

student from Russia does not speak Russian at home and does not have contact with her family in 

Russia. She was very young when she came to the Netherlands and has lost her Russian mother 

language. The two students from Afghanistan speak their mother language at home. The issue of 

providing students with lessons in their own mother tongue was also discussed in our visits to the 

other schools, as well as in our meeting with representatives from the Ministry of Education. 

We ended the meeting by asking the discussion group what each of them has gained from each other. 

The students said that they had gained education in the Dutch language, they were integrated in their 

classes and have made Dutch friends. The teachers and members of the school administration said 

that the immigrant students were motivated students and fast learners. 

Day 1 – Visit of the ISK Zutphen 

After lunch which we were invited for a visit by the school we went to the ISK Zutphen 

(http://fboekelo.tripod.com/iskzutphen/start.html), which is located in a separate building quite a 

distance away from Het Stedelijk Zutphen. 

ISK stands for Internationale Schaken Klas 

(International Bridging Class). It is not a 

separate school though it is housed in a 

different location. It is a cooperation project of 

run by different schools: Het Stedelijk Zutphen, 

Baudartiuscollege, Isendoorncollege, Vrije 

School and the School voor Praktijkonderwijs 

en de Stichting voor Speciaal Onderwijs in 

Twente en Oost-Gelderland.  

We met teachers from the International Bridging Class and were introduced to the ISK. ISK Zutphen is 

only 2 years old and has about 105 students, mainly from Eritrea, Syria, Irak, Iran, Somalia and 

Afghanistan. The school provides education in Dutch for students with another mother tongue of age 

12-18 years. Students may stay 1-2 years before they leave to continue in a regular Dutch school. 

Most students we learned continue in pre-vocational training (VMBO) and only the three students we 

had met managed to go to the gymnasium (VWO). 

Students attending the classes come from different backgrounds, some had good education in their 

home countries, others did not have any education at all and are analphabetic. To learn about the 

needs of each student they are interviewed in the beginning. What classes the students will attend 

depends on: age, level of education and test results in the Dutch language classes.  

After showing us around school we continued our discussion on the problems and positive aspects of 

the ISK system. For many students two years are not enough to manage the Dutch language. There is 

a strong need for psychological assistance as some students had experienced earlier trauma and need 

help by specialists. The separation from the other schools was also mentioned and the need to help 

students to get earlier contact with Dutch students. 

Both students and teachers/staff were highly motivated at the ISK Zutphen and we experienced an 

atmosphere of team work and enthusiasm. 

At the end of the day Paul Goedheer showed us around Zutphen and climbed with us the 

Wijnhuistower where we learned about the carillon and the history of the town.  

http://fboekelo.tripod.com/iskzutphen/start.html


Day 2 – Visit of the Zwijsen College  

 

We were welcomed by Merel Kramer and Daniel Suitela, two teachers of the school, who introduced 

us to the school. Zwijsen College is gymnasium/atheneum with about 1500 students. The building is 

new, designed with open spaces and much light. Impressing was the study center, where students 

had access to computers and could learn, with spaces for discussion groups and other spaces to relax. 

The school does not have a library, but students can use the town library and have access to e-books. 

We were shown around the school, visited two classes, a History class and a class in Physical 

Education. 

At another class in Chemistry we met two immigrant 

students from Ukrainia. Both had been to the ISK 

Zwijsen before they started at the Zwijsen College 

Though they came from the same country the 

students were different in age and educational level. 

The older student acted as a tutor for the younger 

one, a good idea to help to overcome the first difficult 

steps in getting acquainted to the new school. After 

the experience from Zutphen it was no surprise to hear 

that these were the only students with another 

mother tongue who came from the ISK Zwijsen. 

We were joined in our discussion over lunch by Hellen Jansen, head international office and teacher at 

Zwijsen College, who had prepared the program for the visit and Jolanda van den Biggelaar, the class 

tutor of the two immigrant students. 

Day 2 – Visit of the ISK Zwijsen 

After lunch we went to the ISK Zwijsen which is located some distance away in the Regional Education 

Center (ROC) Leijgraaf. The older immigrant student told us that she had to cycle one hour to get to 

the ISK, but she lives close to the Zwijsen College. 

At the ISK Zwijsen we were welcomed by the head of international 

affairs of the ROC, Harman Tietema, and representatives of the ISK. 

The ROC has about 6000 students offering classes on VMBO and 

HAVO level. For that reason, the school centre is well equipped and 

can offer support for students with learning difficulties and provide 

psychiatric help.  Again we noticed the good atmosphere between 

staff and students and met highly motivated teachers with whom we 

could openly discuss all aspects of teaching students with another 

mother tongue. 

We visited some language classes and learned, together with the 

immigrant students, some words in Dutch, but answered their 

questions about Iceland in English. 

More teachers from the ISK joined us for the final discussion on the 

education of immigrants and refugees and teaching students with 

another mother tongue. All agreed that the distance from the ISK 

from Zwijsen College is a threshold for the students and that it would 



be better for them to be integrated earlier to “regular” schools with Dutch students. We also 

discussed the education of immigrants/refugees who are older than 18 years old. After the age of 18 

they have to leave school. Immigrant students older than 18 years can apply for a loan from the 

Dutch government to pay for their school education. If they succeed to finish the A2 level of Dutch in 

three years they do not have to pay the loan back. Only about 1/3 has so far succeeded which shows 

that this loan policy has to be revised. Private schools are also trying to be recognized as language 

schools for students with another mother tongue with the danger that the motivation is more for 

economic reasons than improving the quality of teaching. 

We left the school with deep impressions and the promise to show to them our school system and the 

training of students with another mother tongue when they come to visit Iceland. 

In the evening we continued our discussion together with Hellen Jansen, Ben Groenen and two visiting 

teachers from Alicante, Spain, over a delicious dinner offered by the Zwijsen College. 

 

Day 3 – Visit at the Ministry of Education 

We had asked the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science to give us an overview over the Dutch 

school system and the policy of receiving, educating and integrating immigrant students on upper 

secondary school level. A meeting was arranged for Wednesday morning April 18th. 

We were welcomed by Marjan Zanbergen and Jeroen de Weger from 

the directorate for secondary education. Mrs. Zanbergen give an 

introduction to the Dutch school system with detailed information 

about the different levels and the possibilities to change from one 

level to other. By now we were acquainted with the differentiation 

into three levels, VWO, HAVO and VMBO, and learned now about the 

core objectives and the curriculum. The Dutch secondary students 

have reached high results in the Pisa tests in Reading, Science and 

Mathematics. Students feel well at school and are amongst the 

happiest worldwide. Only 3,3% reported that they have been bullied 

frequently (OECD average is 8,9%) and 80,9% of the students feel that 

they belong at school (OECD average 72,3%). Also the drop-out rate is 

one of the lowest in Europe. 

Students with another mother tongue have the choice to sign up to 

bilingual schools or the International Bridging Classes (ISK). Bilingual 

schools offer the choice of Dutch and English or Dutch and German. About 120 ISK are run in the 

Netherlands with 50-400 students from the age of 12-18 years. In 2017 the number of students with 

another mother tongue that had been in the Netherlands for less than 2 years was 13.340. 

Newcomers cannot enrol directly into secondary schools and have to enrol in the International 

Bridging Classes for 1-2 years before they can enrol in one of the three levels of secondary education. 

About half of the classes in the ISK are in teaching the Dutch language. Additionally, students get 

lessons in Mathematics, English, Physical Education, Arts and Life skills. 

There is a great difference between students, as some students attending the bridging classes had not 

received any education at all. Only a few students (1,7%) move from the ISK to the gymnasium 

(VWO). About 77% of the ISK-students enter the pre-vocational training (VMBO), about 1% continue 

in the higher general education (HAVO) and about 20% get practical training (PT). We asked about 



the reason for that and if it would help when the ISK would be integrated with the Dutch schools. Mr. 

de Weger explained to us that there has been a pilot project for the last 3 years where the newcomers 

are offered three routes: route 1 for students with little or none education emphasising on practical 

training, route 2 for students leading to pre-vocational training and route 3 leading to the gymnasium 

and higher general education. ISK in larger cities can specialize in one of the routes. The results of the 

pilot project are not yet available.  

We asked about the policy of the Ministry on 

teaching the mother language of newcomers. Until 

2005 students got education in their mother 

tongue. With the increasing number of immigrants 

and refugees this was stopped as the cost for each 

student was high. 

There is a great need for more and better educated 

teachers for the ISK. Courses are offered for 

learning to teach Dutch as a second language. Also 

teachers need to be able to cope with traumatized 

children, as many of the newcomers come to the 

Netherlands after years of terrifying experiences. 

A problem the Ministry is facing is the instability of the number of newcomers. After a sudden 

increase of immigrants and refugees in the past years the number of newcomers will probably drop 

and some ISK schools might have to close down and teachers have to be moved to other locations. 

The ISK also lacks teaching material for teaching newcomers. 

We all agreed that the ISK should lead the newcomers to the right level of education. The meeting 

with the representatives of the Ministry had been informative and the discussion took place in an 

open and friendly atmosphere. Lunch was offered by the Ministry which we were thankful for. 

In the afternoon we had the opportunity to discover Den Haag, the capitol of the Netherlands. 

 

Day 4 – Visit to Het Amsterdams Lyceum 

Het Amsterdams Lyceum is a secondary school with students from 12-18 years, offering gymnasium 

and athenaeum and preparing students for university. There are about 1100 students enrolled at the 

school and about 80 teachers employed. Both gymnasium and athenaeum belong the VWO-level with 

the difference that in the gymnasium both Latin and Greek are part of the curriculum. 

We were welcomed by Tjeerd Volbeda and Tom Van Veen, 

both assistant headmasters at the school. Only a few 

students at Het Amsterdams Lyceum have another mother 

tongue and there is no need of a special education in Dutch 

as a second language at the school. So our discussions were 

mainly about language teaching in general and 

international cooperation and exchange.  

One week each year is dedicated for exchange and cultural 

tours. The school has exchange projects with schools from 

New York, Saint Petersburg, Naples and Iceland. The cost per student is limited to 1000 € and the 



students stay with host parents. They also started a volunteer project with a school in Nepal. Cultural 

tours are organized to Rome, Berlin and other European cities in connection with language and 

history classes. Students who do not participate in students’ exchange or cultural tours work in this 

week on special projects which are not part of the regular curriculum. 

Again we were invited to lunch by the school where we continued our discussion on the importance of 

international cooperation and students’ exchange. 

 

Day 5 – Cultural visits in Amsterdam 

The last day was organized for visiting places in Amsterdam of cultural interest: The Rijksmuseum, the 

Van Gogh Museum, the Anne Frank House and a Canal Cruise. Participants also worked on the 

protocol of the study visit while the impressions from the school visits were still fresh. 


