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Abstract 
The paper aims at analysing the situation of migrant and refugee children’s access to 

education in France. While a fundamental right, guaranteed both by international and 

domestic law, in practice access to education for migrant and refugee children are 

limited by strict immigration policies and the French educational system, which fails to 

include migrant and refugee children by addressing their specific needs. The paper 

highlights how the lack of educational opportunities at the upper-secondary level 

negatively impact unaccompanied minors, who are often beyond the scope of 

national compulsory education. The paper concludes by providing policy 

recommendations focusing on monitoring & evaluation indicators to improve migrant 

and refugee children’s access to education. 
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Introduction 
 

Children’s right to education is fundamental and enshrined in international human 
rights law. It is secured by the United Nation Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
which also ensure the best interest of children (human being below the age of 18)1. Access to 
education is especially critical for vulnerable groups, such as migrant and refugee children. 
Migrant is an umbrella term encompassing “any person who has moved away from their 
usual place of residence, whether within a country or across an international border, 
temporarily or permanently, and for a variety of reasons”2 whereas a refugee is a legally 
defined status referring “to someone who has been forced to flee their country because of 
war, violence or a well-founded fear of persecution”. Terms and definitions used by European 
governments to describe migrant and refugee children vary and include, for instance, “minor”, 
“child”, “accompanying minor”, “unaccompanied child” and “unaccompanied migrant minor.” 
In this paper, we make the distinction between migrant children and refugee children: refugee 
children have been through the asylum seeking process and been granted the refugee 
status.3 A further distinction can be made between migrant children in a legal situation and in 
an illegal situation, who (or whose parents) have not applied for asylum, have been denied or 
lack legal documents.  

The New York Declaration for Refugees identifies education as a key element of the 
international response to the refugee crisis and France’s Human Rights Defender has 
repeatedly stated that all children are legally entitled to an education, no matter their national 
or social origin.4 While embedded both in international and national law, migrant and refugee 
children’s access to education is far from guaranteed. A UNHCR 2019 report5 reveals that 
only 63% of refugee children are enrolled globally in primary school. At the secondary level, 
that figure drops to 24%. Common barriers hindering migrants and refugee children 
educational attainment include insufficient human and financial resources, legal barriers, the 
need for additional language and cultural mediation support, stereotypes and judgement, lack 
of opportunities at the pre-primary and post compulsory education level.6   

 
 

 
1 The CRC art. 3 states that “In all actions concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private social 

welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child 

shall be a primary consideration.”   
2 International Organization for Migration “Migrant”, Key Migration Terms, accessed on the 24th November 

2019 
3 Asylum seekers go through an administrative procedure, which lasts several months, at the end of which they 

get the refugee status if their asylum claim is found by authorities to be substantive.   
4 Défenseur des droits, “Synthèse: Etude sur la scolarisation des élèves allophones nouvellement arrivés 

(EANA) et des enfants issus de familles itinérantes et de voyageurs (EFIV)”, (2018), p.3 
5 UNHCR, “Stepping up: Refugee education in crisis”, (2019), p.5. 
6 UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM, “Access to education for refugee and migrant children in Europe”, (2019), p.7. 
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1. Migrant and refugee children’s access to education: a right infringed upon by 
strict immigration policies 

 
In many countries, there is a paradox between social policies purporting access to 

education to be universal and strict asylum and immigration policies7 threatening migrant and 
refugee children access to education, especially those in irregular situation and those whose 
asylum application- or whose parents’ asylum application- got refused. While France doesn’t 
explicitly deny undocumented migrant children’s entitlement to basic formal education, it 
doesn’t explicitly recognize it either, unlike Belgium, Bulgaria, Finland, Netherlands, Spain, 
Italy and Sweden. That can be detrimental for the future of migrant children in illegal situation, 
who can be subjected to a deportation procedure through an obligation de quitter le territoire 
français (OQTF). 

Emmanuel Macron’s clampdown on immigration is best embodied by the 2018 loi 
pour l'asile et l’immigration (asylum and immigration law). Under this new bill, children of 
failed asylum seekers awaiting deportation can be held alongside their families in 
administrative detention centers for up to 90 days. In 2018, an estimated 1429 children were 
kept in detention- 208 of these children were detained in metropolitan France while 1221 of 
them were detained in Mayotte, an overseas department of France and hotspot for illegal 
immigration.8 39.7% of children kept in an administrative detention centre in 2018 were over 
seven, thus at the primary education level or more. While in detention, migrant children have 
access to few services, the least of which schooling. Overall, when a child’s residence status 
is undetermined or under threat, so is their access to education. Recently, the case of 10 year-
old Samira made the headlines. A child migrant from Côte d’Ivoire enrolled at the primary 
level in Seine et Marne, she was to be deported to Italy under the Dublin Procedure.9 She was 
only able to remain in France, and at her school, thanks to a massive mobilization. 
 

2. Migrant and refugee children in the French educational system 
2.1. Newly arrived non-french speaking pupils: a proxy indicator for migrant 

and refugee children enrolment rate 
 
 Asylum demands are on the rise in France. In 2018, 21880 asylum claims10 from 
accompanying minors were registered, a 12% increase from 2017. 11% of child asylum 
seekers that year were Albanians, 9% Georgian, 6% Ivorian and 5% Syrian.11 While migrant 

 
7 Défenseur des droits, “Synthèse” 
8 La Cimade, “Rapport sur les centres et locaux de retention administrative 2018”, 2018, p.15 
9 The Dublin III Regulation (2013) determines in which EU member State an asylum application must be 

processed. An Asylum seeker in the Dublin procedure is to be transferred from France to the country that is 

responsible for examining their application (usually the EU country in which they were first registered.) 
10 Office Français de Protection des Réfugiés et Apatrides, “Rapport d'activité 2018”, 2018, p.21 
11 UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM, “Access to education”, p.15. 
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 and refugee children make up a steadily growing part of school-age children in France, they 
still appear in national education statistics only when they do not speak the language of 
instruction, being french, and require additional support. They are registered as élèves 
allophones nouvellement arrivés (EANA):  newly arrived non-french speaking pupils. While 
Newly arrived non french speaking is only a proxy indicator for migrant and refugee children 
enrolment rate. Indeed, while a pupil is “non-french speaking” for the entirety of their 
education, they remain “newly arrived” up until their specific needs fade away. In 2016-2017, 
60700 EANAs were enrolled at the primary and secondary level, 1800 were under the 
responsibility of a mission de lutte contre le décrochage scolaire (mission to curb school 
dropouts) and 2800 were waiting to be enrolled12. Out of the 60700 EANAs enrolled, 49% 
attended primary school (6 to 11 years old), 40.5% attended middle school (11-15 years old) 
and 10.5% attended high school (15 to 18 years old). Finally, 90% of EANAs enrolled at the 
primary and secondary level are placed in specific welcoming classes or benefited from 
additional french language support.   
 

2.2. Welcoming classes to address migrant and refugee children’s specific 
needs 

 
 The french educational system has made considerable efforts to accommodate the 

specific needs of migrant and refugee children by implementing welcoming classes, named 
Unités Pédagogiques pour élèves allophones arrivants (pedagogic units for newly arrived 
non-french speaking pupils). UPE2As were set in place accordingly as per the Ministry of 
Education 2012 circular and aim at providing migrant and refugee children with additional 
support and intensive french language classes. These needs include the following13 : the need 
to feel a sense of belonging; the need to feel safe and cope with trauma - as studies in OECD 
countries have shown a PTSD prevalence rate amongst migrant and refugee children ranging 
from 10% to 25%14 - the need to develop a strong personal identity, that will help them 
navigate between their home and host country’s culture; the need to learn their host country 
language. The need to overcome limited education or interrupted schooling is also particularly 
dire.  At the primary level, 28% of EANAs are one year behind, 4% are two years behind and 
1% are at least three years behind. The gap is even greater at the secondary level, where 
44% of EANAs are one year behind, 15% two years behind and 3% at least three years 
behind. 15 
 

 
 
12 French Ministry of Education, “Note d’information”, no. 18, (June 2018), p.4 
13 OECD, “Refugee education: integration models and practices in OECD countries”, 2019, p.24-27 
14 Ibid 
15 French Ministry of Education, “Note d’information”, pp. 4 
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2.3. The detrimental transition out of welcoming classes 
 

The implementation of UPE2As has laid the groundwork to foster inclusion and boost 
the educational attainment of migrants and refugee children. Pupils’ transition out of these 
welcoming classes and into mainstream ones, however, is often detrimental. The shift from 
UPE2As to general classes is not decided upon after consultation with the teacher, the pupil 
and the academic referent. The transition of pupils out of the UPE2As is often automatic at 
the end of the first year of schooling and does not depend on the pupils’ performance or 
progression, even though they perform poor or below average. It can cause negative 
repercussions on EANAs, generating a loss of motivation, poor class performance, even 
leading to pupils dropping out of school.16 We conclude that the type of education offered to 
migrant and refugee children is not as tightly linked to their educational needs as desired. 
Moreover, there is no substantial monitoring or follow-up of EANAs once they exit the 
welcoming classes.  

 
2.4. Migrant and refugee children trailing behind, performing worse than 

their french-speaking native counterparts 
 

 Overall, one can be critical regarding the efficiency of the French educational system 
to account for migrant and refugee children’s specific needs. Indeed, migrant and refugee 
children are performing poorly compared to their french-speaking native counterparts. The 
PISA 2015 study reported that pupils from an immigrant background score 32 points less in 
sciences than their counterparts with a french background. This difference is starker than the 
OECD’s average. Moreover, first-generation immigrants, among which belong migrant and 
refugee children, score 87 points less than french-speaking native peers, whereas, on 
average in OECD countries, first-generation immigrants score only 53 points less than their 
native-born peers.17 While the PISA report is based on highly aggregated data, it still seems 
fair to assess that migrant and refugee children do poorly compared to french-born students. 
The difference grows starker in light of other European countries. 

Additionally, the french educational system fails to mitigate the effects of interrupted 
schooling and limited education. According to a report by UNHCR, UNICEF and IOM18, France 
has a high share of young people from outside the EU+ (a group of which migrant and 
refugee children form a subset) that are neither in employment, nor in education or training 
(NEET). With a rate of 24.3%, it has the fifth highest NEET score amongst European 
countries. This highlights a considerable failing of the french system. As they are more likely 
than natives to have a lower level of skills and education hence less attractive in the labour 

 
16 Défenseur des droits, “Synthèse”,pp.8 
17OECD, “Note by country: France- PISA 2015 Results”, 2016, p.9 
18 UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM, “Access to education for refugee and migrant children in Europe”,2019, p.10 
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market, which makes them more vulnerable to economic and social exclusion. Such a high 
level of NEET points to a lack of good quality and intensive education, without which migrant 
and refugee students with low skills are more likely to end up in a low-skilled, unstable 
employment position.  

 
3. Unaccompanied minors and the lack of educational opportunities at the upper-

secondary level 
 

 A major caveat of migrant and refugee children’s access to education in France 
concerns unaccompanied minors. An unaccompanied minor is defined by the UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child as a minor "who has been separated from both parents and other 
relatives and is not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for 
doing so." As of late 2018, there would be approx. 40000 unaccompanied minors in France. 
In 2018, 88% of new unaccompanied minors were between the age of 16 and 17 and only 
5.2% is less than 14.19 While there has been a small rise since 2017, where 4.1% of 
unaccompanied minors where less than 14, the majority of them are over 16, which is 
beyond the scope of national compulsory education. The CRC compels signatory States to 
ensure that all minors over the age of compulsory education- 16 in France - have access to 
education if they express the wish to do so. Limited by the lack of educational opportunities at 
the upper-secondary level. Unaccompanied minors have to go through Schooling Centers for 
New Arrivals and Traveller Children (CASNAV), which operate throughout the country so as 
to coordinate and facilitate the access of migrants to school. Isolated foreign minors above the 
age of 16 can be admitted to those structures pending space availability, as they tend to be 
saturated. While unaccompanied minors under 16 are automatically enrolled in the ordinary 
school system, often no educational proposal is made to unaccompanied minors who are 
closer to the age of majority. In practice, unaccompanied minors over the age of 16 are 
directed into short pre-qualifying training programs that focus on the quick acquisition of 
professional competences. As a great majority of unaccompanied minors are over 16, they 
struggle to access education and educational measures suited to their needs, most notably, to 
learning the french language. The CASNAV of Paris- which is of central importance 
considering that the Paris region is where a majority of migrants and unaccompanied minors 
register for asylum, prohibits unaccompanied minors whose legal minority is in the process of 
being recognized from accessing any type of educational services unless they are the object 
of an ordonnance de placement provisoire, that is, a temporary child custody placement 
issued by a judge. Considering the length of the process, this effectively keeps 
unaccompanied minors from having access to education for several months, at least.  
 

 
19 Office Français de Protection des Réfugiés et Apatrides, “Rapport d'activité 2018”, 2018, p.43 
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4. Improving migrant and refugee children’s access to education in France 
 

Migrant and refugee children’s access to education to education in France is hindered by 
strict immigration policies and by the systemic shortcomings of the French educational 
system. The latter suffers mainly from a lack of inclusivity, which impacts negatively migrants 
in the illegal situation and unaccompanied minors, and from a lack of monitoring. 

 
4.1. Policy recommendations 

Recommendations to improve migrant and refugee children’s access to education are as 
follow:  

● To explicitly recognize that migrant children in an illegal situation are entitled to an 
education 

● To implement a follow-up of EANAs that have left UPE2As to join mainstream classes 
and measure their progress in learning 

● To grant the human and financial resources necessary to ensure the effectiveness of 
UPE2A classes in answering migrant and refugee children's’ needs 

● To determine EANAs’ transition into mainstream classes through a joined assessment 
conducted by the academic referent and teachers based on the pupil’s performances 
and progression. Conversely, pupils’ placement in UPE2As must not be limited to a 
school years’ time, but rather be evaluated in regard to the pupils’ learning needs.  

● To ensure that flexible learning options and pathway are available for children at the 
upper secondary level. These measures shall be specifically dedicated to 
unaccompanied minors and pinpointed to their needs. 
 
4.2. Monitoring and Evaluation indicators 

The main takeaways on the monitoring of migrant and refugee children’s access to education 
and the recommendations to improve it are as follow:  

● Knowledge about migrant and refugee pupils’ performances and educational 
attainment is limited by the lack of data and the highly aggregate monitoring 
indicators, such as “first-generation” children in the PISA reports or newly-arrived 
non-french speaking pupils 

● Indicators are not targeted to migrant and refugee children as they were considered to 
be an unstable group by the government. This can also partly be explained by legal 
constraints. Indicators used by national European authorities to report school 
enrolment are varied and include: Asylum-seekers and refugees in Bulgaria, Only 
asylum-seekers in the Netherlands, Only accompanied asylum-seekers in Slovakia, All 
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non-Greek citizens in Greece, and All persons with a migration background in 
Germany.20 

● It is essential, to better assess migrant and refugee children’s access to education in 
France. Usage of indicators that are more precise and more targeted to asylum 
seekers/refugees. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
20 UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM, “Access to education”, p.8 
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