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ABSTRACT

This study examines how different social actors (government, school personnel,
and immigrant students) construct the meaning of integration and justify placement
decisions in relation to the welcoming class, a language support model which is part
of the linguistic, academic, and social integration program in Quebec, Canada. The
article describes qualitative ethnographic research from a critical epistemological
perspective. The analysis draws on multiple sources of qualitative data, including
government documents, observations of school interactions, and semi-structured
interviews with school personnel and students. A thematic analysis highlights how
integration is notably framed as the adaptation of students to the host educational
system. Across institutional and professional discourses, success is understood
according to locally valued norms such as students’ academic performance,
autonomy, and motivation. Students who are perceived as failing to meet these
expectations are more likely to experience extended stays in the welcoming class
or to be redirected toward alternative pathways, including placement below their
age level in regular schooling, adult education, or special education. By comparing
institutional, professional, and student perspectives, the analysis reveals how deficit
interpretations of students’ trajectories coexist with limited recognition of structural
constraints within the host educational system.

Keywords: linguistic integration, immigrant students, school placement, othering,
deficit thinking
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RESUME

Cette étude examine comment différents acteurs sociaux (gouvernement, personnel
scolaire et éleves immigrants) construisent le sens de l'intégration et justifient les
décisions d’orientation concernant la classe d’accueil, un modéle de soutien
linguistique qui s’inscrit dans le programme d’intégration linguistique, scolaire
et sociale au Québec, au Canada. Larticle décrit une recherche ethnographique
qualitative menée dans une perspective épistémologique critique. Lanalyse s’appuie
sur de multiples sources de données qualitatives, notamment des documents
gouvernementaux, des observations des interactions en milieu scolaire et des
entretiens semi-structurés avec le personnel scolaire et les éléves. Une analyse
thématique met en évidence la maniére dont I'intégration est principalement définie
comme l'adaptation des éleves au systeme éducatif d’accueil. Dans les discours
institutionnels et professionnels, la réussite est appréhendée selon des normes
valorisées localement, telles que les résultats scolaires, I'autonomie et la motivation
des éleves. Les éléves percus comme ne répondant pas a ces attentes sont plus
susceptibles de rester longtemps dans la classe d’accueil ou d’étre réorientés vers
d’autres parcours, notamment un placement dans une classe inférieure a leur
niveau d’age dans I'enseignement ordinaire, I'éducation des adultes ou I'’éducation
spécialisée. En comparant les points de vue institutionnels, professionnels et des
éleves, 'analyse révele comment les interprétations déficitaires des parcours des
éléves coexistent avec une reconnaissance limitée des contraintes structurelles au

sein du systéme éducatif d’accueil.

Mots-clés :
« autruisation », pensée déficitaire

INTRODUCTION

Immigration has become a central focus of pu-
blic and political debate in Canada. Population
growth associated with higher levels of perma-
nent and temporary immigration has intensified
concerns about housing affordability, public
services, labour market needs, and the capacity
of institutions to support newcomers. In res-
ponse, the federal and Quebec governments
have introduced significant policy changes, in-
cluding reductions in immigration targets, caps
on international student permits, and measures
intended to align immigration more closely with
institutional and societal capacity (Gouver-
nement du Canada, 2024; Gouvernement du
Québec, 2025; The Racialization of Asian Inter-
national Students Collective, 2026). Although
much of this public discussion has centred on
immigration levels and international students,

intégration linguistique, éléves immigrants, placement scolaire,

less attention has been paid to immigrant child-
ren and adolescents entering the public school
system. Their educational trajectories are sha-
ped not only by language acquisition but also by
institutional decisions concerning their acade-
mic progression.

Even though immigration plays an important
role in the demographic and economic develop-
ment of many societies (Institut de la statistique
du Québec, 2023; Statistique Canada, 2022),
immigrants’ integration remains a significant
challenge (Abu-Laban et al., 2023). Recently
arrived immigrant youth must often adapt simul-
taneously to a new language, cultural environ-
ment, and educational system (Shields & Lujan,
2018). These transitions can affect students’
academic trajectories, social experiences,
and sense of belonging (Suarez-Orozco et al.,
2009).
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Across many national contexts, schools play
acentral role inimmigrant integration. Educatio-
nal institutions are not only sites where students
acquire language competencies and academic
knowledge but also spaces in which ideas of
citizenship, social participation, and belonging
are negotiated. Educational policies and prac-
tices may therefore shape how newcomers are
positioned and how inclusion is understood
(Suarez-Orozco et al., 2009).

Canadahaslong positioned itself as a country
of immigration, with immigration policies closely
linked to nation-building, demographic growth,
and economic development (Abu-Laban et al.,
2023; Statistique Canada, 2022). Immigration
currently accounts for a substantial proportion
of population growth, contributing to increasin-
gly diverse school populations across Canadian
provinces (Statistique Canada, 2022). As a re-
sult, Canadian schools have become key sites
where diversity, inclusion, and immigrant inte-
gration are negotiated in everyday educational
practice. Although Canada is often associated
with multicultural ideals, research suggests that
immigrant students continue to encounter une-
ven educational experiences shaped by linguis-
tic barriers, institutional structures, and broa-
der social inequalities (Abu-Laban et al., 2023;
Shields & Lujan, 2018). These dynamics vary
across provinces due to differences in educatio-
nal systems, language policies, and approaches
to immigrant integration (Mc Andrew, 2010).

While Canada recognizes English and
French as its two official languages at the fede-
ral level through the Canadian Charter of Rights
and Freedoms and the Official Languages Act
(Gouvernement du Canada, 1982, 1985), lan-
guage policy varies across provinces. Quebec
is the only province where French is the sole
official language, as established by the Char-
ter of the French Language (Gouvernement du
Queébec, 1977). Under the Charter of the French
Language, access to English-language public
schooling in Quebec is restricted, and most
immigrant students are therefore required to
attend French-language schools unless they
meet specific eligibility criteria linked prima-
rily to parental schooling in English in Canada
(Gouvernement du Québec, 1977). These poli-
cies aim to promote French as the common pu-
blic language of the province and to support the

integration of newcomers into the francophone
majority (Mc Andrew, 2010). At the same time,
language legislation related to schooling has si-
gnificant implications and has been the subject
of ongoing debates concerning language rights
and educational access (Lamarre, 2012).

Quebec occupies therefore a distinctive so-
ciolinguistic position within North America as a
predominantly French-speaking society situa-
ted within a broader English-speaking context.
Historically, concerns regarding the preserva-
tion of French language and culture have sha-
ped public debates surrounding immigration,
integration, and education. Language policy in
Quebec is consequently not only an administra-
tive matter but is also closely linked to questions
of collective identity, cultural continuity, and
nation-building (Lamarre, 2012; Mc Andrew,
2010).

Immigration and integration have increasin-
gly occupied a central place in public and poli-
tical debates in Quebec. Discussions concer-
ning immigration, the preservation of French
language and culture, and the integration of
newcomers frequently intersect with broader
concerns regarding identity, social cohesion,
and the future of francophone society (Mc An-
drew et al., 2015). Schools occupy a significant
position within these debates because they are
often understood as institutions responsible
for linguistic, academic, and social integration
(Soares, 2024).

Educational systems adopt diverse ap-
proaches to supporting newly arrived students
learning the language of schooling. Some prio-
ritize placement in mainstream classrooms
with additional language support, whereas
others rely on transitional separate structures
intended to facilitate linguistic and academic
adaptation (Nilsson & Bunar, 2016; Suarez-
Orozco et al., 2010).

In Quebec, students who require support in
learning French are frequently placed in the wel-
coming class, a language support model which
is part of the linguistic, academic, and social
integration program, that operates separately
from regular schooling (De Koninck & Armand,
2012; Ministére de I’Education, du Loisir et du
Sport, 2010). The welcoming class is officially
presented as a transitional structure designed
to prepare students for their integration into

Canadian Journal of Education / Revue canadienne de I'éducation (Online First / Prépublication)
©2026 Canadian Society for the Study of Education/Société canadienne pour I'étude de I'éducation

https://doi.org/10.53967/cje-rce.7609



https://doi.org/10.53967/cje-rce.7609

Comparison of Perceptions of Social Actors

regular schooling (Ministére de 'Education, du
Loisir et du Sport, 2010).

Within a broader political context, welcoming
classes function not only as educational sup-
port structures but also as institutional spaces
through which expectations concerning linguis-
tic integration, belonging, and educational tra-
jectories may be enacted (Soares, 2024). For
example, scholars have raised questions regar-
ding tensions between linguistic integration and
educational inclusion, including the ways sepa-
rate structures may shape students’ social expe-
riences, school trajectories, and sense of belon-
ging (De Koninck & Armand, 2012; Mc Andrew,
2010). Students enrolled in this model typically
pass through two key institutional moments:
an initial placement when they enter the welco-
ming class and a subsequent placement when
they leave it and are directed toward different
educational pathways (Soares, 2024). These
placement decisions can significantly influence
students’ educational trajectories. From a criti-
cal perspective, placement decisions cannot be
understood solely as technical or pedagogical
processes. They also involve institutional go-
vernmental discourses in which categories such
as integration, language proficiency, and educa-
tional pathways are constructed and negotiated
(Foucault, 1975; Soares, 2024).

While government policies define the official
objectives of linguistic integration programs,
these policies are implemented in everyday
school practices by teachers, administrators,
and other school personnel. Moreover, immi-
grant students themselves experience and
interpret these processes from their own pers-
pectives. Understanding how integration and
placement decisions are constructed therefore
requires examining the perspectives of multiple
social actors involved. In response, this study
analyzesthe discourses of three groups of social
actors—government, school personnel, and
immigrant students—regarding the placement
of students learning the language of schooling
in Quebec. By comparing these perspectives,
the research seeks to understand how integra-
tion is understood within the education system,
how students’ readiness for regular schooling is
evaluated, and how different educational trajec-
tories are considered before, during, and after
students’ participation in the welcoming class.

Although situated within Quebec, this study
contributes to national and international dis-
cussions concerning newcomer education, lan-
guage and school integration, and belonging.
To address these questions, this article reports
on qualitative ethnographic research conduc-
ted from a critical epistemological perspective.

LINGUISTIC INTEGRATION
PROGRAMS AND WELCOMING
CLASSES

Several studies conducted in Quebec have exa-
mined the functioning of welcoming classes
and the educational experiences of immigrant
students within these programs (Armand, 2021,
Breton-Carbonneau, 2011; De Koninck & Ar-
mand, 2012). More precisely, studies in second
language teaching have explored the pedagogi-
cal practices implemented in welcoming classes
and their impact on students’ learning expe-
riences. Research has highlighted the role of
reading and writing development, as well as the
importance of cultural and artistic activities in fa-
cilitating language learning (Armand et al., 2008,
2013; Maynard & Armand, 2016; Vatz Laaroussi
etal., 2013; Beauregard et al., 2020). Other work
has examined the specific challenges faced by
refugee students, whose previous educational
experiences may differ significantly from those
expected in the host education system (Feuer-
verger, 2011; Papazian-Zohrabian et al., 2018;
Pugh et al., 2012). These studies have focused
on improving the class experience in the current
models of integration.

Thus, existing research portrays welcoming
classes as a central mechanism through which
Quebec supports the linguistic integration of
newly arrived students. This literature has ge-
nerated important knowledge about classroom
practices and language learning. However, less
attention has been paid to how institutional pla-
cement decisions are produced across different
levels of the education system or to how these
decisions are simultaneously understood by
policy makers, school personnel, and students
themselves. Consequently, the literature pro-
vides a partial understanding of how educatio-
nal trajectories are constructed through eve-
ryday institutional practices.
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STUDENT EXPERIENCES IN
WELCOMING CLASSES

Research focusing on students’ experiences
within welcoming classes or similar integration
programs has highlighted both opportunities
and challenges associated with these models.
Because welcoming classes operate separately
from regular schooling, they often segregate
(Aarsaether, 2021; Amireault & Lampron-de
Souza, 2022; Razafimandimbimanana & Blan-
chet, 2011; Steinbach, 2010a, 2010b, 2015) and
limit interactions with students in regular schoo-
ling (Hilt, 2017; Moya & Butler-Kisber, 2019;
Resch et al., 2023; Terhart & Dewitz, 2018).
Such institutional segregation is frequently jus-
tified by the need to provide intensive language
instruction before students can fully participate
in regular schooling (Allen, 2006, 2007). Howe-
ver, some students and their families may see
this separation as an obstacle to their integra-
tion, rather than the way to be integrated. Not
only due to segregation, but also because of the
potential academic delay caused by time spent
in the welcoming class or similar models (J. Co-
hen, 2012; Riggs & Due, 2011).

Some studies also highlight the agency of
immigrant students as they navigate the chal-
lenges of adapting to a new educational environ-
ment (Allen, 2006; J. Cohen, 2012). Students
may draw on family resources, interpret their
migration experience positively, and develop
social relationships with peers and school staff
to support their educational trajectories (Mi-
chael et al., 2007; McCloud, 2015). Other stu-
dies have underlined the role of school-family
relations in shaping the educational trajectories
of immigrant students (Kanouté et al., 2008;
Soares et al., 2023).

PLACEMENT PROCESSES AND
EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITY

Another body of research examines how pla-
cement decisions within education systems
contribute to the variation of students’ educa-
tional pathways. These studies document the
overrepresentation of minoritized students in
less prestigious programs, such as special edu-
cation, and their underrepresentation in more
selective educational tracks (Bélanger & Taleb,
2006; Bianco & Leech, 2010; Collins, 2024;

Hibel et al., 2010; Hibel & Jasper, 2012; Riley,
2019). Minoritized students are individuals from
racialized or other socially marginalized groups,
such as those with immigration backgrounds,
who experience marginalization within educa-
tional institutions and broader society because
of power dynamics (Black et al., 2023).

Placement decisions may be influenced not
only by academic performance but also by sub-
jective interpretations of students’ behaviour,
motivation, and family context (Bonizzoni et
al., 2016; Mathivat et al., 2024; Querrien, 2022;
Tajic & Bunar, 2023). For students learning the
language of schooling, these processes may
be further complicated by the difficulty of distin-
guishing between challenges related to second-
language acquisition and indicators of learning
disabilities, which can affect students’ educatio-
nal paths (Carothers & Parfitt, 2017).

Although existing research has examined
pedagogical practices in welcoming classes (Ar-
mand, 2021; Beauregard et al., 2020), students’
experiences in integration programs (Aarsae-
ther, 2021; Resch et al., 2023), and broader pat-
terns of educational placement (Mathivat et al.,
2024; Tajic & Bunar, 2023), fewer studies have
analyzed how different actors simultaneously
construct and interpret the processes that shape
immigrant students’ educational trajectories.
Government policies define the official objec-
tives of integration programs, school personnel
implement these policies through everyday prac-
tices and placement decisions, and students ex-
perience the consequences of these decisions
in their educational paths. Examining these
perspectives together makes it possible to better
understand how integration and placement are
constructed within the school system. This study
addresses this gap by comparing the discourses
of government, school personnel, and immigrant
students about the placement of students in a
linguistic integration program in Quebec.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In school contexts, the construction of diffe-
rence is closely connected to deficit thinking,
which reduces minoritized students to presu-
med “deficiencies,” defined according to the
values of the dominant group (Davis & Museus,
2019). Deficit thinking is grounded in a meri-
tocratic ideology that assumes everyone has
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an equal chance of success while obscuring
structural inequalities (e.g., systemic racism;
Valencia, 1997). This perspective often assigns
the failures of minoritized students to supposed
individual or cultural shortcomings rather than
to structural inequalities, thereby encouraging
a focus on correcting presumed deficits. For
immigrant students, their “difficulties” may be
explained by insufficient family support or ina-
dequate prior schooling experiences, while
systemic barriers remain unexamined (Davis &
Museus, 2019).

This is connected to broader dynamics of
othering, through which certain groups are
constructed as different and positioned as infe-
rior within institutional contexts (Krumer-Nevo
& Sidi, 2012). Dominant groups shape power
relations (Dhamoon, 2009) and justify them
through the construction of difference (Der-
vin, 2015). These justifications obscure the
underlying dynamics of power and processes
of inferiorization (Dhamoon, 2009). Those in
positions of authority impose their own cultural
definitions and, in turn, capital for themselves
and others (Bourdieu, 1980, 1996). In relation
to public schooling contexts, othering is ex-
pressed through the categorization and inferio-
rization of minoritized students during different
educational practices (teaching practices and
interventions carried out by school personnel)
and social interactions (between teachers and
students) (Darchinian et al., 2021). Within this
framework, deficit thinking can be understood
as a mechanism that reinforces processes of
othering. Deficit thinking legitimizes hierarchical
distinctions between students and reinforces
the perception that some groups deviate from
institutional norms. These processes contri-
bute to the normalization of student behaviour
within schools (Soares, 2025).

Such normalization operates through a go-
vernmental regime and its processes of discipli-
narization. According to Foucault’s (1975) un-
derstanding of disciplinary power, specific tech-
niques are implemented to ensure compliance
with institutional norms. These techniques are
applied by “judges of normality,” figures res-
ponsible for maintaining institutional rules, the
school curriculum, and often reproduced by tea-
chers in schools (Bert, 2016; Foucault, 1975).
That includes the control of time (e.g., sanc-

tioning lateness and absences), space (e.g.,
controlling movement), and activities (e.g.,
regulating attention and participation), as well
as ways of being (e.g., punishing disobedience
or unexpected behaviour). Through these me-
chanisms, students’ bodies are disciplined to
conform to institutional expectations (Foucault,
1975). More broadly, schools operate through
a disciplinary logic aimed at normalizing beha-
viour through systems of rewards and punish-
ments (Foucault, 1975). Students are evaluated
according to their compliance with institutional
standards in terms of skills, performance, and
behaviour, which contributes to their categori-
zation as “good” or “bad” students (Ford, 2003).
Those who do not conform may be perceived as
resistant, aform ofinadequacy within the school
system. In this way, schools reinforce expecta-
tions of student docility and productivity (Ford,
2003; Ryan, 1991).

From a Foucauldian perspective, govern-
mental documents do more than communicate
educational policy. In the case of education and
immigration, they participate in the production
of legitimate knowledge about students, inte-
gration, and schooling. Policy documents esta-
blish categories, define institutional objectives,
and specify the criteria through which students
are assessed and classified. In this sense, they
contribute to a governmental discursive regime
that shapes how immigrant students become
intelligible within the education system and how
placement decisions are justified (Foucault,
1969, 1980). Examining these documents the-
refore makes it possible to analyze not only offi-
cial policy but also the discursive production of
norms that guide educational practice.

Thus, the concepts of othering (Ahmed,
2013; Dhamoon, 2009), deficit thinking (Davis
& Museus, 2019), and disciplinarization (Fou-
cault, 1975) were selected for the analysis
because they complement one another and
provide a coherent analytical framework for
examining processes of difference, normali-
zation, and control in school contexts. More
precisely, because this research concerns the
experiences of immigrant students in relation
to language, it examines the role of normaliza-
tion in linguistic terms. Several elements may
contribute to the disciplinarization of recently
arrived immigrant students: (1) the obligation
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to learn the language of schooling, (2) the exis-
tence of a curriculum and pedagogy delivered
in that language, and (3) the stance of the host
society against bilingual or plurilingual educa-
tion, given the existence of a mandatory lan-
guage of schooling. These elements function
as strategies of assimilation, as technologies
of power, since they tend to reflect the interests
and monolingual ideology of the dominant
group (Bondy, 2011).

METHODOLOGY

This study presents the results of qualitative
ethnographic research conducted from a critical
epistemological perspective (Madison, 2019),
which examines how knowledge is produced, va-
lidated, and distributed within relations of power
(Foucault, 1980). It argues that what counts as
legitimate knowledge is shaped by historical,
social, and political contexts (Foucault, 1980).
It is used to analyze how dominant knowledge
systems can reproduce social inequalities while
also opening space to recoghize marginalized
ways of knowing (L. Cohen et al., 2017).

In terms of positionality, it is important to
clarify that | did not attend school in Canada
during my primary or secondary education but
arrived as an adult to pursue my doctoral stu-
dies. | am also not the parent of a student, nor
am | a school professional. Nevertheless, my
experience as an immigrant has inevitably sha-
ped the way | conceptualized this research and
conducted the analysis of the data. My own
trajectory enables me to understand the chal-
lenges imposed by the host society of having to
learn a second language within a different edu-
cational system, as well as the injustices asso-
ciated with forms of linguistic discrimination that
may arise in this context. | can also relate to the
challenges involved in adapting to the culture
of the host society, as well as to the possibility
of being othered, of not fully belonging, and of
encountering xenophobia.

Consistent with a critical ethnographic ap-
proach, multiple sources of data were used to
document and analyze the social processes
under study. Three types of data collection and
analysis were carried out. First, a discourse ana-
lysis of documents was conducted to examine
how institutional discourses frame immigrant

students and language practices within the
school system (Cellard, 1997; Foucault, 1969).
Second, observations of social interactions
were undertaken (Pepin, 2011; Vienne, 2005),
focusing on the definition of the situation, that
is, how social actors interpret and make sense
of their interactions (Goffman, 1959). These
observations made it possible to analyze how
norms and expectations are enacted in eve-
ryday school interactions. Finally, semi-structu-
red interviews were conducted with participants
to document their experiences and interpreta-
tions of these processes (May, 2011).

The interviews were analyzed using narra-
tive and thematic analysis (Paillé & Mucchielli,
2021). The narratives presented by school
personnel can be regarded as dominant, while
those of the students can serve as counternar-
ratives, offering alternative viewpoints. Spe-
cially the narratives of minoritized students can
be ignored, unlike the narratives of dominant
groups (Soldérzano & Yosso, 2002). Recruit-
ment was based on calls for participation sha-
red on social networks, emails sent to school
service centres, and the snowball method. The
research was approved by the research ethics
committee of the university in which the study
was conducted.

The following 10 documents! produced by
the Government of Quebec were analyzed:

1 Programme de formation de I'école québécoise :
intégration linguistique, scolaire et sociale (2010) :
(a) progression des apprentissages au secondaire,
(b) domaine des langues au secondaire, et (c) paliers
pour I'évaluation du francais au secondaire; Cadre
de référence: accueil et intégration des éléves issus
de 'immigration au Québec (2014) : (a) portrait des
éleves — soutien au milieu scolaire, (b) organisation
des services, (c) protocole d’accueil et d) partenari-
at — école, famille et communauté; Entrevue initiale:
accueil et intégration des éléves issus de I'immigration
au Québec : éducation préscolaire, enseignement
primaire et enseignement secondaire (2014); Evalua-
tion initiale des compétences langagieres en frangais
:accueil et intégration des éléves issus de 'immigra-
tion au Québec : enseignement secondaire (2014);
Soutien au milieu scolaire 2024-2025: intégration et
réussite des éléves issus de 'immigration et éduca-
tion interculturelle (2024).
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* Quebec School Training Program:
Linguistic, Academic and Social
Integration (2010):

» Progression of Learning in Secondary
School

» Language Domain in Secondary
School

» Levels for the Evaluation of French in
Secondary School

» Reference Framework: Welcoming and
Integrating Students from Immigrant
Backgrounds in Quebec (2014):

» Student Profile — Support for the
School Environment

» Organization of Services

» Welcoming Protocol

» Partnership — School, Family and
Community

* Initial Interview: Welcoming and
Integrating Students from Immigrant
Backgrounds in Quebec: Preschool,
Primary and Secondary Education (2014)

* Initial Assessment of French Language
Skills: Welcoming and Integrating
Students from Immigrant Backgrounds in
Quebec: Secondary School (2014)

» Support for the School Environment
2024-2025: Integration and Success of
Students from Immigrant Backgrounds
and Intercultural Education (2024)

The following 10 hours of social interactions
were observed: six pre-placement meetings
(six hours); a meeting to welcome parents of
secondary school students who would soon be
attending the welcoming class (one hour); two
periods of French lessons in a welcoming class
for secondary school students (two hours); and
social interactions in the corridors of a school
(one hour). Finally, 37 interviews were conduc-
ted with school personnel, being 14 teachers, 12
educational advisors, three professionals from
other types of support, and eight professionals
from different administrative positions; as well as
seven interviews that were conducted with se-
condary school students who attended the wel-
coming class. Each interview lasted around one

hour. It should be noted that not all documents,
spaces of observations, or interviews were men-
tioned in the results and in the analysis.

As for the interviews with school personnel,
the recruitment criteria were as follows: (1) to
work in a school, (2) to be in connection with
the welcoming class, (3) to mainly interact with
secondary school students, and (4) to reside in
the metropolitan area of Montreal. Regarding
their profile, the majority (27 of 37) of partici-
pants were born in Canada and have French
as their first language (26 of 37). In terms of the
interviews with students, the recruitment crite-
ria were as follows: (1) to be or to have been a
secondary school student, (2) to have attended
the welcoming class, (3) to reside in the metro-
politan area of Montreal, and (4) to be at least
18 years old at the time of the interview. Regar-
ding their profiles, two were born in Sudan, one
in Benin, one in Pakistan, one in Ivory Coast,
one in Mexico, and one in Venezuela. As for
their time spent in the welcoming class, three
spent one year of schooling or less, three spent
one and a half or two years of schooling, and
one spent three years of schooling. Upon arri-
val in the welcoming class, five stated that they
had no knowledge of French and two indicated
that they spoke French well. In fact, French-
speaking students can be directed to the wel-
coming class if their writing and reading skills
need to be improved. After their stay in the
welcoming class, five students were placed
in regular schooling (four out of the five below
their age level), one student was directed to a
partial integration model, and one student went
through different paths (regular schooling, spe-
cial education, and adult education). The data
collection guides focused on the participants’
perceptions of the linguistic integration model
of the welcoming class in Quebec. The study
especially underlines social situations directly
related to the research topic. In addition, the
extracts presented in this article were translated
from French to English for the purpose of clarity.
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RESULTS

The analysis of the results takes into consi-
deration the main themes identified as well as
the narrative of different social actors concer-
ned: (1) integration as an institutional expec-
tation, (2) the construction of the “successful”
immigrant student, (3) placement decisions as
mechanisms that structure educational trajec-
tories, and (4) students’ experiences of integra-
tion and placement.

Integration as an Institutional
Expectation

Across the different sources of data, integration
is primarily defined as the responsibility of im-
migrant students to adapt to the linguistic, aca-
demic, and social norms of the host education
system. Government policy documents em-
phasize that newly arrived students must learn
French and become familiar with the functio-
ning of Quebec schools and society. According
to these documents, integration services aim to
ensure the “harmonious integration into school
and Quebec society” of immigrant students
(Ministére de I'Education, du Loisir et du Sport,
2014, p. 4). The welcoming class is presented
as a key mechanism through which this integra-
tion is achieved.

School actors frequently reproduce this insti-
tutional framing. Observations of meetings with
parents and classroom interactions showed
that the welcoming class is often presented as
an essential resource offered by the Quebec
education system. During one meeting with pa-
rents, for example, a school administrator em-
phasized that “we are lucky in Quebec to have
the welcoming class,” portraying the program
as a privileged service available to newly arrived
students. Interviews with school personnel also
describe the welcoming class as a necessary
stage before entering regular schooling. As one
teacher explained, the program “serves as a
springboard for integration into regular schoo-
ling.” In this perspective, the welcoming class
is not only a place where students learn French
but also where they learn about the school and
the social environment.

Students’ narratives, however, reveal a
more ambivalent experience. Several students
indicated that they and their parents received

limited information about how the education
system operates, including the role of the wel-
coming class and the possible placements that
may follow. For some students, the evaluation
procedures used to determine their initial pla-
cement in the welcoming class were perceived
as unclear or based on unfamiliar expectations.
Regina (born in Mexico), for example, descri-
bed the assessment as consisting of a very
simple interaction: “The lady asked me a ques-
tion, what is your name or something like that....
The only thing they had to know that | did not
speak French was that | had not answered the
question.” Similarly, Akissi (born in Ivory Coast)
explained that she believed she had completed
the written test correctly, but later realized that
other answers were expected: “When | took the
test, | thought | was going to get a good grade,
because | did it my way, but the answer they
wanted, that’s not how | did my test.” These nar-
ratives suggest that the evaluation process may
rely on implicit expectations.

Taken together, these perspectives illustrate
how integration is largely framed as a process
requiring the adaptation of immigrant students
to institutional norms.

Constructing the “Successful”
Immigrant Student

Various criteria are used to evaluate students’
readiness for regular schooling, which contri-
bute to defining what constitutes a “successful”
immigrant student within the school system.
Upon their arrival in the local educational sys-
tem as well as after their stay in the welcoming
class, students are assessed to verify whe-
ther they have the skills necessary to study in
regular schooling. As stated in the government
documents, it involves “making an overall judg-
ment on the student’s ability to learn in regular
schooling” (Ministére de I'Education, du Loisir
et du Sport, 2010, p. 11).

Government documents indicate that
students are evaluated according to a range
of elements: “the degree of development of
transversal skills, the pace of learning, socio-
school adaptation” and “any other information
deemed relevant to promote integration into
regular schooling” (Ministére de I’Education, du
Loisir et du Sport, 2010, p. 17). This evaluation
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is intended to determine if students possess
the skills necessary to succeed within regular
schooling.

During both observations and interviews,
school actors mentioned similar criteria when
describing placement decisions. In addition to
students’ knowledge of French and mathema-
tics, participants frequently mentioned factors
such as participation, motivation, and academic
engagement when discussing students’ rea-
diness for regular schooling. For example, one
teacher said about a student, “she’s a studious
student. She works hard; she does more than |
askof her.” Participants also referred to a broader
set of expectations. As one educational advisor
explained, students must demonstrate strength
in several areas to succeed in regular schooling:
“You have to be strong to succeed in regular
schooling, you have to be strong psychological-
ly, you have to be strong academically, you have
to be strong on the organizational side.”

Students’ narratives also reflect awareness
of these expectations. Some described making
considerable efforts to demonstrate motiva-
tion and active participation in class to meet
the expectations of teachers and improve their
chances of entering regular schooling. As one
student explained, “I like to work, | like to partici-
pate, so | often asked for more work to improve”
(Rajaa, born in Sudan).

These different perspectives illustrate how
the evaluation of immigrant students extends
beyond academic performance and incorpo-
rates normative expectations related to beha-
viour, engagement, and adaptation to school
practices.

Placement Decisions and
Educational Pathways

Although the welcoming class is officially des-
cribed as a transitional stage leading to inte-
gration into regular schooling, the data reveal
that several alternative educational pathways
are possible following students’ stay in the pro-
gram. The empirical data show that students’
trajectories after this stage are not limited to in-
tegration into regular schooling. School actors
identified a range of possible placements for
students leaving the welcoming class. These
include extended stays in the welcoming class,

partial integration into regular schooling, place-
ment in regular class (often below the students’
age level), referral to adult education programs,
and referral to special education programs.
As noted by participants, several educational
options can be considered after the stay in the
welcoming class depending on the perceived
readiness of the student to succeed in regular
schooling. Extended stays in the welcoming
class were described as relatively common.
According to one educational advisor, “up to 30
months in secondary school, | would say that
it is considered acceptable.” In practice, this
means that students can remain in the welco-
ming class for several years before transitio-
ning to other educational pathways. Another
possibility is partial integration, where students
attend certain classes in regular schooling while
continuing to receive instruction in the welco-
ming class. However, school actors indicated
that this model remains relatively uncommon.
As one educational advisor explained, “[There
are] some great initiatives on this, but it is not
yet widespread enough at all.”

Students may also be integrated into regu-
lar schooling at a grade level below their age
group. School personnel described this strate-
gy as facilitating academic success in contexts
where academic expectations are perceived
as demanding. As one participant noted, “in
secondary school, there are more issues...with
ministerial exams, and all that, and the level is
higher in maths.... It is true that we might hold
back some students.” While intended to in-
crease students’ chances of success, this stra-
tegy may contribute to academic delay in their
educational trajectories.

Some students can also be directed toward
adult education programs, particularly when their
age makes it difficult to complete their studies wi-
thin the youth sector, which can be discouraging.
As one participant explained, “when they go to
adult education, it’s a bit...they study with people
who could be their parents. Sometimes, it’s de-
motivating for them.” Others are referred to spe-
cial education programs due to perceived lear-
ning difficulties. In some cases, these pathways
can lead to vocational options oriented toward
the labour market, which one teacher described
critically: “It is learning to cut carrots, internships
like that, it is not very rewarding.”
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Some school actors interviewed also noted
that students from welcoming classes appear
to be overrepresented in special education. Ac-
cording to one participant, “it is clear that there
is an overrepresentation in special education,
because we do not know the language acqui-
sition processes well.” Another participant also
pointed to a racialized pattern in these place-
ments: “Systematically all our students in spe-
cial education are Black or brown, well, maybe
the problem is the system, it is perhaps not all
Black or brown children.”

These different placement options illustrate
how decisions made within the welcoming class
system can significantly shape students’ edu-
cational trajectories.

Students’ Experiences of Placement
and Integration

Students’ narratives provide insight into how
these institutional processes are experienced
from their perspective.

Several students described the stay in the
welcoming class as a period that could delay
their educational progress compared with peers
in their countries of origin. As one student ex-
plained, “my friends in Mexico, they had already
finished school last year, a year before me, so
| was eager to finish too and | thought it was a
bit of a waste of time” (Regina, born in Mexico).
Students also reported that the transition to re-
gular schooling can be challenging, even after
spending time in the welcoming class. Some
felt that teachers in regular schooling were not
always prepared to support students who were
still developing proficiency in French. As one
student noted, “I feel obliged to say [to remind
them] that | do not speak French perfectly or
that | was not born here or that | come from the
welcoming class, even to the teachers” (Regi-
na, born in Mexico). Language support services
were described as an important resource, when
available. Students who received such support
reported that it helped them better understand
course content and adapt to academic expecta-
tions. As one student explained, “the linguistic
support helped me a lot.... The things | did not
understand, we did them together” (Ajah, born
in Sudan).

Finally, some students indicated that place-
ment decisions, which affected their educatio-
nal trajectories, were made without their active
participation or that of their parents. In certain
cases, students reported receiving recommen-
dations for alternative programs without fully
understanding their implications. One student
recalled a meeting with a guidance counsellor
in which a different educational pathway was
proposed: “The guidance counsellor met with
me, and he said to me, ‘What | propose to you,
given your difficulties, is to go to [name of the
program],’ it’s like professional training...with
young people in difficulty” (lanna, born in Be-
nin). Reflecting on the experience, the student
added: “The guidance counsellor, who doesn’t
know me, who has never met me [before].... |
wasn’t even accompanied by my parents, | was
alone during this meeting. There are half of the
things that | didn’t understand” (lanna, born in
Benin). These accounts highlight the gap that
may exist between institutional definitions of in-
tegration and students’ lived experiences within
the education system.

DISCUSSION

By comparing institutional discourse, profes-
sional practices, and students’ experiences,
the analysis highlights tensions in the ways in-
tegration and educational trajectories are defi-
ned within the school system. According to the
research results, linguistic integration models,
including the welcoming class, are presented
as mechanisms designed to promote the lin-
guistic, academic, and social integration of
newly arrived immigrant students. Government
documents emphasize the importance of ac-
quiring proficiency in the language of schooling
and understanding how Quebec schools and
society work. In response, school actors largely
reproduce this framing in their professional dis-
course, presenting the welcoming class as a
necessary stage that prepares students for the
expectations of regular schooling.

From this perspective, integration appears to
be defined primarily as a process through which
students must adapt to the linguistic, academic,
and social norms of the host educational insti-
tutional environment. Linguistic integration pro-
grams therefore exist to assist students in ad-
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justing to current institutional norms (Mathivat
et al., 2024; Resch et al., 2023). In this sense,
the discourse surrounding the welcoming class
reflects a hierarchical posture of othering (Dha-
moon, 2009), in which immigrant students are
positioned as individuals who must adapt to
succeed in the dominant educational environ-
ment. Such a framing may also obscure broader
dynamics of power and racialization shaping
integration processes (Darchinian et al., 2021).
Such government integration educational
programs are often presented as a benevolent
response by the host society to the needs of im-
migrant students. For instance, the welcoming
class may be described to parents as a privilege
intended to facilitate students’ success. Howe-
ver, the analysis suggests that students and
their parents are not always adequately infor-
med about how the school system operates,
including the functioning of the welcoming class
and the potential consequences of placement
decisions before and after the placement in the
welcoming class. This lack of transparency hi-
ghlights how institutional definitions of integra-
tion may coexist with limited communication
about how these processes operate in practice
and their actual consequences. The analysis
also illustrates how a student’s readiness to
enter regular schooling is evaluated through cri-
teria that extend beyond language proficiency
or academic knowledge in maths. Both institu-
tional documents and school personnel refer
to factors such as learning pace, motivation,
autonomy, and socio-school adaptation when
assessing students’ potential for success.
These criteria contribute to the construc-
tion of an implicit model of the “successful”
immigrant student, defined according to locally
valued norms of behaviour and performance.
When students are perceived as not meeting
these expectations, difficulties are often attri-
buted to individual characteristics such as aca-
demic delay, learning difficulties, insufficient
motivation, or limited family support. These
obstacles are defined according to local edu-
cational norms and attributed to students, their
families, or their backgrounds, while the role of
the host environment receives less attention,
even when structural issues are acknowledged,
such as lack of resources. Interpreted through
the concept of deficit thinking (Davis & Museus,

2019), these explanations illustrate how educa-
tional challenges may be framed primarily as in-
dividual shortcomings rather than as the result
of structural or institutional constraints, such as
social inequalities.

The findings further reveal that the welco-
ming class functions not only as a linguistic inte-
gration program but also as a key site in which
students’ educational trajectories are struc-
tured. While the official objective of the welco-
ming class is to facilitate integration into regular
schooling, observations of placement meetings
show that several alternative pathways may
follow students’ participation in the program.
These include extended stays in the welcoming
class, partial integration, placement in regular
schooling below students’ age level (with or
without language support), referral to adult edu-
cation, or placement in special education pro-
grams.

Observations also revealed that the welco-
ming class functions as a space where respect
for classroom rules is considered essential for
learning, success, and integration, in accor-
dance with the expectations of the Quebec
education program. These processes reflect
broader mechanisms through which educatio-
nal institutions classify and organize students
according to their perceived ability to meet ins-
titutional expectations. From the perspective of
disciplinarization (Foucault, 1975), schools ope-
rate through governmental mechanisms that re-
gulate students’ behaviours and performances
in relation to established norms. Students per-
ceived as aligning with these norms are more
likely to be integrated into regular schooling,
whereas those considered less prepared may
be directed toward alternative educational
pathways. Furthermore, although school per-
sonnel often defend the welcoming class as an
important support mechanism, students’ narra-
tives highlight perceived limitations, particularly
the possibility of academic delay.

The welcoming class is frequently described
in the literature as a transitional space intended
to facilitate students’ integration into the edu-
cation system (Tajic & Bunar, 2023). However,
research also highlights limitations associated
with such models, including the insufficient
adaptation of schools to the needs of immigrant
students (Resch et al., 2023). These critiques
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resonate with the deficit-oriented explana-
tions identified in this study, which emphasize
students’ perceived shortcomings without suffi-
ciently examining structural conditions shaping
their experiences (Davis & Museus, 2019).

From a more critical perspective, recent re-
search advocates foramoreinclusive approach,
one that involves adapting the school environ-
ment to students rather than requiring students
to conform to institutional norms (Bélanger &
Taleb, 2006; Mathivat et al., 2024). Inclusive
education has been described as pursuing two
complementary objectives: equity, which aims
to improve the functioning of the education sys-
tem, and social transformation, which seeks to
question and transform its underlying structures
(Borri-Anadon et al., 2024).

However, some critiques argue that such
inclusion discourse may still operate within a
framework of hospitality, in which rights are ex-
tended to individuals seeking to belong to a do-
minant group (Calabrese Barton & Tan, 2020).
By contrast, critical perspectives oriented to-
ward social justice propose reframing the dis-
cussion in terms of legitimate presence. Rather
than focusing solely on integration into exis-
ting structures, this perspective emphasizes
the right of historically marginalized groups to
occupy social spaces from which they have
often been excluded. Legitimacy is established
through the presence of these individuals and
through the recognition of intersectional social
injustices, making visible existing power rela-
tions and opening possibilities for social trans-
formation (Calabrese Barton & Tan, 2020).

These findings show how placement deci-
sions take shape within a governmental dis-
cursive regime that defines legitimate linguis-
tic competence and establishes the terms of
educational success and school belonging.
Policy documents create the institutional cate-
gories through which students are assessed.
School personnel then enact these categories
in everyday practice, sometimes negotiating or
questioning the norms they carry. From a Bour-
dieusian perspective, students whose linguistic
and cultural resources align more closely with
the expectations of Quebec schools are better
positioned to acquire institutionally recognized
forms of capital, whereas other students are
often identified as requiring further intervention

and may be directed toward alternative educa-
tional pathways. Students’ narratives, howe-
ver, complicate any account of them as passive
subjects of these processes. They exercise
agency as they work toward academic success,
seek support, and interpret the decisions affec-
ting their education, even though their capacity
to shape those decisions remains constrained.

This ethnographic research study sheds light
on the mechanisms and impacts of placement
procedures for minoritized immigrant students
before and after their participation in the welco-
ming class. The findings highlight how integra-
tion processes are shaped not only by pedago-
gical practices but also by institutional norms,
power relations, and interpretations of student
success. Nevertheless, several limitations re-
main and suggest avenues for future research.
Further studies could explore parental perspec-
tives or conduct extensive ethnographic inves-
tigations within specific school contexts to learn
how integration processes unfold in practice.

In terms of recommendations for school
environments, the results suggest several pos-
sible directions: (1) providing clearer informa-
tion to students and their parents about how the
school system operates, including the welco-
ming class and its placement procedures and
potential consequences; (2) involving students
and their parents more actively in placement
decisions; (3) valuing students’ languages and
cultural backgrounds rather than imposing the
norms of the host society; (4) exploring alter-
native integration models, such as direct inte-
gration into regular schooling with appropriate
linguistic support; and (5) ensuring that school
personnel have sufficient resources to support
the diverse needs of immigrant students and
their families.

Overall, these reflections call for a reconside-
ration of current integration practices and for a
transformation of educational approaches that
more explicitly address educational and social
inequalities to better welcome and include new-
ly arrived immigrant students.
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CONCLUSION

This ethnographic study examined how different
social actors (government, school personnel,
and immigrant students) construct meanings
around the integration of newly arrived immi-
grant students and the placement decisions as-
sociated with the welcoming class in Quebec.
By analyzing policy documents, school obser-
vations, and interviews with both school actors
and students, the research sought to unders-
tand how integration and educational trajec-
tories are interpreted before, during, and after
students’ participation in this linguistic integra-
tion program.

The findings consistently suggest that inte-
gration is framed less as institutional adaptation
and more as students’ adjustment to pre-exis-
ting educational norms. Government policies
emphasize the acquisition of the language of
schooling and the development of compe-
tencies necessary for participation in regular
schooling. School actors largely reproduce this
institutional framing in their professional prac-
tices, evaluating students’ readiness for regular
schooling according to criteria such as motiva-
tion, autonomy, academic progress, and socio-
school adaptation.

Students’ narratives reveal a more complex
experience. Students reported receiving limited
information on how the school system operates
andtheimplications of placement decisions that
significantly influence their educational trajecto-
ries. They highlight challenges associated with
academic delay, transition to regular schooling,
and access to language support services.

Together, these findings show how place-
ment decisions associated with the welcoming
class contribute to structuring students’ edu-
cational pathways within the school system.
While the program is officially presented as a
transitional stage leading to regular schooling,
other alternative trajectories may emerge, in-
cluding extended stays in the welcoming class,
placement in regular schooling below students’
age level, or referral to adult or special educa-
tion programs. Through the lenses of othering,
deficit thinking, and disciplinarization, the study
illustrates how integration is shaped by institu-
tional norms and by interpretations of students’
readiness to conform to them.

By bringing together institutional, professio-
nal, and student perspectives, this research
contributes to a more comprehensive unders-
tanding of how linguistic integration programs
operate within educational systems. The fin-
dings suggest the importance of examining
not only the pedagogical aspects of integration
programs but also the institutional processes
through which placement decisions are made
and justified.

More broadly, these findings help illuminate
some of the educational questions at stake in
contemporary debates about immigration in
Quebec and Canada. As governments continue
to revisit immigration policy and place greater
emphasis on integration, schools remain cen-
tral to how these priorities are enacted. Yet the
findings indicate that immigrant integration can-
not be understood only in relation to language
learning or access to schooling. It also requires
attention to the institutional norms that shape
students’ experiences, including how place-
ment decisions are made and how educational
success is defined. Policies designed to support
newcomer integration should therefore be ac-
companied by educational practices that make
decision-making processes more transparent
and equitable. Such practices should also reco-
gnize the diverse linguistic and cultural capital
that immigrant students bring to schools.
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