
SITUATION in OUR COUNTRY REGARDING the ISSUE of ALPHABETIZATION of IMMIGRANTS 

 

First of all it is important to bear in mind that Spain is made up of 17 Autonomous Communities. It 

is a very special situation as it is not a federation of states like Belgium, it neither is like the Lands 

in Germany or the Departments in France. 

The Central Government has transferred all the issues concerning Education and Culture to the 

Autonomous Communities. Autonomous Communities (AA.CC) have complete authority and even 

their own laws. 

Having said that it may be easier to understand that when we speak about our country, we speak 

about Catalonia. 

When we speak about immigration in Spain we must distinguish between two distinct stages which 

are essential in order to understand the immigration in our country. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth century immigration in Spain was internal, people living in Southern 

Spain (Extremadura, Andalusia, Murcia), moved to Northern Spain (Basque Country, Catalonia). 

Although we all belonged to the same country, our cultures and languages were very different.  

 

Immediately after democracy was restored political parties, trade unions, community organizations, 

cultural organizations,... were set up. Among one of the first demands that all these groups made 

was the right to literacy, which since then it had been more an image action in order to be accepted 

in the United Nations than a reality. We were then asking for a real programme on literacy instead 

of occasional campaigns. 

The illiterate were Spanish speakers, so literacy meant learning how to read and write in Spanish.  

Several methods, more or less close to Paulo Freire’s philosophy and methodology, were 

published and put into practice. 



In the early 90s, Spain was declared a country where illiteracy was eradicated, as the illiterate 

population was less than 2% and was over the age of 65. 

It is in the 90s when a new kind of immigration starts getting to Spain. People coming from other 

countries and regions of the world: South America, Eastern European Countries, Africa (Morocco, 

Senegal, Gambia and Mali), and Asia (Pakistan and China). 

Those regions of Spain (CC.AA) which were sender regions became then receiver regions as for 

example Andalusia and Murcia, and those regions which were since then receiving immigration 

from inside Spain were now receiving a new kind of immigration.  

 

Most people coming from the South of America can read and write; those from Eastern European 

Countries are highly educated, generally can speak different languages and they easily learn a 

new one; people from Asia may not be illiterate, but they don’t know European languages except 

from some English; and most of the people from Africa are illiterate even in their own language 

(often their mother language is only oral), although they can speak some French or some English. 

This new immigration profile forced a rethinking of the concept of immigrant and people’s training 

needs. 

The response to the training needs is very varied. To literate people it means learning a new 

language, whether it is Spanish or Catalan, and there is no bigger problem with this issue as they 

are educated enough to decide which language they want to learn and all regional government 

earmark enough resources to meet all the demands.  

 

But the situation is different when we deal with people coming from African countries. In Andalusia, 

Training Centres are obliged to accept all newcomers, and there is such and avalanche and 

throughout all the year, that it is usually very difficult to follow a programme. They often have to 

improvise and most of the times literacy classes become reception activities. 

In Catalonia literacy for the new immigrants started just as it did with the people from Southern 

Spain, that is we taught them how to read and write, but in this case, the illiterate newcomers didn’t 

know the meaning of the words. 



Thanks to the revision and reflection about literacy for newcomers, the ACEFIR team devoted to 

literacy, sees the need to change in two aspects: introduce oral literacy and do so in the language 

of the country, Catalan.  

It must be said that it was not easy to make these changes be understood, both to the government 

responsible and to the literacy teachers. Luckily, little by little and by explaining the reasons why 

ACEFIR had made such a decision, politicians and teachers have changed their mind.  

Why oral literacy? 

Because we have to follow the natural process of a child. When a child is born: 1. he listens, 2. he 

speaks, 3.he reads and writes. We can not go against nature; we can not learn how to write a word 

we don’t know the meaning of. 

Why Catalan? 

1. The newcomers children go to school and from the beginning they will learn how to read and 

write in Catalan, their parents need to be literate in Catalan too, so as not to create a barrier 

between them. 

2. Formal training in Catalonia is in Catalan, this means that if we teach to read and write young 

newcomers in Spanish we are making it more difficult for them to continue studying. 

3. Because it means having more opportunities to find a job. Many of them find a job in the service 

area: housekeeping, taking care of the elderly, waitressing... if they can speak Catalan it will be 

easier for them to find a job. 

4. To gain prestige, newcomers speaking Catalan are better accepted. 

5. If we Catalans, don’t teach Catalan, who is going to do it? Newcomers will learn Spanish easily 

as there are a lot of opportunities for that, but not for Catalan. 

Once we made all these points clear, we had to face another problem, the material. There were not 

any methods or materials to teach how to read and write in Catalan. That’s why ACEFIR published 

the first literacy method in Catalan: “Our World” with material to start oral literacy and later on 

reading and writing.  

What is our territorial scope? 

 

We work in the area of the Catalan Countries: 

-Catalonia 
-Valencia 
-Balearic Islands 
-Northern Catalonia (Roselló-Perpinyà) France 
-Andorra 
-Franja d’Aragó  
-L’Alguer (Sardenya) Italy  
 
We have disseminated, presented and sold the method to organizations from all over the Catalan 
Countries, except for the Franja d’Aragó and l’Alguer where we have not started any action. But we 
should mention the fact that “Our World” was presented in the 2007 Frankfurt Book Fair and that 
some Catalan people living in Frankfurt came to the presentation and bought the book for their kids 
who were born in Germany, because they wanted to teach them Catalan. 

 



It is estimated that in this area there is a 
population of 10 million people who speak 
Catalan. 

Regarding our work on newcomers training we 
have to mention the project FOR.ME carried 
out between GRETA (Adults Training Centre in 
Perpinyà), with the support of the Western 
Pyrenees Department, and ACEFIR with the 
support of the Generalitat de Catalunya. 

This project is aimed to trainers who work with 
newcomers and the task of which is to provide 
basic training for their reintegration into the 
labour market. 

A barely known community is the one of the 
Gypsy living in Catalonia and Northern 
Catalonia. In Perpinyà there is a 
neighbourhood nearly exclusively inhabited by 
Gypsy people. All of them speak Catalan and 
have no interest in learning French. The aim of 
this project is to teach them how to read and 
write in Catalan first and later teach them 
French so that they can have more 
opportunities to find a job, even though it is a 
group that is used to hawking, fairs and street 
markets.  

It is expected to give more opportunities to the 
young people. 

 

When it comes to learning Catalan as a second language, in Catalonia we group students 

according to their level of education without looking at the fact that they are immigrants or native, 

as very different methodologies, learning rhythms and tempos are needed for literate and illiterate 

students. 

That’s why we don’t have the classification “learning Catalan as a second language” but “learning 

Catalan according to the level of education”. 

Thus, when illiterate people, whether they are immigrants (99%) or not, want to learn Catalan start 

their formal education: Instrumental Training Level 1, Level 2, and Level 3. These are annual 

courses. Level 1 starts with oral literacy for students who are illiterate in their own language and so 

on. 

People who are not illiterate in their own language, have a medium/high education level or can 

read and write follow the European classification: A1 (60h), A2 (120h), B1 (120h)… 

As the reception of immigrants is usually carried out by non-profit entities or the Social Welfare and 

Family Department, the Education Department is the one responsible for the learning of Catalan 

inside the Instrumental Training, while both the Culture and the Education Departments (depending 

on the type of Educational Centre) are the ones responsible for the learning of Catalan for 

educated people. This is often very confusing for people who want to learn Catalan. Nowadays, on 



an informal basis and without the approval of the different Departments, the non-profit entities and 

the Educational Centres are trying to be coordinated and create “training itineraries”. 

This experience is in its initial stage and we still don’t know the results. 

For all those newcomers who are starting in the oral level of the Catalan language, there is what is 

called “linguistic partners”. Catalan people who can spend some hours a week with a newcomer do 

so in order to help them practice Catalan, and at the same time teach them about Catalan culture 

and show them the city and the services it offers. This activity is coordinated by the Culture 

Department, Linguistic Policy Service and is totally voluntary. 

 

Illiterate people      

Non profit organisations  

- First step, social help 

- Oral literacy     

Formal education (Education Department) 

- Instrumental Training: Level 1, 2, 3 

 

Literate people 

Education Department  

- Adult Education Centres: A1 (60h), A2 (120h), B1 (120h.) not more 

- Official School of Languages: A1 (60h), A2 (120h), B1 (120h)…C, D ... 

Cultural Department 

- Linguistic Policy Service: A1 (60h), A2 (120h), B1 (120h)… C, D ... 

Non profit organisations: A1 (60h), A2 (120h), B1 (120h)… C, D... 
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