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Preface

The rich nations on both sides of the Atlantic are confronting a new set of challenges, arising from the large-scale immigrations they hosted during the second half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. Ironically, immigration in many cases was encouraged by governments and employers as a solution to labor-market problems, especially (but not exclusively) in filling slots at or near the bottom of the job hierarchy. But immigration imports its own set of dynamics, which are not easily controlled. In combination with the low fertility and aging of native populations in the wealthy countries, the swelling of youthful immigrant groups has produced profound, unanticipated shifts among the children of these countries. The share of children coming from immigrant homes has been increasing, and almost everywhere now, they account for substantial fractions of the young people in nurseries and classrooms. As these children grow up and enter adulthood, simultaneously with the departure of huge numbers of baby-boom natives from work and civic activity, an historic transition will take place toward much more diverse societies than could have been anticipated half a century ago. This transition will have far-reaching consequences. In effect, the future of the West in economic, cultural, and social terms—this is not too bold a formulation—will depend on how well immigrant-origin youth have been prepared to replace aging natives.

Many of these immigrant-origin youth—in most countries, the majority—belong to what in this volume we will call “low-status” immigrant groups. This means that they grow up typically in homes where adults have little education by the standards of the receiving society and work at low-skill jobs (or are unemployed) and where a language other than the mainstream one is in common use; and they and their parents belong to groups that are stigmatized in the new social context because of ethnic, racial, and/or religious differences from the native mainstream. This characterization applies to Turks in the multiple Western European countries where they have settled in large numbers and to Mexicans and Central Americans in the United States. The children from these groups begin school handicapped by substantial disadvantages rooted in their immigrant backgrounds, and their future contributions to the societies where they live and their ability to experience the full range of opportunities available there depend critically on their experiences in schools. If schools succeed in bringing them to parity with children in the native mainstream, then the transition to diversity will be made smoother; if schools do not succeed, then the challenges of coming decades will be that much more difficult. The project on which this volume is based, the Children of Immigrants in Schools (CIS), set out to find out how well schools are fulfilling this mission in the United States and five Western European nations—France, Great Britain, the Netherlands, Spain, and Sweden—and to identify features of educational systems that might possibly enhance the chances of children from immigrant homes.

The CIS project is a significant departure from the earlier and predominant focus of United States–based researchers such as ourselves on the American experience with immigration, presumed in the past to be unique. We believe that this exclusive focus is out of date and no longer justifiable, and that the immigration societies have much to learn from each other, since no one of them possesses a singularly successful formula for including immigrants and their children in the mainstream. In embarking in this direction, we join other US researchers, who are also embracing broader international and comparative perspectives. In “internationalizing” migration studies, some of them have looked into the origins of migrants who have settled in the United States and examined the implications of sustained transnational ties. Others have looked comparatively at the settlement and integration of immigrants into advanced industrial nations, including other countries formed by immigration, such as Australia and Canada, but also countries of prior emigration and now of immigration in Europe, such as Germany. To promote this geographic expansion of US immigration studies, organizations that support migration research are beginning to develop training for younger scholars along with research projects that are designed to promote international approaches.

When we initiated the CIS Project, one of our hopes was to develop a useful model of how international training and research could be organized and contribute to understandings of migration processes and outcomes. The project grew out of the Working Group on Education and Migration at the Social Science Research Council. Two workshops—one of which considered the interactions among institutions, policy, and agency in shaping the educational trajectories of children of immigrants within the United States, and the other comparing aspects of institutional and policy arrangements in the United States and Europe—provided the opportunity to explore possible analytical frameworks for cross-national analysis (see Holdaway and Alba 2009; Holdaway, Crul, and Roberts 2009). These discussions eventually broadened into a collaboration involving ten senior scholars—five in the United States and five in Western Europe—along with fifteen more junior ones, some of them in a postdoctoral phase, others working on their dissertations. Richard Alba, then director of the Center for Social and Demographic Analysis (CSDA) at the University at Albany, SUNY, took on the role of principal investigator, working in intellectual partnership with Jennifer Holdaway of the Social Science Research Council (SSRC). Both CSDA and SSRC provided essential infrastructural support. Funding came from two programs: the bulk was from the US National Science Foundation’s Partnerships for International Research and Education (PIRE) program (grant OISE-0529921); in addition, the Nuffield Foundation in London gave us critical support to expand European participation by supporting six post-doctoral researchers (who could not be financed by the National Science Foundation because they were based outside the United States).

To best achieve the combination of international training and research, the research effort was organized into five teams, each led by two senior scholars, one from each side of the Atlantic, and staffed by younger scholars from the United States and Europe. Each team focused on a comparison of the United States to one of the European countries with a specific thematic emphasis (e.g., postsecondary education in the case of the UK-US comparison, or the transition from school to labor market in the case of France-United States). The younger scholars did much of the legwork of research but in close collaboration with the senior scholars. This organizational formula worked admirably.

Readers can see and evaluate for themselves the results in the ensuing pages, where the authorship of each chapter acknowledges the research contributions made by individual scholars. But here we want to recognize the extensive assistance by others that made the project work. At the National Science Foundation, we could not have managed without the help of Bonnie Thompson, along with her colleague, Patricia White. At the Nuffield Foundation, we are grateful to Anthony Tomei for seeing the potential of the endeavor and enabling it to become truly comparative by supporting the participation of six European postdoctoral fellows; to Catrin Roberts for her active engagement in the intellectual work of the program; and to Velda Hinds for assistance with logistics and finance.

At the Center for Social and Demographic Analysis, Walter (Chip) Ensel and Linda Lawrence made the administrative aspects of the project relatively painless, allowing Alba to spend as much time as possible on the research and training sides. Technical assistance on a number of fronts was provided by Dr. Ruby Wang. Jeffrey Napierala and Joseph Pereira (the latter at CUNY’s Center for Urban Research) carried out the PISA analysis that appears in the first chapter. At the CUNY Graduate Center, Laura Braslow did a remarkable job of rendering complex educational system diagrams in a common visual vocabulary. At the SSRC we would like to thank the several program assistants who assisted with administrative matters and the organization of the numerous meetings and workshops associated with the program: Jeppe Wohlert, Samip Mallick, Wonny Lervisit, Eva Pepi, and Lauren Shields.

Richard Alba, Jennifer Holdaway, and Josh DeWind


CHAPTER ONE

The Integration Imperative: Introduction

Richard Alba and Jennifer Holdaway

Immigration is challenging the societies of North America and Western Europe in ways that could not have been anticipated several decades ago. The wealthy societies of the West have welcomed immigrants at key moments since the mid-twentieth century; and everywhere, immigration has been associated with increasing ethnic, racial, and religious diversity (Castles and Miller 2009). In societies such as Germany or Sweden, which previously thought of themselves as homogeneous, this diversity is a novel fact that they still struggle to absorb. In countries such as the United States, where immigration was already a part of the national story, ever-rising levels of diversity are setting off anxieties among the native majority about its grip on the levers of power and status.

All of the wealthy societies will confront a transition of enormous consequence over the next several decades (Alba 2011; Coleman 2006; Myers 2007). This transition involves a decline in the numbers of young people of “native” origins, however defined, and an increase in the numbers of their age mates from immigrant backgrounds. This shift will not unfold gradually and unobtrusively but rapidly and intensely because of another basic demographic fact: everywhere there was a spurt in the number of births in the decades immediately following World War II; and the baby boomers, who are overwhelmingly members of the native majority, will be retiring during the next several decades. The exit of this group, which occupies a disproportionate share of the most skilled and best-paying jobs, will create powerful churning in the labor market. The question that will have to be faced everywhere is: Who will replace the baby boomers?

One conclusion seems inescapable: these societies will have to rely more and more on young people of nonnative origins to sustain their economic, cultural, and social vitality. These young people will form not only an increasing proportion of the workforce in general, but they will have to make up a larger share of its upper tiers, where highly skilled positions with considerable authority over others are concentrated. The imperative is therefore to integrate young people from immigrant-origin minorities—Turks in Germany, North Africans in France, Mexicans and other Latin Americans in the United States. Integration implies that young people of minority origins are prepared to function in the work force in ways that are similar to those of well-trained natives. If integration falters or remains very incomplete, these societies risk losing their competitive position within the world economy, suffering a decline in the living standards of their populations, and perhaps failing to be able to support their growing elderly populations.

The imperative of integration follows not only from the utilitarian calculus of demographic and economic forces, but also from the moral logic of social justice. First-generation immigrants enter host societies that are more or less welcoming, but the new arrivals are not expected, and indeed do not always wish, to become full members of the national community. Their children, however, are generally citizens who should have equal rights to all the opportunities and public goods provided to the children of native parents. The processes endowing children with capabilities that unfold during adulthood are determined at levels beyond the reach of individuals and families (Sen 1999). Nevertheless, the children of immigrants are equally entitled to realize their full potential as individuals, workers, and citizens; and to do this they must acquire what James Fishkin (1997) refers to as “the essential prerequisites for adult participation in society.” In this context, integration takes on a broad meaning and involves full and robust membership in the new society.

Obviously, the success of integration depends to a great extent on the performance of educational systems. The ability of schools in the United States and Western Europe to integrate children growing up in low-status immigrant homes is the concern of this volume. In the countries that have taken in large numbers of immigrants, such children pose a variety of challenges to schools: they frequently come from homes where an immigrant language, one other than the mainstream language of schools, predominates; and their parents typically have much lower levels of education than do parents of ethnic-majority students. Sometimes immigrant parents are even illiterate. While immigrant-origin students can reach the top of an educational system—in the United States, it is no longer remarkable when they are the valedictorians of their high schools—it is also common for them to be prominent among those at the bottom and, in fact, to leave school early, without credentials that have value in the labor market.

This book is founded on comparisons of six countries that have received substantial immigration since the middle of the twentieth century: France, Great Britain, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, and the United States. It takes advantage of variations across these countries in the organization and functioning of school systems. For example, the systems differ in their tracking schemes: some of the systems of northern continental Europe, like the Dutch one, shunt students at an early age along separate tracks heading toward different educational and labor-market outcomes, while the systems of France, Great Britain, and the United States hold students longer within comprehensive educational contexts, allowing them to keep their options open. The main question this book entertains is: What consequences do the varying features of school systems have for children coming from immigrant homes? Or, alternatively put, what can we learn from one system that can be usefully applied in another? We believe that there is much to be gained from a rigorous comparison of how immigrant-origin students fare in different contexts, and this is the major purpose of this volume.

The Second Generation

Observers have long recognized that the integration of immigrants is less determinative of the future of new racial/ethnic groups than is the integration of their children and the generations that come after. The term “second generation” is often taken in a broad sense to encompass children who grow up in immigrant homes, whether they are born in the receiving society or enter it at a young age; we generally use it in this sense throughout this volume. In the more precise language of social-science research, the term is reserved for those children of immigrants who are born in the host society, while the children who arrive at a young age and thus receive part or all of their schooling in the new society are called the “1.5” generation.1

Regardless of where they are born, children growing up in immigrant homes already constitute a large share of the child populations of rich societies, and the demography of these societies more or less guarantees that this proportion will continue to increase. Because the fertility of the native majority is lower than that of immigrant populations, in most wealthy countries, the native-origin population will shrink in relative, if not absolute, terms.

For example: in the Netherlands as of 2008, young people of immigrant origins account for almost a quarter (22.5 percent) of the Dutch population under the age of twenty-one (Statistics Netherlands 2009). This proportion is much higher in big cities such as Amsterdam and Rotterdam, where the immigrant population is concentrated. In those two cities, immigrant-origin children form the majority of students (Crul and Doomernik 2003). Those born in the Netherlands make up by now the largest share of immigrant-origin children, and the fraction belonging to the 1.5 generation is shrinking because of the restrictions on immigration and the growing weight of immigrants in the child-bearing population. Most immigrant-origin children, more than two-thirds overall, have non-Western origins, according to Statistics Netherlands (2009), meaning that their parents come from Morocco, Turkey, or one of the former Dutch colonies.

In Sweden, children of immigrant origins were one-quarter of all young persons under the age of eighteen in 2000 (Westin 2003). The bulk of the children growing up in immigrant families, more than three-quarters, were born in Sweden. Most of these Swedish-born children have parents who immigrated from neighboring countries, either in Scandinavia or elsewhere in Northern Europe (e.g., Germany, Great Britain), and thus face modest challenges in adjusting to Swedish schools. However, the majority of the 1.5 generation came from Eastern Europe (of whom a large number are refugees from the former Yugoslavia) or from outside of Europe. Many of them are facing considerable challenges in the school system.

In the United States as of 2009, almost one-quarter of all children (persons under the age of eighteen) come from immigrant families. The great majority of immigrant-origin children, more than three-quarters, belongs to the second generation in the strict sense of that term (Innocenti Insight 2009; Passel 2011). Reflecting the overall patterns of immigration, about half of the children are of Latin American origin, with parents from Mexico or Central and South America. Of these, children of Mexican origins constitute the majority. Another tenth come from Caribbean backgrounds, approximately half of whom have parents from the Spanish-speaking Caribbean (Cuba, the Dominican Republic). A quarter of immigrant-origin children are of Asian background. The families of these children are very diverse in their national origins, though the largest groups are from the Philippines, Vietnam, India, and mainland China, in that order. The remainder has parents from Europe, Canada, and Africa.

In France, about one-sixth (17 percent) of all children are growing up in immigrant homes. Half of these children have parents who have come from Africa, almost all from countries that were formerly French colonies (Kirszbaum, Brinbaum, and Simon 2009). The bulk of these immigrant parents hail from North Africa, but there are sizable contingents from sub-Saharan countries such as Mali and Senegal. Another third of immigrant-origin children have family roots elsewhere in Europe, mostly in nearby southern European countries, with the largest group originating in Portugal. The remaining children in immigrant families are predominantly of Asian backgrounds, and in this category the Turks form the largest group, followed by Southeast Asians.

In the United Kingdom, the proportion of all children who are in immigrant families is also about a sixth, and in this case, too, the immigrations from former colonies are preponderant. The biggest group among the immigrant-origin children, a plurality of about 40 percent, has parents from Asia, from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, and China, in that order (Crawley 2009). Another 20 percent has parents from Africa, mostly from former colonies such as Ghana, Kenya, and Nigeria. Despite the visibility of the Afro-Caribbean migration to Britain, the children of these origins are a small group, just 5 percent. Most of the remaining children in immigrant families are of European background, with the Irish composing the single largest group in this category.

There are not yet Spanish data comparable to those enumerated above. However, we can get a glimpse of the changes underway among children from recent birth data. They show that in 2009, 24 percent of the babies born in the country had at least one parent who was a foreigner (INE 2010). The great majority of these parents came from outside of Europe, with Africa and South America the predominant continents of origin. Even among the Europeans, a large number of parents came from poorer countries of Eastern Europe, with Romanians alone accounting for more than 40 percent.

The Immigration Backgrounds of the Second Generation

All immigrations are not the same when it comes to the situation of the second generation. Some involve many individuals with advanced educational credentials—so called high human-capital immigrations—and produce second generations that frequently outperform native children at school. Others, especially those involving immigrants with low levels of schooling (and sometimes no schooling at all), lead to second generations whose members generally are not well prepared to excel in complex school systems, where sustained academic commitment and strategizing about educational choices are required to achieve the most favorable outcomes. In the United States, immigrants from several Asian countries, e.g., India, exemplify immigrations of the first type, and the academic achievements of their children are on average very high. Immigrants from a number of Latin American countries, e.g., Mexico, exemplify the second, and the relatively rates of high school dropout and low rates of university graduation for their children have long been a matter of concern (e.g., Telles and Ortiz 2008). If the nature of an immigration stream matters, it is also the case that the mix of these streams varies across receiving societies, and that the characteristics of the average immigrant received, say, by Sweden are not the same as those of the average new arrival in Spain. If we hope to disentangle the impacts of schools on the children of immigrants, we first have to sort out some key differences among the immigrant parents themselves.

When it comes to the educational inequalities between immigrant-origin and native children, migrations by low-skilled migrants seeking jobs in the bottom tiers of a rich society’s labor market make up the most critical stream. Most of the subsequent essays in this volume focus largely or exclusively on the second generations from these migrations, typified not only by Mexicans in the United States but also by Turks in the Netherlands and Algerians in France. Generally large in size and usually coming from the countries of the global South, whose citizens are perceived to be culturally different from the mainstream of the countries of reception and frequently ethno-racially different, too, the labor migrations of the post–World War II era have created new minorities in many countries or expanded old ones (Portes and Zhou 1993). (Because of the multiple dimensions—socioeconomic and ethno-racial, above all—that distinguish these immigrants from majority populations in receiving societies, we will often refer to them as “low-status” immigrants.) Though often conceived as temporary by the governments that promote them, labor migrations generally lead to permanent settlement by some portion of the immigrant group, which finds the opportunities in the new society, however humble, preferable to those it would face upon return.

The governments and employers of the wealthy countries of the West had a major hand in the labor migrations of the second half of the twentieth century (Castles and Miller 2009). In the United States, the beginnings of the contemporary labor immigration can be spotted in the Bracero Program, which was initiated during World War II to fill the need for labor at a time when many American men were in uniform. In Europe, the labor needs that gave rise to large-scale labor migrations came after the war, during the rebuilding of damaged infrastructures and economies, when additional labor had to be imported because of the massive losses of manpower due to the war itself. France, for instance, established its office of immigration (ONI) in 1945. Germany had perhaps the exemplary program during the postwar period, recruiting so-called guestworkers, who were expected to come without their families and to work for predetermined periods and then return home (Bade 1994).

What started as temporary immigration initiated by the state often turned into permanent settlement. Family reunification has been the key policy provision that has played the role of catalyst in this process and allowed labor immigration to continue to grow in many countries. In the United States, a series of critical laws established family reunification as the primary principle that would govern legal admission. It was a centerpiece in the watershed 1965 act, which has shaped the landscape of immigration ever since its passage. In Europe, active recruitment of low-wage immigrants came to an end in most countries in the early 1970s when their economies were rattled by the shock of oil-price rises. However, immigrant populations have continued to grow as a result of the family-reunification parts of immigration law, which are found in all countries (although there have been some recent attempts to narrow them). Indeed, the end of active recruitment precipitated a process of settlement for many immigrant groups. The Turks in the Netherlands are a case in point: many of the guestworkers did not return home but found ways to stay and to bring their families. Family reunification accelerated with the official halt to guestworker recruitment in 1973, when the immigrants realized that entry into Western Europe would become more difficult. The Turkish population continues to grow through family-reunification immigration, which now often occurs in the form of marriages between second-generation Turks and partners from the home regions of their parents.

In both the United States and Europe, labor immigration also persists in unauthorized ways, with undocumented immigrants often receiving legal sanction after a period of residence and work through amnesties, which have occurred in the United States and in several Western European countries. In the United States, undocumented immigration appears to occur in roughly equal measure as result of clandestine border crossing, especially at the Rio Grande, and visa overstaying. As of 2010, the total number of the unauthorized has been estimated at eleven million, truly an astonishing figure in a nation with a population of just over three-hundred million—according to this accounting, about one of every thirty residents lacks the legal rights to live and work there (Passel 2006; Passel and Cohn 2008). The United States has had one amnesty, which was legislated in the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act and resulted in about three million grants of permanent residence to the previously undocumented. Whether and under what conditions the currently undocumented can gain legal status continues, as we complete this book, to be the subject of fierce debate in Congress and the media.

The unuathorized population is not as large in Western Europe, in part because a number of major European countries have more stringent internal controls than the United States does—e.g., the presentation of identity documents is required in many more situations. Its size is estimated at between five and seven-and-one-half million (Castles and Miller 2009, 238). Much of this population comes from the Mediterranean region, and a smaller share comes from sub-Saharan Africa. It is thought to be particularly large in the countries of southern Europe, including Spain, one of the countries in our study. Several of the European countries with sizable undocumented populations have had multiple regularizations—this is true of Spain, for instance, which in 2005 decreed a large-scale regularization that gave legal status to some 700–800 thousand immigrants, including many from Latin America (Arango and Jachimowicz 2005). In a number of countries, including France, Spain, and the United States, schools must at times address the problems of children whose parents are illegally resident or who are so themselves.

Complicating the reception of some labor migrants and their children is their origin in former colonies of the receiving societies. Postcolonial immigrations are initiated when former colonies gain independence. Simultaneous with independence, and to some degree after it, occurs an outpouring of former colonists and of the members of the native population who supported colonial rule or, at least, occupied relatively privileged positions under it. Coming afterwards, often enough, are labor migrations, since citizens of the newly independent countries remain oriented toward the former colonizer, whose language they often speak and whose ways seem familiar. Algeria provides an example, since hundreds of thousands migrated to France after independence, in search of work.

The position of the second generation coming from postcolonial immigrations is affected by the “ethnic” status of its parents. The children of the former colonists are often seamlessly integrated into the societal mainstream—certainly, this appears to have happened to the children of the former Algerian colonists (Alba and Silberman 2002). The children of the immigrants who come afterwards as labor migrants are at best no different from the children of other Third World immigrants; at worst, they are confronted with more intense prejudice because of the stereotypes brought by white elites from their former colonies (Lucassen 2005; Silberman 2011).

If labor immigrants can be regarded on the whole as individuals who have “chosen” to leave their countries of origin and migrate abroad, usually in an effort to improve their economic situations and their children’s opportunities, that is not true on the whole for another important immigration type that can play a role in second-generation educational inequalities. Refugees by definition are individuals who have been forced to flee their countries of origin because of imminent threat—often of a political, religious, or ethnic nature. Because they are usually unable to plan their departure and entry into the new society, refugees are typically extended significant financial support by the countries that receive them. Of the countries in our study, Sweden has the largest share of refugees among its immigrants—after migrants from neighboring Finland, for instance, those from the former Yugoslavia, admitted mostly during the civil wars that tore the country apart, are the most numerous (Westin 2006). Sweden has also admitted tens of thousands of Iraqis, either fleeing the regime of Saddam Hussein or uprooted in the wake of the US invasion.

How refugee groups subsequently fare is highly variable and depends on the trauma associated with their departure, the human and even financial capital they are able to flee with, and their reception in the host society. The United States exhibits the extremes in this regard. On the one hand, the Cubans, who fled their island home in several waves after the revolution of 1959, have been held up as a model of immigrant success. On the other hand, the Hmong, part of the refugee stream from Vietnam, have remained on the economic sidelines in the United States. Coming from a nonliterate society and suffering great trauma at the end of the war and during their departure because of their support for the US side, they remain unusually dependent upon social welfare a quarter century after arrival (Portes and Rumbaut 2006).

The second generation to come from such involuntary immigrations also exhibits great variation in its societal position and its progress through socioeconomic entryways to the mainstream. Where immigrant groups have had middle-class or elite origins, in whole or in part, or where they have managed to achieve some degree of economic independence in the immigrant generation, then the second generation has generally started from a favorable position. This has been true of Cubans in the United States, especially in the Miami area (Portes and Stepick 1993). However, this is probably the less common case. Where, by contrast, the refugees have remained dependent upon social welfare and economically marginalized, then the starting point for the new generation is obviously less favorable.

Immigrant-Origin Children in Schools

The education of the children of immigrants touches on a fundamental tension at the core of the educational mission. On the one hand, educational systems must provide students with an education appropriate to their adult lives. Operating within the context of highly differentiated labor markets and inequalities in earnings, school systems inevitably play a major role in determining how young people will be sorted across the socioeconomic spectrum. Since studies show that educational outcomes for all students reflect social origins to a greater or lesser extent, it is not surprising that schools also tend to reproduce inequalities, at least in the aggregate, between native and immigrant-origin students.

On the other hand, educational systems are charged with ensuring fair opportunities and the potential for social mobility for children coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. Many children growing up in immigrant families fit in this category—for example, those whose parents are low-wage workers with low levels of education when judged by the standards of the receiving society. In the most rudimentary sense, all the school systems of receiving societies do provide such opportunities: it is common for the second generation to make a large step beyond its parents in educational terms, if only because its members are growing up in societies where the legally mandated period of school attendance is far longer than in the societies from which immigrant parents came. But how far do these opportunities allow the children of immigrants to go?

In examining educational opportunities, we take as our point of departure the moral and practical imperatives for integration raised at the beginning of this introduction. In Just Schools, a detailed examination of contemporary American debates about multicultural education, anthropologist Rick Shweder argues that in liberal societies, four key values are both strongly held and potentially in conflict: autonomy and freedom of expression, “the merit-based allocation of benefits and fair assignments to statuses and positions in society,” equal opportunity to “become qualified for valued positions in society,” and “equal safekeeping from arbitrary or unfortunate harms” (Schweder 2008). While focused on the narrower question of how educational systems and policies shape educational opportunities for one particular social group—the children of low-status migrants—this volume also touches on the different ways in which the balance among these complementary but competing values is struck in different countries and with what results.

Achievements and Gaps: Students with Immigrant Parents from Countries with Low Average Levels of Education

In all of the countries we have examined, some of the students coming from immigrant families are doing remarkably well. Not at all uncommon are young people from families in which immigrant parents have primary-school educations (or less) who themselves have earned university diplomas; and many students from such backgrounds have achieved some degree of postsecondary education. Yet it is also true that in all of these educational systems immigrant-origin students on average are disadvantaged in at least some respects when compared with those coming from native families.

Disadvantages are found, moreover, in systems with very different structures and features. In order to maximize our chances of observing a link between system characteristics and the opportunities of immigrant-origin students, we have deliberately chosen systems with widely varying characteristics. We will shortly inventory the dimensions of these systems that may in principle be relevant to native/immigrant inequalities; but we exemplify the variation here. Consider the Netherlands, which possesses a formally stratified system, in which students are channeled starting at age twelve into different tracks, represented by different secondary schools and oriented toward different educational credentials and labor-market situations. The United States, by contrast, features a comprehensive system, which, though it has informal tracking, nevertheless houses students of different abilities in the same secondary schools, thus facilitating second chances through movements across tracks. However, the United States funds schools according to a system of mainly local and state-government financing, and this system permits a high degree of inequality among primary and secondary schools that correlates more or less with the social origins of students. France, like the United States, also maintains students in comprehensive school settings until near the end of secondary school. Unlike the United States, however, it features a more centralized system of financing that gives schools serving different groups of students a more equal funding base; furthermore, the French system has attempted to compensate for the social disadvantages of the students in some schools by giving these schools additional funds (through the so-called ZEP policy).

Our focus throughout is on children from immigrant groups that are defined by the low educational attainments of immigrant parents, the low-status occupations in which they are concentrated in the receiving society, and the ethnic-outsider status they occupy. Much greater urgency attaches to these children because their groups are typically viewed as problematic in terms of long-term prospects for successful integration into the mainstream. Moreover, a focus on the children from low-status groups is a way of controlling for the varying degree of selectivity in the immigration streams flowing to different countries. From the perspective of research design, this focus aids us in comparing different educational systems (as opposed to the character of the immigrant flow).

As an introduction to native/immigrant inequalities, we consider here inequalities in basic school-taught skills, i.e., those in literacy and mathematics, which are measured by the OECD PISA study, the Programme for International Student Assessment (OECD 2001, 2004, 2006, 2007). The PISA study tests these skills in students aged fifteen—in other words, at a point when they are nearing the end of secondary school and there is little chance left of erasing skills gaps.2 Some data are shown in Table 1.1. In order to focus on the children of low-status immigrants, we limit the immigrant-origin group to children whose parents have not attained final secondary-school credentials;3 we additionally restrict it to the second generation—i.e., immigrants’ children born in the country of reception—to make certain that the education being assessed has taken place mainly in the receiving society.

TABLE 1.1. Average Scores on Basic-skills Tests in Reading and Mathematics for Native Students and Those of the Second Generation with Modestly Educated Parents, By Country, 2000–2009, PISA Studies
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The scores in Table 1.1 show a remarkably consistent picture given the overall variation of average scores on the PISA assessments across and within countries. In terms of literacy, the native students in all the countries save for Spain score on average within a narrow band from 505 to 525, and generally speaking the second-generation students score on average about 50–65 points less. The difference is smaller in Great Britain and Spain, in the latter case because the native students obtain a relatively low score. In general, the differences are large, given that a difference of about 70 points represents what the PISA researchers view as equivalent to a distinct proficiency level in literacy (of which there are a total of six).

The gaps in mathematics are, if anything, larger in terms of native/second-generation disparities in proficiency. In four of the six countries—again, Great Britain and Spain are exceptions—the difference is 60 points or more. For the mathematics scale, the proficiency levels identified by the researchers are defined in increments of slightly more than 60 points. Therefore, in France, the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United States, the average difference is on the order of a full proficiency level. In Great Britain, where the difference in Table 1.1 is about 50 points, it is a bit smaller. In Spain, it is smaller again, but as in the case of literacy the native students achieve relatively low scores. In should be noted that the scores of both native- and immigrant-origin American students are also low.

The native/second generation gaps would appear much smaller if we compared the second-generation students to native students whose parents were comparable to immigrant parents in educational terms. But it would not disappear, as a number of studies have shown (Buchmann and Parado 2006; OECD 2006). Nevertheless, we refrain from making this comparison for two reasons. The first is that the great majority of native students have parents who have attained at least the final secondary-school credential and are thus more educated than immigrant parents; in other words, the comparison is unrealistic in terms of the competition immigrant-origin students face in schools and the labor market. The second reason is that the commensurability of parental educations earned in very different educational systems (the Netherlands and Morocco, say) is very dubious. Almost all studies show that immigrants tend to be a selective group when compared to those who stay behind in the home country (e.g., Feliciano 2005). This implies that immigrants with low levels of education by the standards of the receiving society (or low occupational position) may have positive qualities, such as discipline and high aspirations for their children, that are not to be found among the equivalent group of native parents (Brinbaum and Kieffer 2005; Kao and Tienda 1995; Levels, Dronkers, and Kraaykamp 2008). Native fathers without high school diplomas in the United States, for example, are far more likely than immigrant men to have spent time in prison (Pettit and Western 2004). If our goal is to assess how school systems are faring in equalizing opportunity, then controlling for parental socioeconomic position risks producing unduly rosy results because of the unmeasured positive traits of immigrant homes.

In focusing here on the PISA data, we do not mean to imply that the academic skills measured by the PISA are the best or only way to evaluate the educational situations of immigrant-origin children. It is essential also to examine the native/immigrant-origin gap in terms of educational credentials earned, though this is more difficult than is the case with test scores because credentials are not easily standardized across countries. Nevertheless, credentials are undoubtedly more determinative of adult status than test scores. Moreover, even though the final outcomes of student careers are clearly correlated with academic skills, the relationship is not isomorphic. Studies have shown that some disadvantaged second-generation students persist for long periods on educational paths and eventually gain advanced credentials (Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi 2008). In the Netherlands, this phenomenon has become salient enough to garner a name—the “long route” (Crul and Holdaway 2009). That credentials earned after a longer-than-normative period in postsecondary education can still yield a payoff is demonstrated by research on the outcomes of the “open admission” program at the City University of New York (Attewell and Lavin 2007). Native-origin/second-generation differences in credentials earned, then, will be an important focus for the chapters that follow.

Dimensions of Inequality:
Features of Educational Systems That Matter

How should we think about the sources of such widespread inequalities between native and immigrant-origin students? One conventional approach is to look for factors within immigrant families and communities that may predispose their children to do less well in school than the children from native backgrounds. Such factors could include, as just noted, the generally weaker educational backgrounds of immigrant parents, or the more meager economic resources of immigrant families, or the divided linguistic practices that prevail in many immigrant homes (OECD 2006; Perreira, Harris, and Lee 2006; White and Glick 2009). However, the spirit of our enterprise is to look for differences across national contexts in the success of integrating immigrant-origin students through schools, and thus we turn outward, in the direction of the institutional context, rather than inward, into immigrant homes, in the search for critical factors.

Another approach targets national differences in integration models or philosophies and holds them responsible for disparities in the success of immigrant and second-generation integration (Brubaker 1992; Favell 2001). According to this perspective, countries like Canada and the United States where immigration has played a vital, acknowledged role in nation building are institutionally geared to promote integration, as indicated by the ease of access to citizenship, especially for the second generation as a consequence of the jus soli principle. Other countries, such as Germany, are reluctant to embrace immigrant groups as part of the nation, and the jus sanguinis principles in their citizenship laws (no longer true of Germany, since 2000) raise high barriers to integration, as do their other institutions (Brubaker 1992; Buchmann and Parrado 2006).

The story of different national models of inclusion grasps some interesting truths, but it is one that cannot be pressed very far in the service of understanding native/immigrant-origin inequalities. The reason seems plain to us: the integration of the children of immigrants plays out in specific institutional domains, such as the school system, whose main features in different countries were established well before the post-1950 arrival of immigrants. While in the case of schools a number of countries have introduced reforms intended to ease the scholastic adaptation of the children from immigrant backgrounds, such changes rarely alter the main structures of the educational system. In most countries, then, different institutional domains, such as the education system, were configured independently of immigration and cannot be comprehended within the framework of abstract integration models (Freeman 2004). There is no alternative to detailed investigation of how educational systems function and with what consequences for the children of immigrants.

Quite a different take on educational inequalities comes from theorizing now prevalent in the sociology of education. Called the theory of “maximally” or “effectively” “maintained inequality,” its core idea holds that educational systems function in ways that preserve, on average, the cumulative advantages of middle- and upper-middle-class students (Alon 2009; Lucas 2001; Raftery and Hout 2003). Such an idea, it should be underscored, leaves plenty of room for individual mobility by students of lower origins, so long as it is not widespread enough to threaten the aggregate advantages of more privileged ones.

According to the theory, even when educational systems are altered by public policy to enhance opportunity for students from more humble origins, as is true for instance in France, which has tried to expand and democratize access to the bac (baccalauréat), the credential required for entry to higher education, the previous imbalance of educational opportunity is fairly quickly reestablished. The processes that, like a social gyroscope, restore the previous status quo are not spelled out by these theories; but, we observe, in democratic societies native middle-class parents influence what goes on in schools and are better equipped than working-class or immigrant parents to enlist the collaboration of school administrators and teachers. They are also in a better position to move among school districts, or to opt out of or supplement public provision through full- or part-time private education. Most of the time, their privileged position is maintained by the “normal” workings of the educational system; and the influence of these parents becomes visible only at moments of change when they intervene to make sure that their children retain their advantages in the face of efforts to level the playing field.

The thesis of maximally maintained inequality argues specifically that expansion of the higher tiers of an educational system, intended to create room for students from disadvantaged backgrounds to move upwards, also allows some students from more advantaged families to improve their educational outcomes. On net, then, there tends to be little change in the differentials separating students of different origins (Raftery and Hout 1993). In complementary fashion, the claim of effectively maintained inequality is that, as quantitative differences in students’ educational outcomes (e.g., the numbers of years of education they attain) level off, qualitative differences become more consequential (Lucas 2001). Tracks within secondary schools and status differences among universities in Great Britain and the United States are examples of qualitative disparities that serve to maintain inequality in the aggregate even as opportunity ostensibly expands.

This vein of theorizing arose to explain the persistence of social-class-based inequalities in education. But the universality of the native/immigrant-origin inequalities in school-taught skills evident from the PISA studies suggests that it can apply equally well in this domain. It might seem then that this theorizing obviates the need for a study such as ours. If native/immigrant-origin inequalities are unyielding, alterations to school systems are unlikely to make much of a dent in them. However, we think otherwise for two reasons. For one, research on the link between socioeconomic origins and educational outcomes indicates that its strength varies from one national context to another; in other words, the degree of educational advantage of middle-class students is not constant across contexts (Breen and Jonsson 2005). These findings suggest that a comparative examination of the children of immigrants in schools may be able to identify features of educational systems that make a difference for their opportunities.

For another, there are historical cases of educational catch-up by disadvantaged groups, and their existence indicates that, under some circumstances, maximally and effectively maintained inequality may yield to other forces. One example is the mass assimilation in the United States of the children and grandchildren of Southern and Eastern European immigrants in the 1945–1970 period (Alba 2009). These groups were denigrated and excluded by native, middle-class white Americans during the first half of the century, and some of them—the southern Italians offer the best-documented case (e.g., Covello 1972)—lagged educationally far behind native norms, with high rates of truancy and early dropout. Yet, within a quarter century, their educational attainment accelerated, and they caught up to native white Americans in such key respects as college attendance and graduation. While the precise explanation for this postwar leveling can be debated, the expansion of the postsecondary system, which increased its capacity fivefold between 1940 and 1970, was clearly significant. Qualitative differences in the status of institutions attended were also ameliorated, as, for instance, when the quotas on the admission of Jews to elite, Ivy League colleges were lifted (Karabel 2005; Keller and Keller 2001).

The theory of maximally or effectively maintained inequality is extremely useful in drawing attention to the ways in which privileged groups manage to maintain their advantaged position in the context of efforts to expand opportunity. Yet the examples above demonstrate that educational systems are not governed entirely by zero-sum equations; inequality among groups is not inevitably frozen into their structures. Furthermore, the circumstances and needs of children of immigrants are somewhat different from those of working-class native youth and the mechanisms involved may work in different ways. Given this, there is a clear need for detailed cross-national analysis of the role of institutional arrangements and policies in curtailing or opening up opportunities for these children.

Comparative Research on the Children of Immigrants at School

Internationally comparative research on educational systems and their relevance to the integration of immigrant-origin children is in its beginning stages. Over the last decade, a number of such projects have shed some light on aspects of these complex subjects. On the broadest level, the PISA studies and similar data provide snapshots of school-taught skills at various points in schooling and enable a comparison of the second-generation and native-origin youth. The PISA data have been used also in attempts to more specifically relate educational outcomes for immigrant-origin youth to features of educational systems. Some major international surveys, such as those gathered by the EFFNATIS and TIES projects,4 have been put to a similar use.

These comparative projects are helpful in thinking about the features of educational systems that matter. But while they are suggestive in many respects, their conclusions are rarely definitive. The PISA data, for example, must be used with caution because of the selectivity of the immigration streams flowing to different countries, which are implicated in the magnitude of native/immigrant-origin differences. It is typical to find that Australia and Canada stand apart from most other countries because of the parity between native and immigrant-origin students in these systems, a finding that is probably best attributed to the selective immigration policies of the two countries (OECD 2001) rather than to the functioning of their schools.

One salient conclusion from these comparisons, at least in the European context, is that native/immigrant-origin educational differences are greater in systems where tracking is formal and begins at an early age (Heckmann 2008). The paragon of such a system is the German one, where beginning typically after the fourth grade, students are separated among three types of schools, one of which, the Gymnasium, is destined for university education and another of which, the Hauptschule, channels students toward the bottom rungs of the labor market. In our study, the Netherlands comes closest to the German model, though tracking starts later than in Germany and there is more opportunity for students in all tracks to pursue postsecondary education.

Even this apparently well-grounded conclusion may need qualification insofar as the German system has been found to be quite effective in enabling second-generation youth to enter employment through vocational training and apprenticeships, even if it is less successful at preparing them for university. Intra-European comparisons reveal that the more open English and French systems allow more young people to attend university but are less effective in preparing them for employment (Crul and Schneider 2008; Crul 2011; Heckmann and Schnapper 2003).

The large-scale quantitative studies, though informative, are simply not fine-grained enough to determine precisely how the features of school systems are impacting on the life chances of immigrant-origin students. They give us the eagle’s-eye view, high above the landscape and the day-to-day struggles on the ground. At a minimum, they need to be supplemented by studies, especially qualitative and in-depth survey ones, that are closer to the processes within educational institutions and to the experiences of different groups of students. But as a start we need to identify the key dimensions of educational systems that seem in principle to be implicated in educational inequalities. This is what we do in the remainder of this section, drawing on our previous reviews of relevant research (Alba, Sloan, and Sperling 2011; Holdaway and Alba 2009; Holdaway, Crul, and Roberts 2009). The dimensions we describe are the ones that readers should keep in mind as they peruse the research-based chapters that follow. In the final chapter, we will return to many of these dimensions to ask what we have learned from our comparisons and what recommendations appear to follow.

The Balance of Responsibility among Schools, Communities, and Families

In no system is all education conducted in schools—from the very first day, students come into the classroom with already developed differences in school-relevant skills, whether these involve the ability to sit still or to read some words. These initial skill differences are brought from homes and communities, outside agents that continue to play a crucial role throughout children’s school careers.

This division of responsibility can be an important source of the disadvantages immigrant-origin students face in educational systems. Immigrant parents lack familiarity with the host society and its institutions, and many also had limited experiences in school in their home country. They often do not understand the ramifications of the decisions that must be made by them and their children (e.g., which curriculum to study in secondary school); they cannot help their children with their homework; and they cannot provide their children at home with the linguistic and cultural foundations for school success. Many studies have shown that students perform best academically when their parents are involved in their educations, meeting for example with teachers. But immigrant parents are handicapped in this respect by their lack of fluency in the language of the receiving society—they may not even be able to read the notices sent home from the school with their children (see, for example, chapter 3 on California and Catalonia).

The balance of responsibility among schools and other agents of education is not a constant but varies considerably across national contexts. Where the balance shifts in the direction of greater responsibility for families and communities, we can expect the disadvantages of immigrant-origin children to loom larger. One manifestation of the division of educational labor comes in the form of the length of the school day: children in the typical German elementary school, for instance, are sent home at lunch time to continue working there, helped by their mothers or older siblings. Over the course of the school year, they have only two-thirds of the contact hours with teachers that children in Dutch schools get (Crul 2011). Another manifestation is the length of the school year, and in this respect the United States stands out as exceptional: according to the TIMSS study of the OECD, as reported by The Economist (June 11, 2009), American children “have one of the shortest school years anywhere, a mere 180 days compared with an average of 195 for OECD countries. . . . Over twelve years, a fifteen-day deficit means American children lose out on 180 days of school, equivalent to an entire year” (see also National Center on Time & Learning: www.timeandlearning.org/resources). The long summer layoff in the United States has been shown repeatedly to be associated with a regression in learning, especially for poor and minority children. The evidence is strong, in other words, that the summer vacation period contributes to the inequalities among students at the beginning of each school year (Entwisle and Alexander 1992; Heyns 1979).

Another way that the overall balance of educational responsibility becomes manifest is through the age at which children enter school or school-like settings for the first time. This, too, varies significantly across national contexts. In France, the maternelle system of preschooling means that nearly all children are in educationally rich settings by age three; and in the Netherlands, children begin school at age four. In the United States, school typically begins at age five, and preschool is not universally available. Research shows that the children from some disadvantaged immigrant groups (e.g., Mexicans) are less likely to be in preschool than are native white children, principally because of the cost of such programs and the difficulties of access (Hernandez, Denton, and McCartney 2011). It should be obvious in general that, for immigrant-origin children whose families speak a nonmainstream language at home, the benefits of early entry into educational settings are especially strong because the children gain more fluency in the language that prevails in classrooms. This gain can be expected to be all the greater when these settings are able to mix minority-language children with those coming from mainstream-language homes, so that language learning occurs through play and other informal interactions.

Inequalities among Schools

Although the degree varies considerably, all educational systems demonstrate some inequality among schools. This inequality typically manifests itself in the qualities of teachers, physical facilities, curriculum, and material resources; and there is considerable evidence that children of immigrants tend to be concentrated in schools that are weaker in one or more of these respects. Inequality can appear at all levels from primary education through university. The nature and sources of inequality among schools vary across systems. But one critical factor is the system of school financing, which varies from one country to another in the extent to which it relies on local and regional sources versus centralized ones. In addition, school governance comes into play here because insofar as local and regional authorities control such matters as textbooks and school budgets, further inequalities can be introduced.

The United States stands apart as the paragon of a decentralized system (Goldin and Katz 2008). Because of the strength of its traditions of local control and of the constitutional role of the states in educational matters, the United States tolerates large disparities among schools. These disparities touch many aspects of school quality, from the physical condition of buildings, to the richness of the curriculum and the material resources brought to bear in teaching it, to the experience and credentials of teachers (Kozol 1991; Phillips and Chin 2004). Of these, the last may be the most critical for there is considerable evidence in the US context that the academic abilities of teachers affect the amount of learning that takes place in classrooms.5

For funding, the American system relies heavily on local and regional (i.e., state-level) sources, with the federal government accounting for less than 10 percent of the total K–12 budget (Hochschild and Scovronick 2003). The bulk then is paid in roughly equal shares by local taxes, mostly the property tax, and by states. This situation obviously contributes greatly to the stark inequalities visible among US primary and secondary schools. According to estimates presented by Hochschild and Scovronick, for 2001, the national average in spending per pupil was $7,800, “but some districts spent much more and some much less; between the highest-spending 5 percent of the districts and the lowest-spending 5 percent, there can be a variation of $5,000”—in other words, a two-to-one disparity. There can even be significant differences among the individual schools within a local system. These disparities are probably explicable in terms of the politics of local control, because the members of school boards are elected and often most responsive to more affluent, better-educated parents (Condron and Roscigno 2003; Kozol 1991).

In European systems, funding is typically more centralized and therefore more equal. France is the antipode to the United States in the sense that it is the paragon, insofar as practical realities permit, of a centralized system (Alba and Silberman 2009). There, for example, the budget for teachers in each school is determined by the national Ministry for Education and is therefore not subject to local control. In addition, there is a national curriculum, so that the content of education is standardized across schools. However, there is still room for wealthier areas to invest in their schools, in terms of school resources such as extra activities and the physical condition of buildings. In general, even where base funding from government is equal, wealthier parents will contribute additional resources for special facilities or activities that enhance their children’s education. In all countries, the development of specialized schools, which are often eligible for extra funding, can become a way of marking particular schools as an elite tier, to which it is difficult for children of low-status immigrants to gain entry.

Everywhere the inequalities among schools are compounded by residential segregation, which, although more severe in some countries than in others, leads to educational systems in which students disadvantaged by their social origins tend to be concentrated in weaker schools. This conjunction of forces is particularly relevant for immigrant families, especially when the parents are low-wage workers, who tend to be concentrated in the poorer neighborhoods of cities or inner suburbs. The students from low-status immigrant families often cluster therefore in a relatively small number of schools, which must serve large numbers of children who need additional language and other preparation. In the United States, for example, Latino students, who represent the largest group among the children coming from immigrant families, have been found to be “the most segregated minority group in [the] nation’s public schools.” About 40 percent of Latino students are in “intensely racially segregated schools,” where the fraction of majority white students is below 10 percent, and most Latino English-language learners attend largely minority schools (Civil Rights Project 2008; see also Orfield and Lee 2006). Poor conditions and extra workloads mean that the best teachers are often reluctant to teach in schools that serve a large immigrant population, further compounding the problem of school inequality. Efforts to reduce segregation through parental choice are not always successful when immigrant parents have little information about alternative schools or are reluctant to allow their children to travel outside their neighborhood.

In France and the Netherlands, policy attempts have been made to direct greater resources into schools with high percentages of immigrant students. In France, Zones of Educational Priority (ZEP) have been created, designated in part on the basis of the number of immigrants living in them, and the schools in these zones are given extra funding by the government. The success of this program is, however, debatable (see chapter 5). In the Netherlands, additional funding was for a time attached to immigrant-origin students, and schools then received almost twice as much for each such student as they did for each student from a native Dutch family.6 The significance of this policy is discussed in chapter 2.

Educating Students from Minority-Language Homes

One of the thorniest issues in the education of immigrant-origin students concerns their acquisition of an academic level of competence in the mainstream language, the one that is taken for granted as the language of instruction in schools. This issue arises for second-generation students who come from minority-language homes but also for immigrant students who, arriving after the age at which schooling begins, slip sideways into the educational system. Depending on the acquaintance with the mainstream language that students start with, it can take as long as five to seven years for them to acquire a language competence adequate to pursue their educational aspirations, according to Carola Suárez-Orozco, Marcelo Suárez-Orozco, and Irina Todorova (2008).

There is a remarkable degree of variation among the systems under study in how they address the educational needs of students from minority-language homes. In some systems, few explicit measures are taken, but other features of these systems have positive consequences for these youngsters. That is, most countries emphasize mainstream-language learning through immersion, but they also offer additional instruction in the mainstream language, especially during the primary-school years, to students who come from families where another language is spoken (see chapter 5 of OECD 2006). Immersion does not mean that the needs of these students are neglected. In France, for example, the nearly universal attendance of preschool provides ways for minority-language children to learn French informally. In the Netherlands, primary schools have in the past received additional funding for every immigrant-origin child they educated; and schools with many such children were therefore able to decrease class size, or increase the ratio of teachers to students, so that students received more individual attention.

In the United States, there has been has been experimentation with various forms of bilingual education, in which some degree of instruction takes place in the mother tongues of children whose first language is not English. Bilingual education has stoked considerable controversy, while a large-scale research effort has attempted to establish the basic facts about it. Despite all the attention, much remains murky (for a good recent overview, see Goldenberg 2008). The research has established that there is an advantage for minority-language students when schools strengthen their proficiency in their mother tongues and provide some subject instruction in it, but the advantage is modest in magnitude. And many facets of this advantage remain to be clarified—for example, whether it is specific to some kinds of minority-language students or holds broadly. So far, there is little comparative literature on bilingual instruction and practices (an exception is McAndrew 2009).

Selection and Tracking Mechanisms

All of the educational systems of the advanced economies involve some form of tracking—that is, separating students hierarchically at some stage according to their presumed talents. Tracking is often seen as appropriate for reasons of educational efficiency given the varied academic abilities of students or because of the responsibility of schools to prepare students for the different positions they will occupy in the adult world (Van de Werfhorst and Mijs 2010). However, tracking takes on quite distinct forms in different systems and, in particular, varies according to its formality, the degree of separation among different streams of students, and rigidity, the degree to which students are unable to change tracks. Also consequential is the age at which tracking begins.

In the more formalized tracking systems—as already mentioned, Germany is the most extreme example—students may be separated at an early age into different schools and taught different curricula, preparing them for distinct educational endpoints and labor-market destinations. The desires of students and their parents may play only a minor role in these track assignments, despite the fatefulness of them. The bottom track typically corresponds with a vocational education that prepares students to take less-skilled blue-collar jobs at the end of secondary school, while the top track is intended for students who will eventually attend universities and enter the professions. It can be difficult to change tracks, and especially to move from a lower to a higher one.

Tracking is consequential for the children of low-status immigrants for some of the same reasons that cause them to be at a disadvantage in systems dependent on a large family and community role. Broadly put, immigrant parents lack the cultural and social capital in the mainstream that would enable them to strategize and assist their children’s school careers. In addition, immigrant-origin children, coming from disadvantaged, typically minority-language homes, are usually not able to demonstrate quickly their academic abilities in mainstream classrooms and may therefore be consigned to lower tracks, further disadvantaging them. Finally, the judgments of teachers and school administrators about the abilities of these students, which often play a critical role in track assignments, may be influenced by stereotypes. For all these reasons, immigrant-origin students are overrepresented in lower tracks, with typically powerful impacts on their academic outcomes.

Of the countries in this study, the Netherlands represents the most formalized tracking system, one that is fairly typical for Northern Europe. At the age of twelve, children take a standardized test and, on the basis of their results and the recommendations of their teachers, they proceed along one of several tracks. These include: two academically oriented tracks where students prepare for university entrance or for other professional training; and two more vocational tracks, the lower of which heads straight to low-wage employment, while the other leads to a lengthy period of training for higher-level paraprofessional or technical work, with university entrance possible thereafter. The advantages native children hold in terms of Dutch language skills and cultural capital over their immigrant-origin age mates are generally sufficient to ensure that the majority of the natives directly enter the university or higher vocational education tracks. However, our research also demonstrates that some students initially placed on the vocational track pursue what is known as the “long route” and ultimately complete university degrees (see chapter 2 in this volume).

France is an intermediate case. As part of the democratization reforms, the age at which students are separated into formally distinct tracks has been postponed to the high school level. Today, only a minority of students enters the “professional” lycées, which offer a vocational training. The majority begins together in schools that offer general academic and technological curricula but its members choose more specialized curricula at the end of the second year. A response to the democratization reform has been increasing differentiation by prestige among the specialized curricula: even the students on academic tracks specialize in terms of scientific, literary, or economic and social subjects, each of which has its own baccalauréat, associated with a distinct level of prestige in the hierarchy among the different academic baccalauréats.

In the United States, with the exception of some elite high schools that select students by examination, most public secondary schools are comprehensive. But their quality, as discussed above, varies considerably due to patterns of residential segregation and inequities in school funding and teacher quality. Graduation rates and test scores are highly correlated with the social origins of the students. Informal tracking generally occurs as early as primary school through devices such as ability grouping. At the secondary level, students are also separated into different tracks within schools, through gifted and talented programs and enriched course offerings at one end, and remedial and special education programs at the other. Distribution across these programs also follows predictable patterns according to social origins, which have persisted despite efforts at educational reform. These patterns occur in part because the high schools attended by poor and minority students often do not offer the full range of academic options, especially at the enriched end of the spectrum.

The private school system also plays an important role in many parts of France and the United States, especially in areas where there is a large Catholic school system. For example, in New York, over a third of native children attend private and Catholic schools, using them as an exit option from the public system. Although some immigrant families attempt to use the same strategy, the expense involved means that few can afford to send their children to Catholic schools for the whole of secondary education (Louie and Holdaway 2009). In the United States, new voucher programs, which allow parents to opt out of poor local schools, offer some choice to parents, but the number of places in high-quality institutions is too small for this to be a solution to the problems facing the public schools, in which the majority of students continue to be educated.

In Britain, a few areas retain a formal selection process, with students taking an exam at the age of eleven that channels them into academic (grammar) or vocational (secondary modern) schools. But 90 percent of students attend comprehensive schools. However, informal tracking into ability streams still occurs, and there is also considerable variation in school quality that correlates with the social background of students. Religious schools also receive state funding, and some parents choose them as offering stricter discipline and more rigorous instruction.

The consequences of selection and tracking mechanisms for the children of immigrants are critical for any evaluation of how well educational systems are meeting the challenges of the integration imperative. The completion of a secondary-education credential that indicates adequate mastery of the compulsory educational curriculum and allows the option of proceeding into the tertiary system should be considered the minimum bar for achieving “the essential prerequisites for adult participation in society.” By this standard, one can question whether any of the systems we consider is succeeding on a mass scale for young people from disadvantaged immigrant backgrounds.

Postsecondary Education

The sector of higher education is internally diverse in all the systems considered here, producing very disparate outcomes for students who participate. The dimensions of internal diversity concern above all:

• the formal differentiation within the system, with all countries offering, at the lower end, some forms of vocational and paraprofessional training and, at the higher, education that leads to professions such as law and medicine; and

• the informal stratification of postsecondary institutions, which is greatest in the United States, whose system of baccalaureate-granting institutions ranges from the most prestigious of the world-class universities, to large campuses of state-funded institutions, to small and frequently underfunded private colleges. The continental European systems, which are more dominated by institutions funded by the national government, are much “flatter” as a consequence—hence, the specific university a student attends has less impact on his or her subsequent life chances. The British and French systems are intermediate cases.

There are also clear-cut differences among the postsecondary systems in different countries. One concerns the barriers to entry, with the United States placing the bar especially low in comparison with European countries, which are more highly selective. Another relates to the cost, which tends to be much greater in the United States than elsewhere, with the consequence that some students from poorer families are unable to afford to achieve their academic aspirations, though they have demonstrated the ability to do so (Goldin and Katz 2008). In addition, the length of time required to achieve the most advanced credentials differs; the United States is unusual in forcing many students to study a general curriculum for four years before allowing them to specialize in their desired professional training. Finally, there is the question of the labor-market value of partially completed postsecondary training, as many students leave universities without earning degrees.

Each system in our study presents, it seems, a unique configuration of elements, with implications for the chances of immigrant-origin students to acquire valuable credentials. In the United States, a high percentage of students begin some form of postsecondary education, since the requirement for entry is set low: a high school diploma or General Equivalency Development (GED) diploma, a supposed equivalent that can be earned by examination. However, this high percentage entails a large number of dropouts, students who fail to complete any postsecondary credential (College Board 2010).

Moreover, the American students are distributed across two broad tiers with major consequences for the quality and labor-market significance of the education obtained: two-year or community colleges provide, on the one hand, a vocational education leading to various types of certification and, on the other, an academic preparation intended for transfer to a four-year institution; and four-year colleges offer a range of bachelor’s-degree programs and sometimes also postbaccalaureate and professional degrees. Within each tier, the quality of the institutions varies enormously. Some of the better two-year institutions provide helpful internships and act as bridges to four-year institutions, while others offer mostly terminal certificates and associate degrees, with few students continuing their education further.

The children of low-wage immigrants tend to be concentrated within the two-year colleges, where rates of dropout are frequently high and the chances of ultimately gaining a baccalaureate or a professional degree are low. In addition, within each broad tier there is further sorting of students by social origin, and the children of low-status immigrants tend to be clustered in particular institutions. For example, of the children of Dominican immigrants in New York who attended a four-year college, fewer than 5 percent went to a national tier-one university, compared with 28 percent of native whites. The children of immigrants are instead concentrated in the colleges of the municipal university system and disproportionately in its weaker schools (see chapter 2 in this volume).

In the Netherlands, there is a much sharper distinction between vocational and academic postsecondary education. Entry into university is possible only to students who have attended academic high school (VWO) or who have first completed higher vocational education (HAVO). The latter is the “long-route,” and children of immigrants who manage to get to university often do so this way. Although access to university is more limited in this system, the quality of universities is more uniform. Higher-level vocational education also provides training for many careers that would be accessed through four-year degree programs in the United States, including teaching, social work, and many technical occupations. In the Netherlands, postsecondary education is free, and the financial penalty for students who take the long route is not heavy.

The situations in France and Britain fall somewhere between these two poles. In Britain, postsecondary education used to be sharply divided between academic programs offered in universities and vocational and paraprofessional certification offered at technical colleges and colleges of further education. The lines are now much more blurred, as former polytechnics have been turned into universities, and greater numbers of students attend higher education. However, this opening has gone hand in hand with a clearer stratification of universities, in which children of immigrants are overrepresented in the newer, generally less prestigious institutions (see chapter 4 in this volume). In this respect, Britain resembles the United States, but it differs (and more resembles European systems) in also offering a range of occupation-specific qualifications—for example, Higher National Diplomas. In France, by comparison, the quality of the universities is more uniform, but a critical distinction lies between the university sector and the grandes écoles, which provide an elite form of training. Anyone with a baccalauréat diploma is entitled to enter a university, but admission to a grande école is secured only by successful completion of a stringent selection process that includes additional years of post-lycée education and the passing of a rigorous examination. Few children from immigrant homes embark on this process, and very few enter the grandes écoles.

Given the variations among, and the complexities of, these systems, it is perhaps less easy than with secondary-education systems to identify all the implications of these arrangements for immigrant-origin children. What can be said with certainty is that in all of them, children of low-status immigrants are clustered at the lower end of the spectrum, and their career opportunities are therefore limited compared with those of native peers. To a considerable extent, this clustering should be viewed as the accumulation of the numerous disadvantages that accrue to immigrant-origin youth on their way through the prior stages of education. It is also clear that students from immigrant homes who do manage to get to universities often take longer to complete their degrees, such as the Dutch students who pursue the “long-route” and the US students who pass first through community colleges. In all systems, the percentage of children of low-status immigrants who complete the postgraduate programs necessary to enter the highest paid professions (such as law and medicine) is extremely low.

The Children of Immigrants in Schools Study and the Plan of the Volume

The book that follows reports the main results and conclusions from a four-year international study of how host-society educational systems and processes impact on the children of low-status immigrants (whom we describe below also as “immigrant-origin” children or as children “from immigrant homes” and whom we contrast with “native” children, meaning children growing up in homes headed by parents who are part of the native mainstream of the receiving society). This study, which was funded mainly by a Partnership in International Research and Education award from US National Science Foundation, was designed around focused comparisons that would help to illuminate potentially critical aspects of the US educational system for the second generation. A grant from the Nuffield Foundation of Great Britain enhanced the international character of the study.

The study was organized in terms of thematically driven binational comparisons conducted by teams of American and European researchers. Each team was led by two senior scholars—one from the United States and one from the European country—and staffed by three predoctoral and postdoctoral scholars, two from the United States and one from Europe. There was disciplinary and methodological diversity among the teams: although sociologists predominated overall, the comparison of California to Catalonia was staffed by anthropologists, who carried out ethnographic research; and the comparison of New York City international high schools to comparable schools in two Swedish cities was led by a US researcher trained as a psychologist and a Swedish scholar of education.

The teams provide full reports of their studies and findings in the following five chapters. We begin with the Netherlands and the United States. Chapter 2, written by Maurice Crul, Jennifer Holdaway, Helga de Valk, Norma Fuentes, and Mayida Zaal, specifically considers the ways in which school systems in New York City and Amsterdam shape the educational trajectories of two groups of relatively disadvantaged immigrant youth: the children of Dominican immigrants in New York and of Moroccan immigrants in Amsterdam. The study is based on two unusual surveys, the Immigrant Second Generation in Metropolitan New York (ISGMNY) study (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway 2008) and the Amsterdam component of The Integration of the European Second Generation (TIES) study (Crul, Schneider, and Lelie 2012). Both surveys involve large samples of second-generation young adults, who were asked in detail about their experiences growing up, in schools and outside of them.

One might in principle expect children of immigrants in Amsterdam to be attaining significantly better educational results than those in New York. In terms of public policy, the United States and the Netherlands have taken quite different approaches toward the integration of immigrant students, with the Netherlands actively seeking to promote integration, for example, by providing additional funds for immigrant-origin students and special programs to serve their needs, while the United States has taken a more laissez-faire stance. However, the structures of the educational systems are also quite different, since the Netherlands, as noted, is the most formally stratified of the systems in our study. The evidence is clear that immigrant-origin students in Amsterdam tend to be concentrated in the lower tracks of the secondary system. Tracking also affects Dominican and other immigrant-origin students in New York City, who are concentrated in the weaker secondary schools of a system that is undoubtedly more unequal than that in the Netherlands.

Both groups of immigrant-origin youngsters achieve relatively modest levels of educational attainment. Neither educational system does an adequate job of serving them. Not surprisingly, given the lower levels of education in the first generation and early tracking, Moroccans are less likely to complete compulsory education. However, they attend university in almost equal numbers to their Dominican counterparts, and are more likely to complete higher vocational education. The study also suggests ways that some immigrant-origin students can succeed. For instance, some Moroccan students in the Netherlands take advantage of the “long route,” ultimately attaining university credentials after beginning secondary school in a vocationally oriented track. Dominican young adults also appear to have benefited from their location in a city with a well-developed public university system.

The next research chapter also compares two subnational systems, those of Catalonia and California. Written by Margaret Gibson, Silvia Carrasco, Jordi Pàmies, Maribel Ponferrada, and Anne Ríos-Rojas, chapter 3 focuses especially on the exclusionary processes in schools that affect linguistic minorities, Arabic- and Berber-speaking children of Moroccan descent in Catalonia and Spanish-speaking children of Mexican descent. In contrast to the previous chapter, the research in this study, conducted by a team of anthropologists, relies principally on participant observation within schools and thus helps to demonstrate the general robustness of our findings about persisting inequality, which are supported by both quantitative and qualitative forms of evidence.

In fact, like the chapter that precedes it, this study arrives at the conclusion that, although the educational systems differ in important ways, immigrant-origin children appear to be similarly disadvantaged. Differences might be expected to favor the Mexican-descent students in California, if only because the United States has so much more experience in integrating the children of immigrants. Immigration to Spain is a very new phenomenon in a country that previously had seen itself as a source of immigrants, to Latin America and, in recent years, to other parts of Europe. Moreover, Moroccan immigrants and their children may be viewed through the national narrative, in which they are cast as the Muslim “other,” whose final defeat and expulsion in 1492 laid the foundation for the Spanish Catholic nation. (To be sure, Mexican immigrants in California are also residing on territory that was wrested from their ancestors by conquest [Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002].)

This study asks why the discourse of welcome extended to immigrant-origin students, found in both systems, is so contradicted by educational practices. The construction of bright boundaries between native students, often middle-class, and immigrant-origin students, often poor or working-class, occurs across schools and within them. The immigrant-origin students are concentrated within the weaker schools in both settings, and within schools, they are segregated to some extent within separate classrooms, such as those serving minority-language students who are learning the mainstream language. On a symbolic plane, the hierarchy of languages and ethnic cultures is sharply drawn—amounting to a “hidden” part of the curriculum—and the languages of the immigrant students are treated as deficits rather than assets. The consequences include the frequent placement of immigrant-origin students in special classes that are not nearly as challenging as those offered to the average native student and a discouragement of their identification with academic processes and achievements.

Chapter 4, by Mary Waters, Anthony Heath, Van C. Tran, and Vikki Boliver, extends the story through a closer examination of immigrant-origin groups in postsecondary education in the United States and Great Britain. The analysis, which is quantitative and takes advantage of comparable large-scale data sets from the two countries, pivots on the distinction between primary and secondary effects on education. Among educational sociologists, primary effects are viewed as the impacts of the home environment, and social background more broadly, on educational performance, while secondary effects determine differences in subsequent attainments among those who are equivalent in performance at the end of a particular stage of education.

In both countries, the profile of primary and secondary effects is sharply different and in some similar ways. Taking test scores at the end of secondary school as a measure of performance, the researchers find that the primary effects associated with ethnic/immigrant background are large and, for the most part, disadvantaging, though in both countries some Asian groups such as the Chinese avoid them. However, the secondary effects associated with ethnic/immigrant origin are quite different, with minority groups as or more likely to persist past secondary school than is the majority, once test scores are controlled for. In short, the disadvantages evident in the primary effects have largely disappeared in the secondary ones.

These two systems are alike in offering many second chances to students, and the findings suggest that this feature may provide enhanced educational opportunities to some young people of low-status immigrant origin. Nevertheless, there is one difference of huge consequence between the systems: in Great Britain, many of the most disadvantaged minorities, such as the Bangladeshis, have caught up to their majority counterparts in terms of the overall rate of acquiring university credentials; nothing similar can be said about the United States. Whether this is primarily due to features of the British system, such as its lower cost to students and their families, or to a lack of educational mobility in the working-class white British population, is difficult to say but deserves further research.

One other way in which the two systems are similar to each other (but different from the continental university systems) seems consequential: higher educational is internally quite differentiated, containing great inequalities of status and credential value between various tiers. This differentiation provides another opportunity for the advantages associated with majority status to express themselves, and they do. In both systems, minority students are underrepresented in the elite tiers and overrepresented in the bottom ones. The consequences of this form of inequality of chances need more investigation, according to the authors.

Chapter 5, by Richard Alba, Roxane Silberman, Dalia Abdelhady, Yaël Brinbaum, and Amy Lutz, is the one of our studies that examined the transition from school to the labor market. It focuses on the situation of Mexicans in the United States and North Africans, or Maghrebins, in France.

The first part of the chapter examines how the educational systems in the two countries impact on children coming from immigrant homes. As in most other comparisons, the differences between the systems stand out. The French system has a more egalitarian thrust than the US one, since, for example, school financing is much more uniform. Moreover, France has implemented policy reforms in recent decades that are intended to improve equality of opportunity; one crucial example concerns the expansion of access to the baccalauréat, the indispensable credential for entry to the university system. Yet the educational outcomes for Mexicans and North Africans are broadly similar, especially when viewed in terms of their distance from the mainstream educational norms of each society.

Explaining how this similarity arises involves an examination of the mechanisms in each system that reproduce inequality. Here there are important similarities. One, certainly, is the powerful role that tracking plays in each society: tracking takes place both within schools, as children of different social origins are distributed unequally across instructional streams moving at different speeds and entailing different degrees of rigor and complexity, and between schools. The concentration of students of immigrant background in certain schools in each society is a function of residential segregation, combined with complex systems of school choice that require considerable parental knowledge to navigate. In France, an additional burden on families arises from the large number of different credentials that can represent the final secondary-school outcomes for students. Immigrant families are less able to assess the value of these credentials; and many of their children complain about the poor advice they receive from guidance counselors.

The transition to the world of work plays out differently in the two societies, largely because the labor markets are so different. Youth unemployment has been much higher in France, though the Great Recession starting in 2008 has narrowed the gap. Oddly, the chances of immigrant-origin youth are also affected by unemployment in the older generation, which is also higher in France. The interviews revealed that Mexican American youth with no more than a high school diploma could readily find jobs with the help of relatives and friends, but the same was not true for their North African counterparts because many of their older relatives are unemployed. Hence, they were more dependent in their job search on formal methods of application, which also rendered them more vulnerable to discrimination. To be sure, while Mexican Americans more readily find jobs, these are often low-wage, dead-end positions; and the study is not able to evaluate longer-term trajectories.

In the final research chapter, Carola Suárez-Orozco, Margary Martin, Mikael Alexandersson, L. Janelle Dance, and Johannes Lunneblad ask whether schools that are successful with immigrant-origin students employ educational practices that have the promise of usefulness elsewhere. Their examination focuses on two US high schools, both in New York City, and two Swedish high schools, also in large cities.

Perhaps the most important difference between the four schools and conventional high schools in both countries is the approach to educating immigrant-origin students. The authors characterize it as a “preparation agenda,” in contrast to one defined by compensatory thinking. That is, rather than regarding immigrant-origin students as bearing deficits and deficiencies because of the homes and communities in which they have been reared, administrators and teachers in the four schools see them like all other students, as needing help in preparing for the challenges to be faced by twenty-first-century adults, and try to build on the foundations that the students bring to school from their backgrounds. As the chapter notes, the preparation agenda requires a different sense of mission on the part of teachers, who must be capable of seeing themselves reflected in their ethnically different students.

These schools, it appears, are continually innovating to serve the individual needs of the students. Despite innovation, they do share a number of practices that appear to benefit immigrant-origin students. For instance, all of them feature integrated, rigorous curricula, where instruction is thematically organized and interdisciplinary. Classrooms tend to emphasize cooperative learning—that is, students are encouraged to collaborate with one another. Multiple, flexible methods are used to assess students, giving them different ways to show progress and excel.

The biggest challenge in educating immigrant-origin students can be bringing them to academic proficiency in the mainstream language. As is often noted, children can quickly acquire oral competence in a new language, but literacy at a level that allows them to do well in school is a more difficult achievement that can require 5–7 years. All of the schools studied by this team avoid some conventional ways of helping mainstream-language learners, such as segregating them in separate, less rigorous classes. Their strategies involve combinations of ways of assisting these students as they become integrated into regular classrooms, such as using all content areas for language learning and encouraging mentoring relationships among students sharing the same linguistic background.

At the end of the book, we return to the issues we have laid out here in order to describe what we have learned as a result of this project and what we would recommend in order to meet the integration imperative, which all of the countries in our study will face in the coming quarter century.

Notes

1. Decimal designations (e.g., 1.5, 1.25) for the foreign born who came as young children were invented by the sociologist Rubén Rumbaut.

2. Another international study of school-taught skills is provided by TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study). The TIMSS study is carried out by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement. Its data assess the mathematics and science knowledge of fourth and eighth graders, thus potentially giving a picture of how skills inequalities evolve. (A related data program, PIRLS [Progress in International Reading Literacy Study], collects data on reading skills.) However, the TIMSS data do not include all the countries we are studying, and findings about immigrant/native student differences are not a focus of investigation (though it appears to be the case that the requisite questions are asked of students).

3. It is not possible in the PISA data to be more specific about origins because of a lack of consistency across countries in the way that immigrant origins are measured (Levels, Dronkers, and Kraaykamp 2008).

4. The EFFNATIS (Effectiveness of National Integration Strategies toward Second Generation Migrant Youth in Comparative European Perspective) project was undertaken with field surveys carried out in Germany, France, and Britain using a common questionnaire and with country reports based on secondary analysis of existing data in Sweden, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Finland, and Spain. The TIES (The Integration of the European Second Generation) project is a large-scale collaborative survey of second-generation young adults whose parents came from Morocco, Turkey, and the former Yugoslavia and are living in Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, or Switzerland.

5. There is a substantial tradition of this research, but the most recent and perhaps the most convincing entry is the analysis of the adult outcomes of the Tennessee STAR experiment, which appears to demonstrate far-reaching effects of the quality of kindergarten teaching (Leonhardt 2010).

6. This policy changed around 2006 to one that provided a smaller subsidy for students whose parents had low levels of education; such a policy still targets immigrant-origin students disproportionately (De Jong 2010).


CHAPTER TWO

Educating the Children of Immigrants in Old and New Amsterdam

Maurice Crul, Jennifer Holdaway, Helga A.G. de Valk, Norma Fuentes, and Mayida Zaal

Because many migrants to the United States and Europe have limited formal education, school systems are challenged to avoid the reproduction of inequality in the second generation and to enable the children of immigrants to enjoy the opportunities available to their native-born peers. This study assesses how well two school systems meet this challenge by considering the experience of second-generation Moroccans in Amsterdam and Dominicans in New York City (originally known as New Amsterdam)—two groups that differ in terms of ethnicity and religion, but who share a similar socioeconomic position. The parents in both cases are predominantly low-wage labor migrants with modest levels of education, and second-generational educational outcomes are low compared with the children of native-born parents, raising concerns about labor market prospects and social inclusion.

This study focuses on two cities. A comparison at the municipal level has certain advantages. It enables us to avoid problems of regional variation, especially problematic in the US context, by limiting ourselves to single school systems. And it means that the populations studied face the same set of constraints and opportunities in terms of education and the labor market, which is not always the case with national studies (Reitz and Zhang 2011). At the same time, because major metropolises tend to share certain characteristics—including a high density of educational institutions offering a diverse range of programs—it also means that the findings may not be generalizable to all areas of the countries concerned.

This study does not focus solely on explaining how two school systems contribute to low educational outcomes for these students, which are to be expected given their parents’ low levels of education and limited family resources. We also explore how patterns of achievement are distributed across the two groups and how those differences can be explained. In particular, we look at the ways in which students are tracked onto different educational pathways that have implications for their future trajectories into higher education and the labor market, and at the resources available to immigrant families in navigating this process.

The study draws on both quantitative and qualitative data. We take advantage of two data sets on second-generation attainment in New York and Amsterdam. For the Dominicans, we use the Immigrant Second Generation in Metropolitan New York (ISGMNY) study. This includes a telephone survey that was carried out in 1998–2000 with 3,415 respondents aged eighteen to thirty-two living in the Greater New York metropolitan area, including second-generation young adults from five different immigrant and three later-generation groups. The sample includes 428 Dominicans. Since educational attainment is very high among whites who move to the New York region for employment, we consider only those who grew up in the region in our comparative analysis. We use the Dutch data from The Integration of the European Second Generation (TIES) survey conducted in 2007. This study sampled eighteen- to thirty-five-year-old second-generation Moroccan and Turkish as well as Dutch young adults of native parentage in the cities of Rotterdam and Amsterdam. In the analyses for this chapter, we include the total sample of five hundred second-generation Moroccans living in Amsterdam or Rotterdam.

The chapter presents several main findings. Compared with children of native-born parents, children of low-wage labor migrants in both countries are concentrated in the lower levels of the educational system, but both systems nonetheless allow for some mobility. A considerably higher percentage of students of Moroccan than of Dominican descent are leaving school with no useful credentials, which is not entirely surprising considering their lower starting point in terms of family resources. A more unexpected finding is that second-generation Moroccans are doing comparatively well at the higher end of the educational ladder. Roughly equal percentages of both Moroccans and Dominicans are enrolled for or had attained the equivalent of a bachelor’s or master’s degree, but a considerably higher percentage of second-generation Moroccans are enrolled in a program for or have attained the equivalent of an associate degree. Meanwhile, more second-generation Dominicans have only a high school level education.

This polarized outcome for second-generation Moroccans has been stressed in previous research (de Valk and Crul 2008) but appears in a new light when contrasted with the United States, which is generally assumed to provide a more positive reception than Europe for immigrant families. While this finding calls for further research, we explore some possible explanations, including the impact of more active efforts in the Netherlands to provide financial resources and other educational support to students from immigrant families.

Interestingly, multivariate analysis reveals that family background characteristics, and in particular parental education, are much less able to explain differences in outcomes among children of immigrants of either second-generation group than they are for the students of native-born parents. This suggests that the variables commonly used in the sociology of education may not adequately capture the factors that make a difference in determining educational success or failure for immigrant youth. Although this is another question that will require further investigation, the qualitative analysis conducted as part of this research points to some possible lines of inquiry.

Background

We chose to compare the experiences of second-generation Moroccans and Dominicans because, although they differ in some important ways—most notably, religion—there are strong similarities in their social situations. Both are the children of poor labor migrants with low levels of education who arrived in the host country at a time when manufacturing employment was on the decline. Both groups also are racially stigmatized and stereotyped. As such, their experience is a useful test of the effectiveness of different education systems in serving the most disadvantaged students.

Although Mexicans are by far the larger immigrant group on a national level in the United States, Dominicans make up the single largest national-origin group of immigrants in New York City. The earliest arrivals were mostly political supporters of the dictator Rafael Leonidas Trujillo, who was overthrown in 1961. An American-assisted coup against the left-wing government that replaced him led to a further flow of labor activists and dissident students (Grasmuck and Pessar 1991; Pessar 1995). In the years that followed, foreign debt, rising oil prices, and limited employment opportunities for growing numbers of college-educated Dominicans led to high rates of emigration. The first to leave were middle-class, relatively educated people from Santiago and other urban areas, who were later joined by rural migrants (including both wealthy landowners and poor agricultural laborers) and by working-class relatives of the original migrants. Although the majority of Dominicans entered the United States legally, a significant but unknown number entered on tourist visas that they subsequently overstayed, or came through nearby Puerto Rico without valid papers. The Dominican population in New York grew rapidly, exceeding 200,000 by 1990. The 2000 census counted 407,473 people of Dominican ancestry in New York, or about 5 percent of a population of just over eight million, although researchers considered this an underestimate (Logan 2001). By 2006, the Dominican population was estimated at 609,885, according to the American Community Survey of the US Census Bureau (Fuentes-Mayorga 2011). Dominican immigrants initially settled mostly in Manhattan’s Lower East Side but over the course of the 1960s many moved to the outer boroughs, to neighborhoods including Bushwick and Willamsburg in Brooklyn, Corona in Queens, or Washington Heights on the northern tip of Manhattan. Washington Heights in particular became a lively ethnic community where Luis Guarnizo estimated that, in 1992, there were more than 1,500 Dominican-owned enterprises, including travel agencies, bodegas, and gypsy-cab operators (Guarnizo 1994).

The first Moroccan labor migrants went to the Netherlands at the beginning of the 1960s, often after brief spells working in Belgium or France. The continuing demand for low-skilled workers in the Dutch textile and metal industries triggered a process of chain migration by relatives and friends from their home countries. In 1964, the Netherlands signed official agreements on labor migration with Morocco. Dutch industry needed low-skilled labor, and the majority of these first-generation Moroccan “guestworkers” were drawn from the lowest socioeconomic strata in their home country. Labor recruitment was aimed only at men, and women began to come only much later, in the early 1970s, mostly to join their spouses. The peak of labor migration occurred between 1970 and 1974, when official migration was halted (Crul and Doomernik 2003).

Amsterdam-West is the “capital” of the Dutch Moroccans in the Netherlands. In 2004, about 8 percent of the Amsterdam population was of Moroccan descent (Crok et al. 2004), making it the second-largest national-origin group in the city. It is also the fastest growing group; more than half belong to the second generation, and more than 40 percent are younger than nineteen years old (Crok et al. 2004).

Family Characteristics and Resources

Clearly the resources that families have to support their children’s education are important in shaping outcomes. These include family size, the parents’ level of education and income, the presence of adults in the home to provide financial and emotional support, and the quality of the neighborhood in which young people grow up. Although Dominicans and Moroccans are both disadvantaged relative to mainstream groups in the two cities, there are nonetheless still significant differences between them, with Moroccans on the whole having fewer resources.

Both Moroccan and Dominican young adults grew up in families that were big compared to those of their peers in the Netherlands and the United States. But Moroccan families were considerably larger. The survey data show that second-generation Moroccans had an average of 4.9 siblings, and second-generation Dominicans an average of 4.1 siblings. This difference becomes even larger when we look at the number of siblings that respondents actually grew up with, which is 4.1 for second-generation Moroccans in Amsterdam but only 2.4 for second-generation Dominicans in New York. These actual family sizes are related to the fact that Dominican young adults are also more likely to have grown up in a single-parent household or to have experienced a parental separation or divorce. Slightly more than half of them (52 percent) have parents who are no longer together. Far fewer Moroccan young adults, or only 14 percent, living in Amsterdam/Rotterdam have parents who have separated.

Language acquisition is generally regarded as a key factor shaping the school performance of second-generation youth and it is often assumed that growing up with a different language in the home than is spoken in the host society will have a negative effect. Three-quarters of the second-generation Dominicans in the ISGMNY study said that Spanish (probably along with English) was the main language they spoke at home. For Moroccan young adults we know the language they currently speak with their mothers, and we can assume that this was not very different when growing up. A small majority (51 percent) say they more often or mainly speak their mother tongue rather than Dutch with their mothers.
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Figure 2.1. Educational Levels of Moroccan and Dominican Mothers
Source: TIES and ISGMNY data

In native-born families, parents’ level of education correlates strongly with that of their children, and is especially relevant in understanding the degree of social mobility across generations. Parents of second-generation Dominicans and Moroccans have low levels of education overall, but there are significant differences between them. As Figure 2.1 shows, Dominican mothers in particular are more educated, with considerably more having a middle level of education and far fewer having no formal education. In contrast, 70 percent of Moroccan mothers have a primary education or less. A similar difference exists for fathers, although their level of education is slightly higher than that of mothers.

Another factor that might affect the educational achievement of young people, albeit in different ways, is the labor force participation of their parents. Having parents who are employed not only improves the family’s financial circumstances but also brings greater knowledge of the host society and, by implication, its educational system. However, there may also be negative effects. Parents who work long hours may have less time to spend with their children, to engage with their schools, and to supervise their homework. The consequences of unemployment might also be quite different depending on whether immigrant parents have access to social welfare programs such as unemployment benefits, healthcare, etc.

The survey data on labor force participation show that both the fathers and mothers of second-generation Dominicans were more likely to have been employed than the parents of second-generation Moroccans. Only just over half of the Moroccan fathers (55 percent) versus 83 percent of the Dominican fathers had a paid job when the respondents were young, and the contrast is even larger for the mothers. Three-quarters of the Dominican mothers worked compared with only 16 percent of the Moroccan mothers. Because many first-generation Moroccan men became unemployed as the result of industrial restructuring or occupational disability, they received social benefits that provide a minimum income.

Both groups are known for their strong relationships with family and relatives in the home country. In addition to shaping identity, this strong transnationalism has implications for educational attainment in the second generation. The fact that one parent often migrated first means that some families were separated when the children were growing up, causing tension and lack of communication within the family (Pessar 1995; see also Levitt 1991). And if children return for long spells, their education can be disrupted. At the same time, while remittances may be an important source of support for relatives at home, those funds are not available for investment in the future of the family in the United States or the Netherlands. If, as in New York, the quality of schooling received is highly dependent on the neighborhood, and rents and house prices in neighborhoods with good schools are high, immigrants who split their resources between two countries can be at a disadvantage relative to those who concentrate their resources in New York or Amsterdam (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway 2008).

Although both groups have strong transnational ties, it appears to be more common for Dominican second-generation youth to spend a significant amount of time in their parents’ country of origin. Survey respondents were asked whether they stayed in the home country for more than three months (Moroccans) or more than six months (Dominicans). Only a minority (11 percent) of the Moroccan second generation had spent more than three months in Morocco, and the percentage is lower among those of school age: almost a third of those who are older than twenty-seven years of age stayed in Morocco for three months compared to only 2 percent of the eighteen-to twenty-two-year-olds. In contrast, almost a quarter of second-generation Dominicans had spent six months or more in the Dominican Republic, and this percentage is stable across age groups. Because of the wording of the question, which asked about stays of six months for Dominicans and only three months for Moroccans, the actual difference may be even greater. The survey also suggests that the Dominican second generation has stronger transnational financial ties. More than a third of Dominican young adults (35 percent) compared to 19 percent of Moroccans had recently sent remittances to their parents’ country of origin.

In addition to family resources, the educational attainment of children of immigrants is also affected by the kinds of educational opportunities open to them, and there are important differences in the two cities. The quality of schools, more so in the United States than in the Netherlands, is related to the socioeconomic status of the neighborhood and the degree of ethnic segregation—factors that sometimes, but not always, overlap. Dominicans are one of the most segregated communities in New York. In 1990, the Index of Dissimilarity from Whites (the percentage of a group’s population that would have to move to achieve a residential pattern that reflects the group’s percentage of the population in the city) was 82 percent, and it had fallen only 2 percentage points by 2000 (Logan 2002). Later research has documented the growing spatial and racial isolation of Dominicans in New York (Fuentes-Mayorga 2011). In the last two decades, census estimates reveal that the group has experienced greater segregation than other Latinos, and that it is the most spatially isolated group in New York City after blacks. This residential clustering leads to concentrations of immigrant-origin children in particular schools.

Moroccans are also the most segregated of all ethnic groups in Amsterdam, but segregation has a totally different flavor in Amsterdam than in New York. The segregation index from persons of Dutch descent (39 percent) is much lower (Musterd and Deurloo 2002), and Moroccan neighborhoods are less dominated by a single ethnic group, although the other residents are often also immigrants (mostly Turkish). In combination with “white flight” (parents of Dutch descent sending their children to schools outside their own neighborhood), this segregation also results in schools with a majority of children of immigrants. The quality of education in these schools, referred to as black schools,1 is generally lower than in other neighborhoods. Differences in quality, however, are not as great as they are in New York, as we discuss in more detail below.

Both groups are concentrated in areas with high crime rates. Neighborhoods in Amsterdam with a concentration of Moroccan inhabitants have become known for “troublemaking youth.” Reported crime rates show a dramatic overrepresentation of Moroccan adolescents and young men (Junger-Tas, Cruyff, van de Looij-Jansen, and Reelick 2003; Komen 2002; Martineau 2006). Similarly, the New York City neighborhoods in which Dominicans settled, particularly Washington Heights, have become known for the prevalence of drugs, and although only a very small minority of the population is involved in the drug business, many more are affected by it. Forty-three percent of Dominican respondents in the ISGMNY study said that drugs were a problem in their neighborhood, and many complained about the pervasive stereotype of Dominicans as drug dealers.

This kind of stereotyping reflects one aspect of the discrimination that both Moroccan and Dominican second-generation youth encounter, which affects their educational careers and prospects in a number of complex ways. For Dominicans, discrimination is primarily related to skin color. Although many first-generation Dominicans in particular resist being identified as black, which they see as a characteristic of Haitians—the group with which they uneasily share their home island of Hispaniola—many other New Yorkers regard them as black and discriminate against them on this basis (Candelario 2007; Itzigsohn and Dore-Cabral 2000; Lopez 2003; Pessar 1995). The ISGMNY study found that, after native blacks and West Indians, Dominicans were most likely to say that they had been discriminated against by the police, in public spaces, and at work. Men consistently reported considerably higher rates of discrimination than women (Kasinitz et al. 2008).

Moroccans are more likely to feel that they are discriminated against because of their religion. Tolerance toward the Muslim population among the Dutch majority population has declined dramatically in the past decade, and there is a strong negative discourse about Muslims in the media that has also gained considerable political support. Figures indicate that Moroccan youth, especially Moroccan boys, suffer the most discrimination of all visible ethnic minority groups in the Netherlands in the labor market and in public spaces. In one study, 50 percent of Moroccans, and 70 percent of the younger cohort, reported serious incidents of discrimination or racism in the last year (Boog et al. 2006). That is twice as high as among the Surinamese Dutch, who are of African or Indian descent. A third of Moroccans who went for a job interview in the previous year were sure that discrimination was the reason that they were not chosen, and a quarter suspected it. According to the same study, Moroccan pupils with a middle vocational education had 30-percent less chance of being invited for a job interview than pupils with Dutch-sounding names.

The expectation of discrimination in the labor market can affect motivation in different ways. Some young people may be less motivated to study if they feel their efforts will not be repaid, but others may push themselves further because they know they will need even higher qualifications to succeed in the unequal competition with majority peers. The ISGMNY study found evidence of this two-track effect. The survey data shows that 60 percent of Dominicans said that their parents had spoken to them about discrimination against Dominicans, and 19 percent said that their parents told them they would have to work harder than whites to get ahead. In-depth interviews found that respondents did indeed react in different ways to the expectation of discrimination, with some becoming discouraged, while others were motivated to try harder (Kasinitz et al. 2008).

Educational discrimination is multifaceted, and includes both individual and institutional aspects. Students may be most aware of discrimination by individual teachers and other pupils, which, as chapter 3 of this volume illustrates, can take both very direct and very subtle forms. But less visible, structural discrimination that limits them to low-performing schools can have an even more profound effect on their educational trajectories. We found little evidence of the first kind of direct discrimination in schools in the Dutch case. Only 6 percent of the second-generation Moroccan youth in the TIES study said that they were regularly confronted with discriminatory behavior in schools. Similarly, although some Dominican respondents asserted in interviews that teachers had low expectations of them and were sometimes overtly rude or disrespectful, only 14 percent reported being discriminated against in school (Kasinitz et al. 2008). However, this may be partly because these young people mostly attend very segregated schools where they do not encounter many white Dutch or American peers. This situation in turn reflects the structural discrimination exerted through the tracking system, which is discussed in some detail below.

This consideration of the social resources of Dominicans and Moroccans has shown that the two groups are similar in some basic ways. In both cases, the second generation grew up in poor households in highly segregated neighborhoods, and their parents have low levels of education. For different reasons, both groups are also subject to considerable discrimination. In light of this, it is not surprising that their educational attainment is significantly lower than that of native-born white students in both countries. Overall, Moroccans are somewhat more disadvantaged in terms of family background and might therefore be expected to perform less well in school than Dominicans. A comparison therefore offers a good opportunity to see how effective the education systems in the two countries are in reducing this preexisting disadvantage.

The Characteristics of School Systems in Amsterdam and New York

Children of Moroccan and Dominican families enter school systems that differ considerably both in their overall structure and in their specific policies toward children of immigrants. One of the pillars of the Dutch educational system has always been the freedom to choose the school of one’s own religious or ideological preference without extra cost. All schools teach the same curriculum, and school fees are very low or nonexistent. However, although in principle immigrant parents can send their children to a primary school in an upper-class neighborhood without additional cost, in practice, they generally send them to schools in their own neighborhood (de Valk and Crul 2008). Most Moroccan parents do not send their children to schools in better-off neighborhoods because they usually do not have information about them.

Another important characteristic of the Dutch school system is the extra funding that primary schools receive for the children of immigrants. Since the 1980s, primary schools with many children of immigrants have received extra funding under the Educational Priority Policy. At the time of our study, schools received nearly twice as much funding for a child with an immigrant background as they did for a child of native-born parents from a middle-or upper-class background.2 Through this mechanism, hundreds of millions of euros were invested in primary-school education for the children of immigrants during the last twenty-five years (Crul and Doomernik 2003). The funding scheme for disadvantaged students was changed, however, in 2006, and schools now receive the additional funding—which is no longer so ample—based on the socioeconomic/educational position of the parents irrespective of origin. The new system still tends to concentrate the supplemental funding in schools attended by the children of low-wage immigrants.

A child officially enters primary school in the Netherlands when he or she turns four. Primary school consists of eight grades, so children usually leave at age twelve. At the end of primary school, all children have to take a national examination (the CITO test) that is crucial for their further education in secondary school. Based on their test results and the recommendation of their teacher, they will be assigned to different tracks in the secondary school system. At the time when the young adults in our study were in school, Prevocational Secondary Education (VBO) was the lowest and least attractive stream of secondary education, and it is where children with the lowest recommendations from primary school were assigned. Then and today, children with higher recommendations usually go to comprehensive schools that have multiple streams. At that time, these included: Junior General Secondary Education (MAVO, now part of the VMBO track), and two streams preparing children for tertiary education: Senior General Secondary Education (HAVO) or Pre-University Education (VWO). (See Figure 2.2 for a diagram of the current educational system.)

In the first two years of comprehensive school, it used to be the case that all children studied together regardless of their recommendations from primary school. This meant that selection for most children was postponed for two years, and there was the possibility for some to move up to the more prestigious streams (HAVO and VWO). However, more and more schools have since moved toward a system of two homogenous tracks, one for VBO/MAVO pupils (VMBO in the present system) and the other for HAVO/VWO pupils. Most children continue to study after they have gained their secondary-school diplomas. The children who had a VBO or MAVO diploma could continue in Middle Vocational Education (MBO). This could mean a two-, three-, or four-year course, either full time or part time. A three- or four-year course gives students the right to continue to the University of Applied Sciences (HBO), but most students take shorter courses and leave school to look for a job. Pupils with a HAVO diploma can go on to the University of Applied Sciences, and pupils with a VWO diploma go on to university. (These usual directions of movement are not indicated by arrows in this and subsequent system diagrams, but by the vertical placement of stages.)

Another characteristic of the Dutch school system is that pupils can move from one stream to the other. In principle, one could start at the bottom and move up step by step to the highest stream, taking what is called the “long route” through the educational system. The long route takes between one and three years longer, but many children of immigrants have moved up the educational ladder in this way. This is possible in large part because tuition fees for higher education in the Netherlands are low, and students can receive a study grant and get an additional loan from the government, so there are few financial costs for taking the long route beyond foregone earnings.
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Figure 2.2. Organization of the Education System in the Netherlands

Note: Shaded ages indicate compulsory education. Arrows indicate a possible movement; in addition, students who complete one track can move to the one directly above it.

Source: EURYDICE.

In New York, the education system is characterized by extreme variation in the quality of schools. Residential segregation and the underfunding of urban schools have been the subject of considerable attention in the US literature (see, for example, Anyon 1997; Hochschild and Scovronick 2003; Kozol 1991), and recent research has begun to focus on where the children of immigrants fit into this picture. The ISGMNY study shows that patterns of residential settlement and different levels of parental information regarding schools mean that the children of different immigrant groups attend quite different schools on average (Kasinitz et al. 2008).

The diversity of educational provision is accompanied by a lack of formal tracking mechanisms or a clear connection between educational programs and the labor market (Rosenbaum 2001). Children begin school at age six (though many attend preschool before that), usually attending the elementary school in their neighborhood. From there, they move to middle school at age twelve, and then to high school at fourteen. Although high school continues until age eighteen, legally required education in New York State ends at age sixteen, and some students leave early with or without a diploma. (See Figure 2.3 for a system chart.)

At the end of high school, students who plan to attend college generally take the SAT test, which is used by most university admissions committees to assess candidates’ reading, math, and writing skills. Although the No Child Left Behind Act passed during the George W. Bush administration (and discussed in more detail in chapter 6) has introduced an element of standardized testing into the system for children in earlier grades, unlike many other countries, the United States has no uniform national test that measures educational attainment at the point of graduation from secondary school. The high school diploma and the General Educational Development (GED) diploma (which is earned after or outside high school) are undifferentiated, and the quality of education offered in different high schools varies considerably. The completion of certain courses, including honors and Advanced Placement courses, will improve students’ chances of college acceptance and success. Although a high school diploma opens up the path to higher education, students who fail to graduate are generally left with no qualifications at all (Kerckhoff 1995). New York does have a number of vocational high schools that prepare students for particular careers, but the majority of schools are comprehensive. Overall, while tracking methods are much more informal than in the Netherlands, as we will show in the more detailed discussion on tracking, students are still effectively channeled from a very young age onto very different and unequal educational trajectories.

Policies and Programs for Immigrant Students

In addition to differences in the underlying structure of the education systems, the opportunities open to immigrant students are also affected by various policies and programs designed to assist them in particular or to more generally address the difficulties faced by disadvantaged students.

[image: Image]

Figure 2.3. Structure of Education in the United States

Note: Shaded ages indicate compulsory education. Adult-education programs, while not separately delineated above, may provide instruction at the elementary, secondary, or higher education level. Chart reflects typical patterns of progression rather than all possible variations.

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics

The educational trajectories of Moroccan pupils are strongly shaped by their concentration in inner-city primary schools with many children of immigrants. Because of the residential concentration of immigrants in certain neighborhoods, a few schools have had to absorb many children of immigrants (including both Moroccans and, for example, children of Turkish immigrants) over a short period of time. Over a five- to eight-year period, primary schools in Amsterdam neighborhoods like Indische buurt, de Pijp, Bos en Lommer, and Baarsjes changed from having a mostly Dutch-descent clientele to having a predominantly Moroccan and Turkish student body. Whenever the number of children of immigrants passed 40 percent, families of Dutch descent started to avoid these schools. This white flight accelerated the concentration of children of immigrants. Freedom of school choice thus provided Dutch parents with the opportunity to escape schools in their neighborhoods with many children of immigrants, but local policy makers did not act on this for a long time because they feared that forced mixing would cause them to lose votes from the Dutch majority population.

When policy makers finally took action, at the end of the 1990s, almost all inner-city neighborhoods adopted a policy that allowed parents freedom of school choice only within their own neighborhood. Although the measure was intended to stop white flight, this is not what happened. Either native Dutch parents found a way around the rule, or they moved out of neighborhoods with a high concentration of immigrants. The result was that neighborhood schools became more, rather than less, concentrated, and at the same time, immigrant parents could no longer send their children to schools outside their own neighborhood. In the end, then, the combination of demographic change (more than half of children under twelve in Amsterdam are now from immigrant backgrounds) and residential segregation has resulted in a great number of schools with 70 percent or more children of immigrants (the threshold for being labeled as a “black” school). In an increasing number of schools, there are no children of native Dutch parents.

Especially in the 1980s, when schools were confronted in a short period of time with a large influx of students of Moroccan and Turkish descent, they were unable to provide sufficient help and support to these pupils. During this period, most of these primary schools developed ad hoc policies and were basically in a state of crisis management. Teachers complained that it was impossible to teach adequately because of the wide variation within the classes in terms of age, abilities, and years of Dutch schooling (de Jong 1986). Schools with a high concentration of children of immigrants still perform worse even after adjustment for parental socioeconomic status, although the difference has decreased. Qualitative differences are evident in mathematics and language scores. The poorer quality of “immigrant schools” is partly a consequence of lower standards applied to immigrant pupils there. Because teachers believe that many pupils cannot handle the full study load, they consciously or unconsciously lower their standards. The mechanisms involved here were reported by the national education inspectorate, which monitors schools on a regular basis (Crul 2000).

Alarmed by numerous reports about the problems in primary schools, in 1985 the government launched the Educational Priority Policy. The cornerstone of the policy was support for primary schools with a high percentage of immigrant children, which would receive almost twice (1.9 times) as much funding for each immigrant child as for a middle-class or upper-class native Dutch child. The extra funding in the first years of this policy change was spent mostly on creating smaller classes, but this did not bring the results hoped for (de Jong 1997). The idea was that the teacher would be better able to provide individualized help and support, but the percentage of immigrant children in these schools continued to rise to the point where more than 70 percent of children in some schools were from immigrant backgrounds, outweighing the benefits of smaller classes.

Slowly, the schools also found out that second-language acquisition was not the only problem. The class background of the immigrant parents posed equally big challenges. The children were often the first in the family to go to school on a regular basis. Many parents had only minimal formal education themselves, so they were often unable to give their children much practical help. Language and cultural barriers also made contact between parents and teachers problematic. A major complaint from teachers in the 1980s and 1990s was that Moroccan and Turkish parents seldom attended teachers’ contact evenings and were generally less involved in the school careers of their children. Parents’ interactions with educators were likely affected by cultural and social norms from their country of origin that position teachers as the experts who should not be questioned, and perhaps also by a sense that immigrants were not welcome at the school.

Schools increasingly started to focus on new teaching methods, especially those aimed at second-language education. The new teaching methods and books were financed with extra grants from the city of Amsterdam (made available to the larger cities through the national budget). As a result, conditions in schools with many children of immigrants have improved. The classes in these schools are often smaller now (ten to fifteen fewer pupils than in a class with mainly children of native Dutch parents), and they often have an extra teaching assistant, the newest teaching methods and books, and the best facilities in terms of classrooms and available space.

Recognizing that Moroccan parents are not often able to help with homework or give advice about educational choices, Amsterdam, like other cities in the Netherlands, has also introduced mentoring programs, which are discussed in more detail below.

These programs have resulted in gradually improving academic results for most children of immigrants. National test scores at the end of primary school show that children of immigrants are slowly closing the gap with children of native-born parents. In eight years (1994–2002), Moroccan pupils managed to close 30 percent of the gap with their peers on the national test (Gijsberts and Hartgers 2005). With the extra funding that allows for smaller classes and a curriculum that focuses on special (language) support for Dutch as second language, some of their disadvantage seems to have been overcome.

Better results in primary school mean that more Moroccan pupils are able to take intermediate classes that give them a chance to continue to HAVO or VWO. If we compare the position of Moroccan pupils in the third year of secondary school in 1995–1996 and in 2001–2002, we see a more than twofold increase (from 8 percent to 19 percent) over six years in the percentage of Moroccan students in these more prestigious tracks (Herwijer 2003), which give access to higher education. More and more Moroccan pupils were able to avoid selection into a vocational track at the end of primary school.

A similar pattern of residential segregation shaping educational opportunity exists in the United States, and of course has a longer history, rooted in slavery and the “separate but equal” school system that persisted long after slavery was abolished. The landmark case Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 undermined the legal basis for separate schools but the problem of how to integrate them has never been resolved. In the early 1970s, court-ordered bussing in many states met with fierce opposition from whites, fueling their move to the suburbs, and by the 1990s, the policy of achieving integration by moving students ended in most cities. Without explicit efforts to stop it, and with residential concentrations continuing to underpin it, school segregation has been on the increase in many states (Orfield and Lee 2006; Orfield and Yun 1999), creating growing numbers of schools with high concentrations of low-income, and often English-language learner, students.

More recent efforts to bring about equity in education have focused on funding and the quality of education provided rather than on the race and ethnic mix of the students. Increasingly, the issue is framed in terms of parental choice. But choice only helps if there are enough places available in “good schools,” and one group of researchers estimates that there are up to thirty applicants for every seat in the better New York schools (Teske, Schneider, Roch, and Marschall 2000). Parental choice also works to the advantage of families with the most information about the system, and the time and skills to advocate for their children, which most immigrant parents lack. With the exception of Chinese parents, few take advantage of opportunities to send children to school outside of their own neighborhood (Kasinitz et al. 2008; Lipsit 2003).

As a result, the quality of the K–6 grade school (primary school) that a child attends is still largely determined by where the family lives. New York City has thirty-two community school districts, each of which is divided into zones, and students go to their zone school unless their parents apply for a waiver, which is known as a “variance” (Cookson and Lucks 1995). Although they are part of the same school district and receive the same funding, the quality of education in these local schools varies enormously. These differences in quality overlap strikingly with patterns of residential concentration. For example, analysis of data from the New York City Board of Education shows that the percentage of elementary and middle school students performing at grade level in English in 2001 ranged from as low as 26 percent in the predominantly black and Latino Highbridge/South Concourse neighborhood of the Bronx to 76 percent in the Bayside/Little Neck area of Queens, where residents are mostly white and Asian. There was a similar range for student performance in math. Low-performing schools have worse facilities and higher percentages of teachers who are uncertified or not qualified to teach the class subject (Mei, Bell-Ellwanger, and Miller 2002).

Recent data show some improvement, with four-year graduation rates for the entire 2006 student cohort (graduating in 2010) rising to 71 percent for women and 60 percent for men (from 54 percent and 40 percent, respectively, in 2005). The gap between Hispanic and white students also narrowed from a 33-percentage-point difference for the 2001 cohort to a 27-point difference for the 2006 cohort. However, Hispanic males continue to have the lowest four-year graduation rate (52 percent compared with 75 percent for white males, and 53 percent for blacks), and the lowest percentage earning Regents Diplomas (39 percent compared with 65 percent for white males) (NYSED 2011a).

Most of the support for children of immigrants in the United States has taken the form of language education. Although some states introduced formal instruction in the home language of immigrants—particularly German—as early as the 1830s, and many others provided dual-language instruction on an informal basis, bilingual education was more or less abolished during World War I. It reappeared only in the context of the civil rights movement in the 1960s and when a new influx of immigrants made it clear that it was not possible to leave them to “sink or swim” in English-only classrooms. The Bilingual Education Act of 1968 (eliminated in 2001 by No Child Left Behind) provided federal funds to encourage states to provide some form of dual-language instruction for immigrant students; and following a Supreme Court ruling and several lawsuits at the state level, the Equal Educational Opportunity Act was passed in 1974, mandating schools to overcome linguistic barriers for students’ equal access to the curriculum. This legislation did not, however, stipulate how this should be done, and debate has subsequently raged over the role that the heritage languages of children of immigrants should play in schools (see for example, Goldenberg 2008; Olsen 2009).

Whereas other states have pulled back from bilingual education, New York continues to maintain a comprehensive program, with most of the city’s schools offering some kind of bilingual or English as a second language (ESL) program. If students entering school score lower than 41 percent on the Language Assessment Battery test, they are designated English-language learners (ELLs) and are obliged to enroll in either bilingual or ESL classes until their score is over the cutoff point. Elementary schools that have more than fifteen ELL students speaking a common mother tongue over two consecutive grades are required to create a bilingual program in that language (for high schools, it is twenty students). Bilingual programs include short-term transitional programs that aim to transfer students to English as soon as possible, maintenance bilingual programs that aim to develop academic proficiency in both English and the parents’ language, and dual-language programs that include both ELL students and native English speakers. In New York, short-term transitional programs predominate. Despite investment of $123.3 million annually, more than one-quarter of the system’s more than four thousand bilingual teachers are not certified, and even fewer are specifically certified as bilingual or ESL teachers (New York Department of Education 2008).

Another source of additional funds comes from the federal government in the form of support for supplementary programs under the Department of Education’s Title I. These funds are disbursed to school districts based on the number of low-income families identified in the census, and their use is determined by school boards and includes after-school programs, tutoring, parent information, and training. The funds available to any given school in New York City will therefore depend on the number of students enrolled and also on the percentage of students who come from low-income families. Charities and foundations also support educational programs, sometimes with substantial contributions. Although they occasionally support institutional reform, as with the William B. Gates Foundation’s small-schools initiative, foundation contributions are often targeted toward after-school and other supplementary programs for disadvantaged students. Some of these funds go directly to schools while others are channeled through community-based organizations, including some, like the Allianza Dominicana, that work with particular immigrant groups. These are discussed in more detail below.

However, although some supplementary education programs do exist, there has been no comprehensive effort in New York to identify and address the specific needs of children of immigrants—for example, through the kind of mentoring programs in place in Amsterdam. Of course this is partly because questions of educational equity are framed in a very different context than in Europe. On the one hand, the primary concern in the United States has been with overcoming enduring racism and improving the educational opportunity and achievement of African Americans. Given that native-born blacks (and later Puerto Ricans, who are also US citizens) are similarly concentrated in poorly resourced schools and have much lower educational outcomes than whites, it would be difficult to justify targeting children of immigrants for special programs while excluding other low-income students who might also benefit. On the other hand, immigrants to the United States are more diverse in their educational backgrounds than those in most European countries. As a result, migration status in itself is not a good indicator of educational disadvantage in the way that it is in the Netherlands. The children of some immigrant groups, in particular Indians and Chinese, in fact regularly outperform whites in terms of educational attainment.

Tracking in the Two Systems

The early educational experience of the children of Moroccan and Dominican immigrants means that they are generally behind at the point of selection into secondary school. In the Dutch system, this is a very clear turning point in a student’s school career. A good school recommendation at the end of the primary years is critical for getting into the more prestigious tracks in secondary school. The TIES study shows that at the end of their primary schooling, about 30 percent of Moroccan pupils are tracked into the lowest streams of secondary education (see Figure 2.4). Many boys get a recommendation for a technical school, and many girls are directed to a vocational school. This means that they are not able to go to an intermediate class in secondary school and are sent directly into the vocational streams. By age twelve, their future school careers are already pretty much determined.

Fifty-six percent of children of Dutch descent get into an intermediary class that gives access to academic tracks compared with only 43 percent of the children of Moroccan descent. In some cases, the outcome is determined by the performance on the CITO test, but if we compare youngsters of Moroccan and Dutch descent with the same school recommendations, we see still-considerable differences. Around 92 percent of Dutch-descent children with somewhat above average recommendations get into these classes but only three-quarters of children of Moroccan descent do. This may be because Dutch parents are more active in advocating on behalf of their children, or because they are more successful in doing so. Dutch parents may also be more aware of the importance of this tracking point for the educational careers of their children. Additionally, teachers’ perceptions of students’ ability to perform in a higher track can also contribute to these disparities.

The concentration of children of immigrants in vocational schools in Amsterdam has increased rapidly in the last five to ten years, and the same problems faced by the primary schools can now be found in vocational schools. These schools furthermore are also facing the additional challenge of educating immigrant children between the ages of twelve and fifteen who have just arrived in the Netherlands. Dropout rates in the vocational schools are high, and the school climate is often not conducive to school success. In the TIES study, 16 percent of the second-generation Moroccans who started a lower vocational track dropped out without a diploma.
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Figure 2.4. First Track in Secondary School for Second-Generation Moroccans in Amsterdam and Rotterdam

Source: TIES survey

Another 40 percent or so of second-generation Moroccans in Amsterdam enter a middle-level track (MAVO then, VMBO now) in secondary school directly after primary school, or after two intermediary years (see Figure 2.4). The school climate on this middle track is in general considerably better than in the lowest level, where the likelihood that a Moroccan child will drop out of school without a diploma is three and one-half times higher (Tesser, Merens, and van Praag 1999). About one-quarter continue at the highest levels in secondary school (HAVO or VWO, the preparation tracks for tertiary education).

Those who finish the lowest or middle level usually go to Middle Vocational Education (MBO). They are either placed in short tracks of one or two years, or they are given access to the three- or four-year tracks. Most of those who went to a middle-level track in secondary school go the three- or four-year tracks that give access to skilled blue- or white-collar jobs. A diploma from a four-year MBO track also gives access to higher vocational education. This long route to higher education means that students have to study three years more than they would if they took the direct route through secondary school (see Figure 2.2) and only those who are very persistent are able to stay the course. Nonetheless, about 40 percent of the second-generation Moroccans in the TIES study who finally entered higher education did so through the long route. Two-thirds of them are female. The existence of the long route plays an important role in explaining educational success among second-generation Moroccan youth.

A smaller group enters short one- and two-year tracks after secondary school. These programs are especially designed for those who finished secondary school at the lowest level or who left secondary school without a diploma. There is a concentration of pupils with learning and behavior problems on these tracks, and dropout rates in some schools are as high as forty percent. At best, these short programs lead to unskilled jobs, but many young people who take them are unemployed long term.

Taking the long route to higher education of course requires considerable persistence and support. In the TIES study we found, as in earlier research (Crul 2000), that older siblings can play a pivotal role by providing advice, and practical and emotional support, to their younger siblings. This support seems especially effective if an older sibling is already in higher education (see also de Valk and Baysu 2011). Fifty out of the fifty-nine respondents in the TIES study who have an older highly educated sibling stated that this sibling was (very) important for their educational career, and it seems that educated siblings often take over the advisory role that would be played by parents in Dutch-descent families.

In the United States, students usually move on to middle school after fifth or sixth grade and then to high school after eighth grade at the age of fourteen (see Figure 2.3). Middle schools, or junior high schools as they are also called, were introduced shortly before World War I. In addition to providing the last few years of education to those who then left for the labor market, they also had the goal of sorting the students who were continuing their education into the two high school tracks available at that time—vocational and college preparatory. Today, most tracking takes place within rather than across schools. Most high schools are comprehensive, but sorting by ability already takes place in most middle schools, in the form of “smart” classes or special programs for “gifted and talented” students (Oakes 1985). Because middle schools rely on residential catchment areas, they also vary widely in their quality, which is crucial in determining the type of high school to which students can hope to gain entry.

Although most New York high schools are comprehensive, students can take a test for entry into one of five magnet high schools. These schools provide an enriched curriculum, and some are more selective than Ivy League colleges. Selective magnet and specialized programs are also available at certain other high schools. However, few students who attend weaker primary and middle schools pass these highly competitive tests. If their parents cannot afford private or parochial school fees, they will then go to locally zoned high schools.
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Figure 2.5. High School Experience of Dominican Second Generation Compared with Whites

Note: Only whites who grew up in New York City are included. Percentages for high school are of those attending public school.

Source: ISGMNY

Although there is no formal hierarchy, the city’s general high schools differ enormously in terms of measures of quality and performance, and the worst of them are very bad indeed. Children of Dominican immigrants are concentrated in the low end of the system (see Figure 2.5). Less than one percent of Dominican students in the ISGMNY study went to the three most prestigious public secondary schools in New York (Stuyvesant, Bronx Science, and Brooklyn Tech), only 6 percent went to schools ranked in the top 20 percent of the public system, and nearly a third went to schools in lowest-performing 20 percent of the school system, which only 11 percent of native-born white students in the public system attended.3 Sixty percent attended schools ranked in the lowest two quintiles in terms of performance, compared with about 40 percent of the West Indian second generation, 50 percent of native blacks, and 55 percent of Puerto Ricans. In fact, Dominicans on average attended worse schools than any other group even when parents’ level of education and other factors were controlled for.

As an indication of what this means, thirty of the weakest high schools in New York City had four-year graduation rates of less than 30 percent in 2000, when many of the ISGMNY respondents were attending (Balfanz and Letgers 2004). Despite improvements in overall graduation rates since then, high schools in which Dominican students are concentrated, such as Washington Irving High School in lower Manhattan, continue to have four-year graduation rates of only 55 percent (42 percent under the new standards being introduced that require Regents Diplomas for graduation), and they are fed by middle schools in which low percentages of students are achieving grade level on standardized tests (NYSED 2011b).

As Figure 2.5 indicates, Dominicans in the ISGMNY study were also much more likely to be held back a grade and to have been in vocational tracks in high school than were white students. They were much less likely to have earned Regents Diplomas, or taken honors or advanced placement courses, which expose high school students to college-level material. In short, the secondary education they experience limits them significantly in terms of their options for postsecondary education and employment. Many respondents in the ISGMNY study who had attended poor high schools and did manage to attend college reported being unprepared academically for college-level work (Kasinitz et al. 2008).

There is no significant difference in the schools attended by Dominican men and women, but boys are significantly more likely to be held back than girls (39 percent compared with 19 percent), and to have been in special education classes (11 percent compared with 3 percent), while girls are more likely to have taken honors courses (31 percent compared with 24 percent). This indicates that even within the same schools, Dominican boys are less able to make educational progress than their sisters. The complex factors within and outside the school context that shape these gendered educational trajectories are discussed in more detail by Nancy Lopez (2003).

Although we do not have as detailed an account of school career paths in the ISGMNY data as in the TIES data, there are also many indications that Dominican students are both taking a longer time to complete their education than white students and graduating from programs that offer much more limited career opportunities. This can be seen partly from the rank of the postsecondary institutions attended by the Dominicans who go beyond high school. Whereas 28 percent of college-bound whites attended universities ranked in the first tier nationally by US News and World Report, fewer than 5 percent of Dominicans did so. Dominican students were instead concentrated in the local City University of New York (CUNY) system and, within that, in the schools with the poorest academic reputations. A quarter of those attending college were at regional tier-four institutions, compared with less than 5 percent of whites. Until recently, access to the public university system was quite open, and many students in the lowest-ranked colleges spent a considerable amount of time taking remedial courses to compensate for their inadequate high school preparation, a situation that questions whether this should count as college-level education. This has now changed with the institution of stricter acceptance criteria for CUNY schools. It is not clear yet what the impact of these stricter entrance requirements will be on the enrollment of children of immigrants, but it is likely that many of those with weaker preparation, including many of the Dominican second generation, may now find it harder to gain admission.

In order to control for the fact that Dominicans in the ISGMNY sample were younger on average than whites, and to capture the speed with which they move through the system, Figure 2.6 shows the level of education completed at various ages. It indicates that over time, most Dominicans do complete their high school education, and more than 60 percent enter some kind of postsecondary institution, even if it is mostly quite lowly ranked.4 This is an impressive achievement in light of their parents’ educational background. However, fewer than half of those who started higher education obtained a bachelor’s degree, even in the twenty-eight to thirty-two age group: only 34 percent, compared with 56 percent of whites, 11 percent of whom have already attained a postgraduate qualification by this age. Only 10 percent of Dominicans ever obtain a postgraduate qualification, which is the gateway to most professional jobs, compared with over a quarter of the whites. Since educational attainment is very high among whites who move to the New York region for employment, we only consider those who grew up in the region in this and other comparisons.

Comparing Outcomes and Explanatory Factors

The preceding account has given a broad picture of the backgrounds of the two groups and the educational system with which they interact, as well as some preliminary outcomes. Now we move toward a comparison of the two groups in terms of educational outcomes and the factors that seem to be important in shaping attainment. The data imposes certain limitations. Both surveys included questions covering a wide range of issues, including family background, education, work, neighborhood, partner relations, identity, and discrimination. But despite the overall similarities in the questionnaires used in the two cities, not all information was gathered in both surveys nor are all the variables easily comparable due to the specific situations in New York and Amsterdam. Therefore separate analyses were performed on the two datasets to test for context-specific influences on the school careers of the two groups.
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Figure 2.6. Educational Attainment by Age, Dominicans Compared with Whites

Source: ISGMNY

In addition to the quantitative data, we draw on qualitative data collected as part of the Children of Immigrants in Schools project. Norma Fuentes conducted in-depth interviews, focus groups, and ethnographic work with Moroccan families in Amsterdam during 2006–7. Her study focused on the role of mothers in shaping the educational expectations and school careers of second-generation Moroccan young women, on the role of siblings and birth order, and on how family and school environments affect the different school trajectories and mobility of Moroccan girls. She interviewed twenty-three second-generation women and ten mothers, and conducted ethnographies with two families. Mayida Zaal studied the experiences of twenty-two Moroccan youth (ages eleven to eighteen) who participated in six different youth programs throughout the city of Amsterdam. She conducted participant observations, focus groups, and in-depth interviews to understand the types of support Moroccan youth received from the youth programs in which they participated. To understand the range of services offered and the challenges these programs faced, she interviewed twenty-five adults representing thirteen youth-serving organizations including three schools. The findings of this fieldwork are considered in light of earlier interviews conducted with the Dominican second generation as part of the ISGMNY study.

In order to gain a picture of educational attainment and patterns of achievement in the two countries, we grouped respondents into four categories: (1) early school leaver (no high school diploma / lower secondary dropout, or at most a lower secondary diploma); (2) secondary school diploma only and no longer enrolled (graduated high school / one- or two-year MBO); (3) postsecondary vocational education (associate degree completed or enrolled / three- and four-year MBO tracks or HAVO/VWO); and (4) university (graduated or enrolled in BA program / HBO or university).

At the lower end of the spectrum, Dominicans in New York are doing better than Moroccans. Only 12 percent of those aged twenty and above had failed to attain a high school degree, compared with 24 percent of Moroccans (Figure 2.7). While a high school dropout rate of over ten percent is surely a reason for concern, the situation is clearly much more worrying in Amsterdam, where almost a quarter of Moroccan students are failing to obtain the most basic educational qualification.

At the higher end, however, the results for the two groups look remarkably similar, with about 30 percent of both groups enrolled in higher education programs or having completed a BA or MA program. Given that university-completion rates are much higher in the Netherlands, it is likely that a higher percentage of those who are enrolled will eventually finish. This is impressive when considering how many Moroccans grow up in families where the parents have almost no formal education.

The middle of the range also presents an interesting picture. Although Dominicans are graduating from high school at higher rates than Moroccans, fewer of them are finding their way into associate-degree programs, with a high percentage achieving no more than a high school degree. It is not clear whether this reflects differences in the labor market (with more low-skilled positions available in New York than Amsterdam) or the fact that the fees for postsecondary education in Amsterdam are low. Most likely it is some combination of the two.

[image: Image]

Figure 2.7. Educational Attainment/Enrollment of Second-Generation Dominicans and Moroccans

Source: ISGMNY & TIES data

In order to assess the factors that shape these outcomes, we conducted ordinal logistic regression analysis for each of the two datasets separately, with the four-category scheme for the highest educational level attended as the dependent variable.5 The impact of demographics, family background, and school-related characteristics on attainment was studied with a stepwise analysis. Because it was not possible to match all the relevant variables, the findings are presented separately for the two datasets on New York and Amsterdam/Rotterdam. As before, we distinguished four possible levels of educational attainment in each case (see below for more detail). The results are shown in tables 2.1 and 2.2.

Dominicans

The analysis shows that some demographic characteristics of the family are important: respondents growing up with more siblings, as well as those in a one-parent family, do less well than those in smaller families and living with both biological parents. However, other characteristics of the parental home, including in particular the parental level of education and the language spoken at home (not shown) were not significantly related to educational attainment. This is quite surprising given that parents’ educational attainment is a generally such a strong predictor of children’s attainment and, as discussed in the introduction to this volume, therefore key to theories about the reproduction of inequality across generations.

TABLE 2.1. Logistic Regression Coefficients for Highest Level of Educational Attainment/Enrollment of Dominican Second Generation (Aged 20 and Over)
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We also examined a number of school-related variables. Attending Catholic schools turned out to be a positive factor, as did doing more homework, while being in English as a Second Language classes and being held back a grade were negative. Of course, these last three aspects of the educational experiences cannot easily be disentangled from academic aptitude or teachers’ influences, but they nonetheless suggest that these aspects of educational provision play an important role.

Moroccans

Similar analyses were performed for the Moroccan young adults living in Amsterdam. As with Dominicans, we do not find much effect of the socioeconomic position of the family of origin on the level of education attained. (In the final model, parental education is marginally significant, at p < .10.) Unlike the Dominican case, however, living in a two-parent family was not significant, but this may be because most Moroccans in the survey grew up in intact families, so there is not much variation on this characteristic.

What is more surprising is that family size was not important. The TIES survey has more detailed information about siblings than the New York data, and provides additional evidence of their role in the educational career of second-generation Moroccans. Having a sibling with a higher education diploma is positively related to attainment, whereas having a sibling who dropped out shows a negative association. Further evidence of the influence of family networks and support is demonstrated in the finding that having a mother who participated in the labor market is related to better educational outcomes,6 as is having parents who helped with homework. At the same time, transnational ties appear to exert a negative effect. The small percentage of respondents who spent three months or longer in Morocco have significantly lower levels of educational attainment (not shown) and, regardless of whether the time spent abroad is significant in itself, presumably differ in some important ways from those who remained continuously in the Netherlands.7

The TIES data also contains quite detailed information about respondents’ school careers. Looking at these, it is surprising that we do not find effects of attending preschool, changing primary schools, repetition of classes, or having remedial/special teaching in secondary education (not shown). However, we find a positive association between attending a school affiliated with a religious denomination and higher educational attainment. The association is particularly strong for second-generation Moroccan women. In terms of the ethnic composition of the primary school (not in table), we find that men who attended schools where more than 25 percent of the students were of immigrant origin do less well than those where this percentage was lower, and the imbalance increases as the percentage of immigrant students rises.

In the Dutch educational system, the recommendation at the end of primary education is of major importance in determining students’ future educational opportunities. On the basis of this recommendation, students are tracked into different levels of secondary education. As the recommendation is not an exogenous variable with regard to educational level, we cannot meaningfully include this variable in our models. Nevertheless, bivariate exploratory analyses support the notion that this recommendation is related to Moroccans’ persistence in school and ultimate educational outcome.

TABLE 2.2. Logistic Regression Coefficients for Highest Level of Educational Attainment/Enrollment of Moroccan Second Generation (Aged 20 and Over)
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Comparative Insights from the Quantitative Analysis

From the factors shaping attainment in the two cities, certain patterns emerge, some of them predictable but others quite surprising and worthy of further investigation. Of course, the small sample size complicates detailed multivariate analysis and limits the possibility of generalizing from the results. However, the comparison confirms the importance of certain variables across the different contexts, while at the same time suggesting that different mechanisms are at work in the two cities.

In terms of the impact of family characteristics, it is interesting that in neither case does parental education have much of an impact on the educational attainment of the children. This is remarkable given that this variable often explains as much as 30 percent of the variance in studies of students in general (as it also does for the control groups in these two studies) and, also, that “controlling for class” often makes the difference in attainment between native-origin and immigrant-origin children disappear. By contrast, the family background model is weak in its explanatory power, and the variables that are most significant for students overall explain very little for the children of immigrants. This suggests that we are failing to capture many of the important differences in financial, human, and social capital that explain intragroup variation in educational attainment, a question to which we return below.

In comparing family background characteristics, the one difference between the two groups that stands out is that larger family size seems to be a more negative factor for Dominicans than for Moroccans. This may be one way in which the issue of school funding is surfacing. In New York, where the quality of the school that children attend is very dependent on the neighborhood, families must either be able to afford to buy a house or rent in districts with better schools, or pay tuition fees to send their children to Catholic schools. In this context, family size becomes a serious constraint on opportunity. In Amsterdam, where education for children of immigrants is more subsidized and there is less variation in the quality of schools, being one of a larger number of siblings is not such a disadvantage.

The comparison also shows that school tracking is important in both contexts, although it takes place in different ways. In both cases we see that certain types of educational experience are highly correlated with high or low outcomes. In the New York case, attending ESL classes and being held back a grade are early warning signs of poor later outcomes, suggesting that more attention should be paid to providing greater assistance to students who show these early signs of problems. In the case of honors classes, which are associated with better outcomes, the problem is not only that Dominican students are less likely to be assigned to them, but also that these classes are less available in weaker high schools, a situation that raises the more general problem of the segregation of Dominican students in lower-quality schools. However, the fact that enrollment in such classes varies quite substantially by gender indicates that even within the same school context, boys are choosing, or being steered onto, different tracks from girls.

Insights from the Qualitative Data

The qualitative fieldwork conducted by Norma Fuentes and Mayida Zaal, as well as previous fieldwork by Maurice Crul and the qualitative interviews from the ISGMNY study, shed light on some of the factors that shape immigrant families’ capacity to navigate the school system and some of the differences in the resources available to immigrant families that are not well captured by most quantitative analyses. These include factors that influence aspirations and access to educational resources, as well as the ways in which families navigate the school system.

Fuentes’s work, which focused on the relationship between mothers and daughters, shows how family dynamics and the integration experience of the first generation can shape educational aspirations and attainment for children of immigrants. It also helps to explain the shift in the gender gap in educational outcomes in favor of women. She found that many young women pursued education as a means of avoiding the isolated, dependent existence that they felt their mothers had been forced to lead both in Morocco and in Amsterdam. In fact, their aspirations were often expressed as a negative emotion. When asked, “What did you not want to be when you grow up?” one respondent instantly replied, “Not like my mother! I don’t want to be like her, she did not study; did not work; never left the home; she was like a prisoner all her life! Whatever I do, I know it will not be that!” (twenty-five-year-old MBO student).

Although labor force participation was much higher among first-generation Dominican women in New York, the second generation showed a similar desire to avoid being limited to the opportunities open to their mothers, which were primarily factory and domestic-care work. As one woman put it: “My Mom, she didn’t have papers. So she was working under the table, cleaning, ironing for people. That’s like a Hispanic thing, you know? It was a way of getting through the tough times. . . . I wouldn’t want to. Because I was raised here, you know? I speak very good English” (twenty-four-year-old Dominican woman). Avoiding early marriage was another incentive for young women in both groups to stay in school. In a context where early marriage and childbearing are common for women in the home country, and pressure to marry mounts as they hit their twenties, education provides a reason to delay. The tension between education and marriage was evident among second-generation Dominican women in the ISGMNY study (Kasinitz et al. 2008), and, as a successful Moroccan young woman explained, “For me it was like an escape. If I had stopped after the MAVO, I’d have had to find a job, and if I had been working that means I would have been ready for marriage, and I didn’t want that” (twenty-seven-year-old university student).

Fuentes’s research indicates that Moroccan families encourage education and have high aspirations for their children, but they have little information about the workings of the educational system and are wary of taking certain risks, such as sending children to schools outside the neighborhood. These factors, combined with the lack of good programs within neighborhood, lead students not to realize their potential. As one young woman who eventually took the long route explained to Fuentes, “I did not know the difference between vocational and academic programs. In my time, we had MAVO, HAVO, and VWO. And VWO prepared you for the university. I had HAVO recommendation, but there was no HAVO in the neighborhood; so, I had to go to MAVO and stay in the neighborhood, because my parents did not allow me to take a bus. . . . I resented that for a very, very long time, because it held me back for a lot of things . . . for years I was thinking, if I had done the HAVO, then I could have gone to the VWO. It took me three years longer to achieve my goal, or finish my HBO. I was so angry. When I talk about it, I am still angry sometimes” (thirty-four-year-old MAVO graduate).

In this context, siblings’ educational and labor-market experiences also play an important role in providing the benefit of having an educated, “proxy” parent whose experience with the system could be transferred to younger siblings. Although research has shown that having numerous siblings can place a burden on family resources, particularly when it comes to paying for private education in New York, the problem in Amsterdam seems to be more that the burden of housework and childcare falls to older girls, limiting the time they have available to concentrate on schoolwork.

At the same time, siblings can also be a resource for younger children in the family and for parents. As pioneers, their experience provides lessons for those following them through school. In her analysis, Fuentes found that girls who were middle siblings, usually 1.5-generation youth, were more likely to delay marriage and stay in school longer, and less likely to be on vocational tracks. Siblings offered both concrete examples of the implications of following particular educational pathways and practical advice about how to navigate the system. Zaal’s respondents also reported relying on older siblings for support in choosing a secondary school that offered their track. In the ISGMNY study, in-depth interviews likewise showed that Dominican parents were generally unable to give much advice about educational choices for their first child but were able to make more informed choices about the education of later children, having learned more by this point about the variation in school quality (Kasinitz et al. 2008).

It is generally assumed that families will want their children to attend the best schools available, and that their low representation in better institutions is the result of residential segregation, but this is not always the case. Families make choices within the limited circumstances in which they find themselves and may see attending a lesser school as preferable to other potential risks (Maira and Soep 2005; Opotow 2005). Quantitative analysis cannot easily detect the influence of self-selection or self-protective factors on educational trajectories, but the qualitative data from TIES and the ISGMNY study shows that these factors should be taken into account.

As we have seen, immigrant families are often wary of sending their children out of the neighborhood, particularly if this involves significant travel on public transportation. And young people themselves are also sometimes unwilling to attend schools where they will be in the minority. Fuentes describes a Moroccan woman who opted to switch from a five-year physical-therapy program within the HBO track to two-year training as a doctor’s assistant within an MBO health education program. She blamed the isolation she had felt in the mostly Dutch program and the attitudes of the senior peers responsible for her daily training and supervision: “They [her Dutch peers] were just cold; they would smile at you and then gossip behind your back. They would give me good daily evaluations and tell my supervisor I was doing fine; but, then I would hear from this Turkish girl how they were always talking about me behind my back. It got to a point that I was really unhappy and decided to leave.” Similarly, the young participants in Zaal’s study reported instances of feeling excluded as a result of their ethnic origin or their religious affiliation. They expressed concerns about the prevailing negative stereotypes of Muslim (specifically Moroccan) youth in Dutch society that could lead to them being excluded and shunned in school, in the playground, and in the labor market. As Musa, a twelve-year-old boy attending an after-school homework group expressed the worry, “I really don’t want . . . [them to] think negative about me . . . otherwise I will be refused job applications or something, and, uh, friendships.”

Some participants in both Fuentes’s and Zaal’s research reported choosing to attend schools in which they would not be a minority, even though they had tested into higher tracks. For example, Hamid, a high-achieving fourteen-year-old Moroccan student, who had been placed in a high academic track (HAVO/VWO), hoped to switch to a lower HAVO track in a more diverse school for his second year to avoid the older bullies who often teased him and the French teacher who told him and his classmates that they would never amount to more than discount-supermarket store clerks. Dominicans in the ISGMNY study reported similar feelings of self-doubt and anxiety about discrimination. Asked why they did not take the test for the specialized high schools even when their teachers recommended it, several said that they preferred not to go to a school where they would be in a minority, or worried that they would be unprepared academically (Kasinitz et al. 2008).

Mentor and Homework Project Programs

In the Netherlands, efforts have been made to replicate the positive sibling effect through mentor projects in which successful students of immigrant descent mentor younger pupils from their own ethnic group in high school. The methodology and effectiveness of mentoring in the Netherlands have been described in various research projects (Crul 2001; 2003; Crul and Akdeniz 1997; Crul and Kraal 2004); and over the last three years, the number of such projects has increased rapidly. One of the biggest projects working with Moroccans is Stichting voor Kennis en sociale Cohesie (SKC, the Foundation for Knowledge and Social Cohesion), which supports over 1,400 pupils in Amsterdam from the last year of primary school into the first years of secondary school (Crul et al. 2008). The first programs were started by Moroccan and Turkish student organizations but over the past years many educational institutions have also taken the initiative to start student mentor projects for migrant youth. Oranje Fonds, the foundation of the Dutch royal family and one of the biggest foundations in the Netherlands, spent six million euros in the last 4 years to develop a national mentoring scheme in 24 cities.

Zaal studied six mentoring programs, ranging from the city-wide SKC, which serves over a thousand students, to smaller programs for fifty students in particular neighborhoods. All of the programs had limited paid staff and most part-time mentors or instructors were volunteers, but the ratio of youth to instructors was quite low (5:1 or 7:1), allowing adults to give young people individualized attention. Most of the funding came from the Dutch state (local and/or national) and the EU, and some programs received private grants.

The ideas behind the programs show a complex and sometimes contradictory mix of social, political, and economic motives, with many employing multiple approaches including remedial/enrichment, preventative/preparatory or reactive/proactive service (Cordero-Guzman, 2005; Nettles 1991; Noam and Rosenbaum Tillinger 2004; Woodland 2008; Zhou and Kim 2006). The more preventative and reactive approaches, for instance, respond to fears about the potential radicalization of Muslim youth. Enrichment and preparation-based programs focus on developing youth’s academic skills, exposing them to cultural institutions, and introducing them to potential career tracks. Both types of program are funded by the state, and the choice between taking a proactive stance over a reactive one was not always clear-cut. Sometimes programs were compelled to apply for funding for prevention (even if they thought this was opposed to their program goals) in order to offer young people the preparation they needed. These tensions created difficulties for the young people and the adults who worked with them, and meant that the programs had positive effects but also limitations.

Zaal found that the primary benefits for Muslim youth who participated in these programs were that they received mentoring and support from engaged adults in environments that felt like safe havens. The participants discussed the importance of having Moroccan mentors with whom they could interact, and described feeling understood by mentors in terms of their culture, traditions, and languages. For instance, being able to speak slang, Moroccan Arabic or Tamazight (the Berber language) added to their sense of belonging. Several of the students explained the significance of having Moroccan mentors who could speak to their parents. However, while the cultural background of their mentors was not irrelevant, it was not crucial to young people’s experiences of feeling respected, safe, and tolerated. Young people repeatedly said that what mattered more than their mentors’ ethnic background was how open, welcoming, and accepting they were. This finding reinforces the benefits of the mentoring pedagogy.

Young people who received direct academic support and instruction from the programs they attended described feeling more engaged in school and prepared for the CITO test. They also described being more willing to answer questions and participate in class after reviewing content matter with their instructors and/or their peers. As in other studies, their level of engagement and willingness to participate were correlated with feeling safe and respected by the adults who worked with them (Noam and Rosenbaum Tillinger 2004; Woodland 2008). Youth described the programs as gezellig, meaning cozy and comfortable. It helped that most of the program facilities were roomy, modern, well-lit spaces enhanced with bright colors. Rania, a twelve-year-old participant, explained how she perceived her place in the program she attended as compared to her place in the outside world: “With the organizations, it’s mostly that they see you as equal to others. They think it doesn’t matter to them whether you are a foreigner or uh, just Dutch and mostly on the street it’s like, uh, that does matter.”

Samira, a seventeen-year-old participant, talked about the level of respect she experienced in terms of her religious beliefs: “I respect everyone and my organization does too, . . . Like others respect my religion so I respect theirs. . . . If they didn’t I wouldn’t be here; I would notice that.” Like Samira and Rania, other participants distinguished between how they felt in the comfortable and safe microcosm created by the youth program they attended and the world outside.

Equally important was the youth programs’ connections to schools and to the participants’ families. This included the advocacy function that some programs served in their capacity as liaisons between families and schools. The extent to which programs connected with and included parents in their activities varied. Some held periodic meetings with parents or sent reports home. Others organized community events, presentations, or performances of children’s work to which parents were invited, creating opportunities for parents to participate in their children’s education.

Several of the programs supported young people by serving as liaisons between teachers and families. In one outstanding example, mentors attended the parent/teacher conference where the children received their recommendations for secondary school. This is a highly anticipated and significant milestone in the context of Dutch schooling. Making sense of a child’s recommendation and what it means in terms of choosing a school can be quite complex and overwhelming for parents of any background. For immigrant parents, unfamiliar with the Dutch school system, the challenge is compounded, and they find it hard to advocate for their child. In contrast, mentors of Moroccan descent who had been educated in the Netherlands had greater Dutch fluency and were familiar enough with the system to ask questions about how the decisions were made and challenge them if necessary.

Although the primary area of need that youth identified in terms of navigating the school system was receiving assistance with choosing a secondary school (once they received their recommendation), surprisingly almost none of the mentoring programs offered explicit support with this process. Therefore, youth were left to rely on the limited information they received in primary school. Those in vocational tracks also expressed the need for assistance in securing paid internships to help mitigate the ethnic and religious discrimination many faced when entering the labor market, and they were frustrated that they did not have anybody helping them navigate this obscure process.

While there were many reported benefits, program coordinators were often limited in what they were able to offer. Staffing concerns and funding trends and requirements also presented potential restrictions. In some instances, the programs’ reactive approaches (e.g., offering only remedial services and not enough enrichment opportunities) limited their scope. Many of the programs (intentionally or unintentionally) reproduced the dominant discourses about Moroccans and/or Muslim youth; there were, however, those programs that found ways to resist the dominant ideologies and provided counternarratives that challenged the status quo.

While New York City is not without after-school and other programs offering support for students, there is currently nothing on the scale of the Amsterdam mentorship programs that focuses on improving the academic achievement of children of immigrants. Those programs that identify the children of immigrants as the target population generally offer English language instruction and little more. Other youth programs that focus on academic help through community-based organizations in the Washington Heights area of New York City are not explicitly geared toward the children of Dominican immigrants, though they effectively serve that population.

Youth programs through Dominican community-based organizations are the primary means through which the children of Dominican parents can receive extra academic help or learn to effectively navigate the school system. For example, the Youth Enhancement and Self Development Program (YES) at the Asociación Comunal de Dominicanos Progresistas offers entrepreneurship seminars that simultaneously sharpen math, reading, writing, and oral skills. Tutoring for homework help is available to the participating students. Other after-school programs that serve the children of Dominican immigrants in New York do not identify academic enrichment as their primary purpose. They are designed primarily to keep the children occupied after school. In a 2009 survey of household attitudes toward after-school programs in New York State, most parents listed having fun, improving social skills, and staying out of trouble as important features for participants in after-school programs, with academic enrichment a less prominent goal.8

Most after-school programs are municipally funded. In addition to support from the NYC’s Department of Education and the Department of Youth and Community Development, many community-based organizations have benefited from the financial and programmatic support of nonprofit organizations like The After School Corporation (TASC) to design, implement, and assess programs.

Conclusion

This comparison of Amsterdam and New York has shown that although the two systems differ in many ways, they produce quite similar outcomes. In the end, the formal tracking process in the Netherlands and the more informal mechanisms that sort students onto different educational pathways in the United States both serve to channel children of Moroccan and Dominican immigrants into the lower reaches of the educational system. Considerable numbers of both groups are failing to obtain even the most basic educational qualification.

In comparing educational policies and their results across the Atlantic, we can detect both positive and negative elements in both systems. The extra investments in elementary school in the Netherlands have had the effect of enabling more second-generation Moroccans to continue into postsecondary education over time. The effects of the investments in elementary schools are, however, constrained by the Dutch educational system’s early selection of students at age twelve into vocational or general academic programs and, unfortunately, have been reduced since a policy change in 2006. The Moroccan second generation has been slowly narrowing the gap (in Dutch language abilities and math scores) with children of native parentage over the years in elementary school, but it is hard for them to catch up before this crucial turning point. In New York, formal selection takes place much later, but the lack of resources in schools results in a persistent or even growing gap between students over time. In an ideal situation, children would get enough support to close the gap with their mainstream peers, and be given sufficient time to do so before having to prepare for decisive tests.

At the same time, a substantial number of students do manage not only to complete high school but also continue onto higher education at the bachelor’s or master’s degree level—around 30 percent in both cases. This represents a high degree of social mobility, especially when one considers that many of the Moroccan parents had almost no formal education. Yet the higher education their children obtain is not equivalent to that of native-born white students. The Moroccan second generation in Amsterdam often enters higher education via the long route through middle vocational education, taking on average three years longer than if they entered postsecondary education through the college-preparation track and delaying their entry into the labor market. Because in the Netherlands the tuition fees for higher education are low and there is not much variation in quality, the cost of the long route is mainly time and lost income. Dominicans in New York also take longer than their native-born peers to complete college, and retention rates are low. Because they must pay considerable tuition fees, this often leaves them burdened with debt. Since they are also concentrated at the low end of a highly diversified higher education system, the college education they receive does not prepare them for occupations similar to those that their white native-born peers who attend more prestigious institutions. These factors, in combination with the more open labor market in the United States, may partly explain why fewer Dominican youth continue into higher education.

The success of the long route to college, like the occasional self-selected downward school mobility of second-generation students initially placed in higher tracks, is itself a demonstration of the detrimental effects of early selection in the Dutch system. However, the fact that so many immigrant students persist and eventually succeed in completing higher education proves that they have the ability to do so. It therefore seems necessary to consider how more of them could be supported to enter the direct track to college and complete their education in a shorter time frame.

The high dropout rates in the Dutch case also demonstrate that extra investment by the state does not automatically translate into good prevention schemes for at-risk youth. The Dutch educational priority programs have primarily targeted youth in preschool and elementary school, but this is clearly not enough. Vocational schools with youth in the most vulnerable and difficult school ages (around puberty) have hardly received any extra funding. For schools to keep these youngsters (often from families with multiple social problems) aboard is a task that goes far beyond their resources.

This analysis has shown that although family background characteristics, like educational level of parents, may explain much of the difference in educational attainment between the native born and the children of immigrants, they do little to explain the considerable variation within second-generation groups. Rather than their parents’ education, the success of children of immigrants seems to depend more on factors related to their social capital and to their experiences within the school system, both of which can help or hinder them from accessing the higher reaches of the system. In particular, the presence of educated siblings or mentors appears to be particularly helpful.

Interestingly, the government of the Netherlands seems to have grasped the potential of community-based organizations to serve as bridges between immigrant communities and schools. In contrast, although the United States is usually seen as having a strong civil society compared with Europe, it has yet to draw fully on community organizations as partners in efforts to improve opportunities for children of immigrants. This is but one of the ways that the United States, despite its rich history of successful immigrant-group incorporation, can be schooled by the developments taking place in countries with more recent records of large-scale immigration, like the Netherlands. Old Amsterdam still has something to teach New Amsterdam.
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1. In the Netherlands, a school is identified as a “black” school (zwarte school) “if more than 70 percent of its pupils have low-skilled or non-Western parents” (Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 2007).

2. For native children of working-class families, schools received 1.5 times more funding.

3. Measured by the school system on a scale that includes the percentage of students performing at grade level, teachers’ qualifications, and so forth.

4. It should be noted that this is inferred from cross-sectional data rather than longitudinal data relating to individuals.

5. Ordinal logistic regression was used because the level of education the student attained is an ordinal variable in which there is a clear order in the levels but the distance between them is not necessarily the same. Only respondents aged twenty or over are included in the analyses in order to get the best possible measure of final educational level. The analyses were conducted for men and women separately as well, but as patterns were similar for both sexes, only the combined analyses are presented here. The analyses were conducted using a stepwise model in which the explanatory variables were added in blocks in order to better estimate the relative importance of each of the main individual, parental, and school characteristics. More information on the analyses or models not presented in the chapter can be obtained from Helga de Valk at valk@nidi.nl.

6. This question asked whether parents were employed when the respondent was age fifteen.

7. At the same time additional analyses reveal that it is less common to spend time in Morocco among the younger cohorts compared to the oldest cohorts of the second generation (not in table).

8. “New York after 3PM Fact Sheet,” The Afterschool Alliance. America after 3PM was conducted for the Afterschool Alliance and sponsored by the JC Penney After-school Fund.


CHAPTER THREE

Different Systems, Similar Results: Youth of Immigrant Origin at School in California and Catalonia

Margaret Gibson, Silvia Carrasco, Jordi Pàmies, Maribel Ponferrada, and Anne Ríos-Rojas

The United States and Spain have very different immigration histories as well as education systems and policies, yet there are many similarities in the school experiences of students from immigrant families. Despite official goals to include youth of immigrant origin socially and academically, both systems operate in ways that deny these youth equal educational opportunities. In both countries serious disparities exist in academic achievement between native middle-class students and students from the largest immigrant groups, i.e., children of Mexican descent in the United States and children of Moroccan and Latin American descent in Spain.1 Although differing in their structures, policies, and practices, in both settings immigrant-origin students encounter systematic forms of exclusion that shape their patterns of academic engagement and, in the long run, their educational futures.

We draw our findings from field research conducted in six high schools: three in Catalonia and three in California. The aim of this chapter is to describe the contradictions between discourse and practice, on the one hand, and immigrant students’ actual experiences in school, on the other. Our analytic frame builds directly from prior research detailing how school practices simultaneously welcome and unwelcome immigrant youth, thereby creating “an inclusionary-exclusionary process that in the end place[s] immigrant students on the margins of school life” (Gitlin, Buendía, Crosland, and Doumbia 2003, 92). As Gitlin and other scholars (Foley 1996; García Sánchez 2009; San Miguel and Valencia 1998) remind us, history plays a direct role in how these processes unfold and how the identities of immigrant-origin youth come to be socially constructed as “other.”

In the US case, California was taken by force from Mexico as part of the terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo following the US-Mexican War (1846–48). Although the treaty guaranteed Mexican Americans the right to maintain their language, their culture, and their lands, the reality has proved very different. California passed its first law prohibiting the use of Spanish in public schools in 1870. By the 1890s, courses that focused on Mexican heritage and history had been eliminated from the public schools and replaced by a more Anglocentric curriculum. Most of the schools that Mexican American children attended at that time were inferior and segregated. Some children managed to do well academically, but they were the minority (San Miguel and Valencia 1998).

In the Spanish case, economic and historical links with its former colonies have been the main triggers for recent immigration flows from Morocco and Latin America. Moroccans, furthermore, have a tangled history with Spain that includes the Moors’ occupation and rule of different parts of the Iberian Peninsula for over 700 years (from 711 until 1492), coupled with their lasting and important influence on Spanish art and culture. This long and contested history mediates Spain’s integration approaches, with immigration bringing these existing historical tensions to the fore. Conflicts over multiculturalism have been debated largely in relation to the Muslim community, and notions of Spanish identity have, in part, been formed through a negative perception of “the Muslim,” the Moroccan in particular (Zapata-Barrero 2010).2 In the specific case of Catalonia, the politics of self-government, questions of Catalan national identity, and the place of the Catalan language are intimately bound to the politics of immigration. The arrival of new immigrants has served to reactivate “old questions” related to religious, cultural, and linguistic pluralism (Zapata-Barrero 2010).

The current status and experiences of Moroccan and Latin American youth in Catalonia and of Mexican youth in California are caught up in these histories, and youth from North Africa, Latin America, and Mexico are among the most disparaged groups in each country. To understand the processes that have led to the marginalization of these immigrant youth, we also draw from research on the political salience of ethnic borders and boundaries (Alba 2005; Barth 1969; Erickson 1987; Phelan, Davidson, and Yu 1997). As Alba (2005) observes, the majority group imposes social boundaries between itself and immigrant minorities, but the nature and terms of the boundaries vary from one societal context to another, “brighter” in some societies and more “blurred” in others. Alba’s concept of bright (rigid) and blurred (more porous) boundaries and his question about the conditions that give rise to one or the other are similar to the questions raised by Erickson (1987) regarding why minority youth are more able to cross social, cultural, and linguistic boundaries with comparative ease in some school settings while in others differences become politically charged and are not easily transcended. In the sections that follow, we explore the ways in which cultural, social, and linguistic borders are structured, experienced, and negotiated and how the politicalization of borders directly impacts immigrant-origin students’ access to resources in school, their sense of membership within the school community, the nature of their participation in school activities, and ultimately their school persistence and achievement.

Two central questions guide our work. First, how do schools through their structures, policies, and practices influence the social and academic integration of immigrant youth? And second, how do immigrant youth perceive and negotiate their social and academic integration? Findings are presented in four sections, beginning with an overview of immigration and education in each country. Next, we describe the six high schools where we carried out fieldwork. We then turn to the treatment of cultural and linguistic diversity within the schools, focusing on contradictions between rhetoric and practice and the ways that differences are turned into hierarchies. The final section focuses on the actual experiences of immigrant-origin students in different settings in order to further highlight ways in which school structures and practices are contradictory, yielding results that fall short of their stated goals or intentions.

Methods

Our overarching methodology has been one of ethnographic research, carried out at the six sites. Fieldwork included intensive participant observation of classes, programs, activities, events, and meetings in the schools, and in the neighborhoods where the students and their families were living. At each school, we conducted extensive case studies with at least six immigrant students, carried out focus group interviews with additional students, native as well as immigrant, and gathered survey data from a still-wider group of students to help contextualize emerging findings. We also conducted interviews with school administrators, teachers, education authorities, community members, and parents, and we obtained academic and archival data from school and community documents. At the outset we centered our attention on fifteen-year-old students—ninth graders in California and those in third ESO (Educació Secundària Obligatòria)3 in Catalonia. In Catalonia, this is the year before compulsory schooling ends and a point when one’s academic performance can have a determinative impact on future educational options. In California, ninth grade can also be a critical transition point, a time when students face the sometimes difficult shift from middle school to high school and the added academic pressures that high school can bring.

We selected field sites that represented three types of public high schools in terms of the student populations served: the first had a high concentration of working-class, immigrant-origin youth mainly of the same ethnic background (Mexicans in California, Moroccans in Catalonia). The second had a mix of students, both immigrant and native, from middle-class and working-class families. In the third type, native students formed the majority, mostly from advantaged backgrounds, but each school also included a significant population of working-class, immigrant-origin youth. In each country we had one school of each type. The field research in Spain was conducted in Catalan and Spanish; in the United States it was conducted in English and Spanish.

The schools in Catalonia were urban in their locations, all three within greater Barcelona, a densely populated metropolitan area that includes the city proper as well as neighboring villages and towns.4 The California schools, located along California Central Coast with mountains to the east, the Pacific Ocean to the west, and rich farmlands nearby, were more rural in their surroundings. Although we recognize that there are structural and cultural differences between “urban” and “rural” settings, we believe these to be of less significance in advancing this chapter’s specific arguments than are other characteristics of the six schools. We also question whether a conceptual approach that positions urban and rural at opposite ends of the spectrum hides more than it reveals about the dynamics of ethnic/race relations and the impact these have in mediating the education of immigrant students. Our analysis aims to extend beyond the urban-rural dichotomy to examine the various ways in which different social formations manifest in schools with differing minority/majority compositions. Each of the schools is described more fully in a following section.

Research was carried out by Pàmies at Berryville High School in California, by Ponferrada at Field High School in California, and by Ríos-Rojas at IES de la Vall in Catalonia (fieldwork took place in 2006 and 2007). The fact that these researchers were conducting fieldwork in what for them were foreign countries enriched their ability to provide a comparative perspective on the two school systems and immigrant students’ experiences at school. The field research at the other three schools was completed earlier—by Carrasco and her team at IES del Cim and IES del Mar in Catalonia (Carrasco, Pàmies, and Bertran 2009; Carrasco, Pàmies, Ponferrada, Bertran, and Ballestín 2009; Pàmies 2006; Ponferrada 2008), and by Gibson and her team at Hillside High School in California (Gibson and Bejínez 2002; Hurd 2004, 2008; Koyama and Gibson 2007). All names of schools, school districts, towns, teachers, and students used throughout this chapter are pseudonyms.

Immigration and Education

Catalonia

Unlike the United States, which is often described as a nation of immigrants, Spain had no history as an immigrant-receiving country until the early 1990s. However, at the time of our fieldwork, Spain had become the second country in the world after the United States in the overall number of immigrants received annually, with the immigrant share of the population increasing from 1.6 percent in 1998 to 11 percent in 2006 (del Barrio 2007). This sharp growth in immigration has resulted from Spain’s rapid economic and social development following its becoming a part of the European Union (EU) in 1986, its location on Europe’s southern border that makes it a major gateway for immigrants from Africa, and the ease of incorporation expected by immigrants from Latin America migrating to the former “mother country.” Moroccans and Ecuadorians form the largest non-EU immigrant groups.5

The fact that our focus within Spain is Catalonia adds additional complexity to the immigration picture. In contrast to other regions of Spain that have long histories of exporting workers, Catalonia has been an important destination for workers from the rest of the country since the beginning of the nineteenth century due to its early industrialization and comparative affluence. Over the past two decades, it has also experienced intense flows of international migration. As of 2008, 15 percent of Catalonia’s population of 7.35 million was foreign born (INE 2008).

Catalonia has its own education system within the framework of the Spanish national education law (see Figure 3.1 for a diagram of the Spanish education system). Most children (97 percent) begin preschool at age three. Compulsory schooling begins at age six and continues until age sixteen, or the fourth year of ESO. The three preschool years (ages three to six) plus grades one through six are housed together in primary schools (Centres d’Educació Infantil i Primària). The four years of ESO (equivalent to grades seven to ten in the United States) are located in Institutes of Secondary Education (Instituts d’Educació Secundària or IES), which also house postcompulsory academic and vocational programs. In both public and private schools in Catalonia the teacher-student ratio averages 1 to 12.3, a far more generous ratio than found in California schools.

At the start of each school year in Catalonia, secondary school students are assigned to a class group or section, and they take all their classes, apart from a few electives, together with this group. Students who graduate from fourth ESO may either attend the two-year Batxillerat program, which prepares them for university admission (comparable to grades eleven and twelve in the US system), or they may enroll in one to four years of vocational or technical training (Cicles Formatus de Grau Mijtà and Cicles Formatius de Grau Superior), leading directly to jobs or less frequently serving as an alternate but longer path to university. University admission is based on a student’s record in Batxillerat and on his or her scores on the university entrance exam (Selectivitat), although some technical colleges or specific degree programs will admit students based solely on their records in Cicles Formatius and a special exam. Students who finish four years of ESO without satisfying all the requirements for a diploma receive a certificate of completion, which enables them to attend vocational training but not Batxillerat.

In 1998–99, less than 2 percent of students in compulsory education in Catalonia were the children of immigrants. By 2007–08, the immigrant share had mushroomed to 15 percent. There are significant differences, however, between the public and private sectors in immigrant enrollments. Forty percent of Catalonia’s students attend private schools, 34 percent in schools that receive state funding and 6 percent in elite schools that receive no state funding and operate independently of state mandates. Several studies since the mid-1990s have drawn attention to the ghettoization of newcomer immigrant students attending public schools in working-class neighborhoods, as well as the efforts of some local councils to redistribute students to avoid this sort of ghettoization (see Carbonell, Simó, and Tort 2005 on “the Vic model”). In general, however, levels of segregation within the public schools are rising, in part because private schools, including those receiving state funding, have not been required to accept the same percentage of immigrant students as the public schools, thus allowing both working-class and middle-class Spanish parents to compete for places in the private schools (Carrasco 2008; Ferrer, Valiente, and Castel 2008; Síndic de Greuges 2008). In 2008, just 7 percent of students attending private high schools were immigrants compared to 22 percent of those attending public high schools (Departament d’Educació, Catalunya 2008).
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Figure 3.1. Structure of the Education System in Spain

Created by: Silvia Carrasco

Source: Ministerio de Educación, Gobierno de España

As an autonomous community, Catalonia has some educational provisions particular to its region including Catalan as the language of instruction and a multilingual policy that requires the study of Spanish and English, in addition to Catalan, beginning in the primary grades. An elective fourth language, usually French, is introduced at the secondary level. Language policy in Catalonia needs to be understood within the context of the region’s historic struggle to maintain its own cultural and political identity. Catalonia was incorporated into Spain as part of the Reino de Aragón, an independent kingdom under a common royal rule in the sixteenth century. Early in the eighteenth century it lost the right to its own language, leading to a century-long decline in the use of Catalan until Barcelona’s industrial bourgeoisie turned to its heritage as a strategy to oppose the authoritarian centralist rule. Catalan regained its status as the region’s official language during the ephemeral democracy of the Second Republic (1931–39), but it was repressed again during Franco’s regime from 1939 to 1977.

In 1983, as part of official policy to recover, protect, and promote Catalan culture and language, Catalan was reestablished as the language of instruction. Non-Catalan-speaking children, almost all of whom at that time were native Spanish speakers, were offered Catalan immersion classes. The common roots between Catalan and Spanish, both of them Romance languages, together with the fact that most teachers were bilingual, facilitated the transition. More recently, studies have shown that some of the Spanish-speaking children from Latin America, especially those from middle- and upper-middle-class families, perform as well academically as native Catalan-speaking students even though they must learn Catalan on entering school. However, a middle-class background and knowledge of Spanish do not necessarily pave the way to social and academic integration. Ecuadorian children in Catalonia, for example, generally perform poorly in school even when their parents’ educational levels are higher than the average for native-born residents in the neighborhoods where they reside (Carrasco, Bertran, and Gómez-Granell 2005). Educational difficulties have also emerged among the increasing numbers of newcomer children who have no background in Catalan, Spanish or another Romance language (Vila 2006). Special provisions, including “welcome classes,” have been set up for these students to accelerate their learning of Catalan.

Although the Catalonia Department of Education does not publish ESO graduation rates disaggregated by student nationality or country of origin, we have been able to access some data comparing the ESO graduation rates for Moroccan and Latin American students attending public schools (49 percent and 52 percent respectively in 2007) with those of native students (78 percent).6 Several other indicators shed light on achievement disparities: first, more immigrant students than native students have to repeat a grade during ESO, and more immigrant students are tracked into “adapted” classes (classes with a curriculum geared toward “lower ability” students), which effectively prevents them from continuing on to Batxillerat. Further, dropout rates from ESO are much lower for native students than for immigrant students (Serra and Palaudàries 2007), and a higher percentage of native students continues from ESO to postcompulsory education. For example, of the Moroccan youth who graduated from ESO in 2005, it appears from the data available that less than 25 percent continued on to any type of postcompulsory education and just 5 percent enrolled in Batxillerat (Carrasco, Ballestín, and Borison 2005; Pàmies 2006), compared to 60 percent of native students continuing to postcompulsory education, with 36 percent attending Batxillerat. Postcompulsory continuity rates for Latin American immigrants who graduated from fourth ESO were better than among Moroccans but still low, e.g., less than 50 percent among Ecuadorians (Carrasco, Ballestín, and Borison 2005). It is not yet possible to determine higher education enrollment patterns for the children of immigrants because large-scale international immigration to Catalonia is too recent. However, there are indications that the rate of university attendance is far lower among immigrant-origin students than native students.

California

With 12 percent of the US population, California is the most populous state in the nation. It is also the state with the largest immigrant population.7 In 2008, 27 percent of Californians were foreign born, more than double the national rate of 12.5 percent (MPI 2010). Nearly half of the state’s immigrants are from Mexico, with most of the rest coming from Asia and other countries of Latin America (Public Policy Institute of California 2008).

California offers free public education from kindergarten, which students begin at age five, through grade twelve, the final year of high school. Schooling is compulsory from age six until a student graduates from high school, or until age eighteen. Due in large measure to immigration, the overall number of K–12 students in California has grown dramatically over the past thirty years, to nearly seven million, 92 percent of whom attend public schools (California Department of Education/CDE 2008a, 2008b). During this same period, the ethnic makeup of California schools has shifted from 56 percent non-Hispanic white, 26 percent Latino, 10 percent African American, 7 percent Asian American, and 1 percent American Indian (1981–82) to 49 percent Latino (mostly of Mexican origin),8 28 percent non-Hispanic white, 11 percent Asian American, 7 percent African American, 1 percent American Indian, and 4 percent in an Other category (2007–08) (CDE 2006, 2008a).

Unlike Catalonia, California has no publicly funded system of prekindergarten or preschool for children ages three and four, and preschool fees are prohibitively expensive for many families, often costing over $1,000 a month per child. Although some subsidies are available based on family income, only one-third of the children whose families earn less than $33,000 per year attend preschool, and among low-income immigrant Latino families, the attendance rate is even lower (Children Now 2007). The lack of preschool enrollment leads to a “disparity at the starting line” for many children of immigrants (Wyner, Bridgeland, and DiIulio 2007).

Fully half of all California K–12 students today have at least one immigrant parent, more than double the national average of 22 percent, and half of these children live in low-income or economically disadvantaged households. Most also come from families where a language other than English is the primary language spoken at home. These children generally start school with limited proficiency in English. They are what Ofelia García has aptly termed “emergent bilinguals” (García, Kleifgen, and Falchi 2008), more commonly labeled English-language learners (ELLs). According to this conception and terminology, one in four California students is an ELL, the overwhelming majority (85 percent) of whom speak Spanish at home (CDE 2008c).

Test results reveal huge within-state disparities between ELLs and native English speakers, between Latinos and non-Hispanic whites (“whites” hereafter), and between students who are socioeconomically disadvantaged and those who are not. In 2006, just 27 percent of California’s Latino students compared to 60 percent of its white students scored at the “proficient” or “above proficient” levels in English-language arts (CDE 2008d). The gap, although smaller, remains significant when comparing Latino and white students who are not socioeconomically disadvantaged. Disparities also exist in high school graduation rates, college readiness, and college attendance. Only 60 percent of Latinos receive a high school diploma after four years compared to 77 percent of white students. Of those who do graduate, only 20 percent of Latinos compared to 38 percent of whites have completed the coursework required for admission to a four-year California college or university. Latino students are particularly underrepresented at the University of California, California’s flagship public university.

There are also disparities in how resources are distributed. Schools located in middle- to upper-middle-class neighborhoods tend to have more resources than schools with high concentrations of immigrant children, English learners, and children living in poverty (Oakes 2002; Rogers, Terriquez, Valladares, and Oakes 2006). At least half of all Latino children in California live in low-income households, one in three is an English learner, and one in four attends a school where at least 90 percent of the students come from an “underrepresented group” (UCLA/IDEA and UC/ACCORD 2007). Ten percent of California high schools are of this type, including Berryville High. Over half of California’s Latino children attend a school where from 50 to 89 percent of the students are from underrepresented groups. Field High School is of this type. Only one in four Latino students attends a school that is majority white or white and Asian American. Our third California school, Hillside High, is characteristic of this type. While the disparities in educational opportunities and outcomes are more extreme in highly segregated, high-poverty neighborhoods and in schools with high concentrations of English learners, serious achievement gaps exist in other types of schools as well, including well-resourced suburban high schools (Ferguson 2002).

In California, the achievement gaps, or opportunity gaps, that exist are in part a product of a long history of devaluing Mexican culture, the repression of the Spanish language, and segregated schooling (San Miguel and Valencia 1998). Unfortunately, a negative and deficit view of Mexican American students’ abilities has persisted to the present time. Although academic outcomes have improved significantly for children of Mexican descent, wide disparities remain. In 2008 California Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O’Connell described the achievement gaps as “pernicious” and “pervasive” (CDE 2008e), and in 2009 he warned that “without more money California will ensure a two-tiered education for its students,” with “white, Asian and wealthier students far outperforming[ing] students who are black, Hispanic and poor” (Williams 2009). California’s funding for K–12 public education is well below the national average and only half that of some states. California also ranks forty-ninth of the fifty states in terms of its teacher to student ratio, currently 1 to 21 (Luckie 2009), a sharp contrast to Catalonia’s teacher-student ratio of 1 to 12.

The Six High Schools

Catalonia

The Catalonia schools where we conducted our fieldwork are public high schools or institutes. All three have experienced major transformations in recent years, but there are also important social, cultural, and linguistic differences among them.

IES del Cim Prior to 1995, IES del Cim was an institute for technical and vocational training whose students were mostly males and mostly the children of industrial workers who had migrated to Catalonia from Andalusia and other parts of Spain during the late 1960s and early 1970s. When compulsory secondary education was introduced in 1995 the institute was required by law to add ESO 1–4. With this change del Cim started to receive as many girls as boys, as well as increasing numbers of immigrant students, most of them from Morocco.

In 2004–5, del Cim had an enrollment of about 400 including 125 students attending ESO, 55 in Batxillerat, and 150 in Cicles Formatius. Del Cim presents itself as a school committed to the educational success of all its students. As set forth in its mission statement, the school seeks to respect the diversity and plurality of individuals, foster feelings of belonging to the school community, and promote a sense of solidarity and cooperation. Teachers were initially excited by the 1995 education reforms, seeing them as an opportunity to attract “good students,” which they defined as those “interested in school learning.” However, del Cim rapidly became pegged as a high school for immigrant and academically weak students. This was the case even though nearly 60 percent of the students in fourth ESO continued on to Batxillerat. To guard against their school becoming a magnet for Moroccan youth, the staff initially refused extra resources designated for immigrant support. In the period covered by Pàmies’s research on del Cim (2000–2005), tracking was implemented, initially as a temporary experiment, and Moroccan students quickly became overrepresented in the lowest tracks. At the same time, a committed head teacher instituted a community outreach effort that came to be known as El Barri Educa (the neighborhood educates). The welcome class teacher also worked hard to increase the participation of newcomer students in mainstream school activities.

IES del Mar Prior to the 1995 reforms, the second school, IES del Mar, was very similar to IES del Cim in the social origins of its students, mostly working-class Spanish children whose parents had migrated to Barcelona from other parts of Spain. However, unlike del Cim, it offered only the prestigious Batxillerat program, and it prided itself in playing an important role for neighborhood students with aspirations to a university education and the economic mobility that would bring. After 1995, like all other high schools throughout Catalonia, del Mar was required to offer ESO 1–4, which it did in addition to Batxillerat. At the time of Ponferrada’s research (2001–5), the large majority of del Mar’s 450 students continued to be working-class Spaniards, but one-fifth of the student body was immigrant, originating from Morocco, Ecuador, China, and Bangladesh, and mostly attending ESO; only a few immigrant students were enrolled in Batxillerat.

Although enrollments were stable, there was among students as well as teachers a growing sense that academic standards were on the decline. Student doubts were reflected in such comments as “I don’t know if we are well educated” or this is a “shitty school.” Some teachers described del Mar as “the periphery of the periphery,” but others viewed it as an “island” of excellence within an increasingly problematic neighborhood. Many teachers were nostalgic for the “old days” when del Mar was a top-rated selective institute, and they worried about how to prevent the school from becoming stigmatized as a “ghetto” school. Paradoxically, this concern was reflected in their continuous refusal to accept special resources earmarked for immigrant students, fearing, much like the teachers at del Cim, that this would encourage more immigrant youth to attend.

Following the practice of other Catalonia secondary schools, immigrant students assigned to del Mar’s welcome classroom were referred to as nouvingut (the Catalan term for newly arrived). Once immigrant students transferred into regular classes they were no longer referred to in any specific way in an effort to avoid perpetuating their “foreigner” status. In spite of this official practice, Ponferrada observed that references to students’ racial and/or ethnic backgrounds increased as their numbers at the school increased.

IES de la Vall The third Catalonia school is located in a small affluent town on the outskirts of Barcelona where most of the residents are natives of Catalonia, as are most of the students who attend IES de la Vall. Schools such as this are increasingly rare in Catalonia since most middle- and upper-middle-class families transferred their children to private schools following the 1995 educational reforms, which effectively ended selective public high schools. Bucking this trend, de la Vall has succeeded in retaining students whose parents typically hold professional jobs or are academics, business owners, or artists. A growing number of immigrant working-class families have also moved into the area, most of whom work in construction or in jobs such as municipal cleaners, lawn maintenance, restaurant workers, domestic servants, and caretakers for young children and the elderly; an increasing although still-small number of their children were attending de la Vall at the time that Ríos-Rojas carried out her fieldwork there (January to December 2007).

Since 1995, IES de la Vall has had to shift from being an elite selective Batxillerat institute to a high school that is more comprehensive and inclusive; its 510 students are now divided between the ESO and Batxillerat programs. At the level of official discourse, de la Vall expects students to continue to Batxillerat and on to university, and the research projects of the Batxillerat students hang prominently in the front hallway along with posters announcing foreign exchange programs and courses offered at local universities. However, like del Cim and del Mar, along with many other Catalonia high schools, de la Vall has recently instituted curricular tracking. Immigrant youth, together with working-class Spanish youth, are overrepresented in the lowest tracks, while native Catalonian students are mostly found in the higher tracks. All students, moreover, had to contend with teacher comments about the “ideal student” of the past. “Only the best came here,” one teacher commented. “Now we have kids that don’t belong here, . . . that should be working,” confided another.

Student demographics for the three schools are presented in Table 3.1. The “non-national” category includes the children of immigrants from both EU and non-EU countries. Some of these students were born in Spain, as the children of immigrants retain their parents’ foreign nationalities until they, or their parents if they are minors, apply for Spanish citizenship. At del Cim, 30 percent of the students were “foreigners”9 in 2001, all of them from Morocco, but by 2005 half of the foreign students were from other countries, mostly from Latin America. Likewise, at de la Vall half of the foreign students were from Latin America, with Ecuadorians representing the largest group. At del Mar the foreign students came from a wide array of Asian and Latin American countries, as well as from Morocco.

TABLE 3.1. Student Demographics for the Three Catalonia High Schools
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California

Like the schools in Catalonia, the three California schools have all experienced rapid demographic shifts in recent years. The California schools are much larger than their Catalonia counterparts, ranging in size from 1,400 to 2,200 students in 2007. Each offers a wide range of classes to students in grades nine through twelve, and the emphasis is on college preparation for all, a clear contrast to the schools in Catalonia. Two of the schools, Berryville High and Hillside High, are located in the same county and are part of the same school district. Field High is located in a different county and is part of a small rural school district that has only one high school.

Berryville High School Over the past forty years, due to the rapid growth in Berryville’s Latino (largely Mexican origin) population, the student body at Berryville High has shifted from 34 percent Latino to 94 percent Latino. Severe overcrowding at the high school led in recent years to a decline in academic standards, an increase in student conflicts, and a high degree of student truancy. As a result, many middle-class families, including most of the white and Asian American families, removed their children from the school. Berryville High today fits the profile of other intensely segregated schools that also serve high concentrations of low-income students, many of them English learners. A large percentage of Berryville High students are also the children of migrating agricultural workers and thus qualify for support through the federally funded Migrant Education Program.

With the opening of a third high school in the district in 2004, overcrowding was alleviated, truancy declined, and the campus grew safer. Under the leadership of a new principal, Berryville High introduced a set of academic reforms designed to raise academic standards. The school website in 2007 highlighted advanced placement, honors, and accelerated classes, and the official discourse was one of academic success and opportunity. As one teacher explained, “The school is a good school in itself,” reflecting a shared belief among the staff that “opportunities are there for anyone who wants to accept them.” Students in the top academic tracks do well for the most part, and many continue directly to four-year colleges. However, poor standardized test results and low graduation rates reflect the school’s ongoing academic shortcomings. In 2007, only 28 percent of Berryville High students scored “proficient” in English and only 33 percent “proficient” in math, compared to the statewide average of 48 percent and 50 percent respectively.

Hillside High School Until the opening of the third high, up to 700 students from Berryville, mostly of Mexican origin and mostly low income, were bussed ten miles to Hillside to attend Hillside High. Elsewhere we have described Hillside High as a “bimodal high school,” not only because of the ethnic and economic differences that characterized the student population but also because of differences in academic preparation prior to high school, the educational performance gaps that persisted through high school, and well-defined social divisions on campus between the two major student groups (Gibson and Bejínez 2002). More than half of the white parents had four-year college degrees. In sharp contrast, most parents of Mexican origin were immigrants who had had little opportunity in Mexico to attend school beyond the primary or junior high years. At the time of Gibson’s field research at Hillside High (1998–2002), the class of 2002 was almost equally divided between white students and students of Mexican descent. Half of the Mexican-descent students received free- or reduced-price meals and half were classified as English learners; two-fifths had parents who worked as agricultural laborers.

Hillside High has a reputation for its solid academic program, excellent cocurricular activities, and strong teaching staff. However, in spite of the school’s notable accomplishments and its goals to “accept, value, coach and encourage diversity,” academic performance patterns at the time of our research revealed disturbing and persistent gaps between the grades received by white and Mexican-descent students, and in college preparatory courses taken by each group. Just 21 percent of the Mexican-descent students who graduated from Hillside High in June 2002 had completed all the courses required for admission to one of California’s public universities, compared to 68 percent of their white classmates.

Field High School The rural community where Field High is located has experienced some out-migration in recent years among both middle- and working-class families, Mexican and Anglo alike, due to the greater availability of jobs and the lower cost of housing in a nearby inland city. The high school has also experienced a shift in its student population from 53 percent white, 40 percent Latino, 27 percent low income, and 11 percent English learner in 1998 to 31 percent white, 63 percent Latino, 42 percent low income, and 15 percent English learner in 2008. Despite these demographic changes, Field High has maintained a reputation for high academic expectations and strong academic outcomes compared to schools serving similar populations.

The school district’s goal is for all students to be responsible learners, for all to finish high school, and for all to be prepared to attend college. The district views itself as innovative and as representing the rich diversity of its community. The exploration of cultural differences is a designated part of the curriculum, and the promotion of bilingualism is an explicit goal. Field High teachers commented on the “good atmosphere” at the school and the “good rapport” between teachers and students. Although some student conflicts were noted, these were, according to teachers, “far fewer than in other schools” with similar student populations. The school also prided itself for its emphasis on group work and project-based learning, and teacher discourse was generally one of academic success and opportunity. On several occasions the state has recognized Field High for its outstanding programs and the high graduation rate of its Latino students. Still, like the other two California school, test results for low-income students of Mexican-descent were disappointingly low.

Table 3.2 displays student demographics at the three California high schools for 2000–2001 and for 2006–7 in order to capture recent changes at each school.

TABLE 3.2. Student Demographics for the California High Schools
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Language and Culture: From Differences to Hierarchies

The linguistic complexities of the California and Catalonia regions underpin the ways in which educational programs for the children of immigrants are structured, although each region takes a different approach—the former more monolingual and the latter more multilingual. In both areas, however, the emphasis placed on immigrant youth attaining a certain level of proficiency in the primary language of instruction, be it English or Catalan, before they can share classes with mainstream peers or enroll in advanced academic courses, serves as a major impediment to these students’ academic and social integration. The barriers extend far beyond those related to language proficiency. Although official school discourse appears to embrace diversity and/or cosmopolitanism, the reality is that language and cultural differences are constructed as hierarchies. Certain students’ languages, as are their speakers, are only reluctantly included in each school’s self-portraits, instructional programs, and communication systems. As a consequence, and as we shall detail, immigrant students often ended up marginalized and silenced when speaking their home languages at school. Likewise, their less than “perfect” use of the host language became cause for ridicule.

The Treatment of Cultural Diversity: From Rhetoric to Practice

Although all six schools declared their support for cultural diversity, their actions often contradicted their espoused goals either by restricting expressions of difference or through elitist and tokenistic practices that essentialized10 students’ identities and cultures. Several examples illustrate these points. IES de la Vall portrayed itself as a school that welcomed students from other countries. As in other high schools with a predominantly native Catalan staff and student body, a particular nationalist discourse emerged that prided itself in the lack of racism and discrimination, as these were seen to be un-Catalan. Yet this discourse contradicted the everyday lived experiences of isolation and racialized discrimination among the newcomer students from non-EU countries. For example, Jie, a student who had arrived from China the previous year, was often laughed at by his Spanish classmates, and no one would sit near him in class. Teachers generally attributed the mocking to typical adolescent behavior, or they framed such incidents in individualistic and power-neutral terms. Jie was simply “too shy,” a boy who had difficulty making friends. Yet students in Jie’s newcomer class had a very different understanding. “He doesn’t go near anyone,” one classmate explained, “but then nobody goes near him unless it’s to laugh at him or to imitate the way he talks!”

At IES del Cim, and in direct contrast to de la Vall, there was no website applauding the diversity of the student body. In fact, there was little mention at all of the students’ national or ethnic backgrounds even though one-third of the students were of immigrant origin, mostly Moroccans. Further, although teachers accorded high value to the Moors’ influence on Spanish architecture, art, and language, they shared far less favorable impressions of contemporary Moroccan culture. During the late 1990s, when only a handful of girls were enrolled at the school, little notice was given to the headscarves worn by the Moroccan girls or to these girls’ dress and customs. Attitudes changed markedly, however, as the number of Moroccan students increased and after the March 2004 bombing of three Madrid train stations by terrorists, including several of Moroccan descent. Especially revealing was an episode during a computer web class where several Moroccan students tuned into a program on Al-Jazeera. The teacher, seeing this as indication of Islamic fundamentalism taking root in the school, immediately reported the boys’ “suspicious” behavior to the vice-principal.

We found similar unease with Moroccan students at IES del Mar. Several teachers had organized an intercultural event, held in the welcome classroom after the official school day had ended. As is typical at such affairs, students were asked to bring “traditional” food and music and to show off “traditional” dances. Parents were invited to participate, and a few of the Moroccan mothers who attended were wearing headscarves. Assuming that headscarves indicated support for a patriarchal culture and the oppression of women, the principal and teachers decided not to hold the event again, believing it sent the “wrong” message to students.

In California, school events designed to celebrate cultural diversity and recognize Mexican holidays often ended poorly. Far from promoting cross-cultural understanding, the celebration of Mexican Independence Day (16 de septiembre) generated overt backlash from some of the white students at Hillside High, who ripped off the Mexican flag from cards they were given that displayed the Mexican and American flags side by side. When asked why they did this, one of the offenders replied: “Mexico sucks. It’s all about the United States.” Cinco de Mayo celebrations at Hillside High prompted similar conflicts, with some white students feeling Mexican culture was being forced on them and many Mexican students disheartened that their history and culture were being disrespected.

Field High also celebrated Cinco de Mayo but the activity as structured did nothing to educate the wider school community about this piece of Mexican history, and it also failed to make the recently arrived Mexican students feel included since all activities were in English and run by second-generation Mexican-origin students. The celebration was organized by the Migrant Student Association and held late in the afternoon after most nonmigrant students had left campus. While this avoided the types of tensions that had erupted at Hillside High, it also communicated a limited interest in and possibly limited acceptance of the event by the wider school population.

We observed a different and more intentional celebration of Mexican culture in the newcomers’ class at Berryville High, where the teacher evoked images of a glorious Mexican past. Similar to what Spivak (1990) has referred to as a “strategic essentialism” employed by oppressed groups to navigate unequal power relations, the teacher, a Mexican American man, sought to bolster students’ pride in their heritage and identity by telling them that they were “descendants of emperors.” His aim was to strengthen students’ pride in their Mexicanness in a school and larger societal context where this identity was denigrated. However, he did so in a way that seemed at times to neglect the fluidity and constantly expanding nature of students’ hybrid identities. When a student whose given name was Francisco wrote the name Frank on one of his poems, the teacher held up the paper and asked the class: “Who is Frank?” A small and usually quiet boy slowly, and it seemed reluctantly, raised his hand. Smiling at the boy, the teacher said: “Did you write this poem? And this person who signed the name Frank, is that you? Who is this Frank? Your name is Francisco and your name will be Francisco until you die! Until the day you die you will be Francisco. You must be proud of being Francisco.”

Efforts to encourage students to take pride in their Mexican identity usually took place in English Language Development (ELD) classes, the newcomers’ classroom, or in activities run by the Migrant Education Program. Although images such as a glorious Aztec past were in part fiction, often idealized and representing static views of culture, our research at Hillside High suggests that this type of support helped to engage and motivate Mexican-descent students academically as well as socially, bolstering a sense of cultural pride within a larger and sometimes hostile school environment (see Gándara 1995 for a similar point). However, while intended to bolster a sense of belonging among Mexican-origin students, the images, albeit unintentionally, also contributed to a conception of Americanness that positioned these youth as “foreign” and outside the bounds of American citizenship. Moreover, the activities appeared to have little impact on the negative images that some mainstream teachers had of Mexican students, their abilities, and their possibilities. Nor did they help later-generation Mexican American students, or those from other ethnic backgrounds, get to know their Mexican-immigrant classmates or counteract the very real acts of subordination and harassment that these youth experienced in school.

At all three California high schools, immigrant Mexican students were subjected to jokes, humiliations, and even direct physical assaults by the “Americans,” a group that, depending on the context, might include US-born students of Mexican descent who were also seeking to carve out their place within US cultural and ethnic hierarchies. One Field High student explained, “When you’re from Mexico, you feel like you’re inferior.” Another student, from Hillside High, noted that “American” students “think that Mexico . . . doesn’t have the value that the United States does, or [that] what Mexico does isn’t the right thing.”

In Catalonia, similar processes were played out through the “prescribed” national identities that newcomer students were consistently expected to perform in their classes, subjecting them to one or another of their teachers’ stereotypical and narrow ideas about their home countries and cultures. At IES de la Vall, as part of a class project on agriculture, two newcomer students were asked to prepare posters dealing with agriculture in their native countries. The teacher assumed that the students came from rural areas when in fact one was from Beijing and the other from Havana, and she attributed to them an expert knowledge of rice crops and tobacco cultivation, enterprises neither student had any direct experience with. Moreover, the teacher believed that in making this assignment, she was inviting the students to work on topics that would interest them and offer them an opportunity to teach their nonimmigrant peers about their “cultures of origin.” In actuality, the students were frustrated by the assignment and others like it, having repeatedly been asked to take on a confining essentialized identity that further marked their outsider status.

Unfortunately, this sort of commodification of culture, resulting from teachers’ clichéd understandings of students’ backgrounds solely in terms of “traditional” customs, foods, and dress, occurs too often in the very classes set up to welcome and support them. In their promotion of simplistic and oftentimes erroneous identifications, teachers inadvertently stereotyped the immigrant students’ countries and in the process reinforced notions of immigrants as perpetual foreigners coming from “backwards” cultures bound by tradition. The ways in which the schools approached diversity also led some immigrant students to internalize negative perceptions of their native countries and placed unnecessary pressure on them to mold their physical and behavioral styles to those more acceptable within the ethno-racial and gendered hierarchies of their schools.

Language Ideologies, Power Relations, and Students’ Rights

The manner in which languages are represented, and the place they occupy in schools, reflect existing power relations between groups and reinforce the status position of their speakers. Whether implicit or explicit, language ideologies impact students’ attitudes about their own language and about learning and using new languages. Some students’ home languages are only reluctantly included in instruction or other school activities, and if included it is usually for specific pragmatic purposes and without connection to a school’s declared commitment to multilingualism and multiculturalism (Carrasco 2001).

In Catalonia, as earlier noted, the primary language of instruction is Catalan, in keeping with the government’s official commitment to promote and protect this endangered language. Spanish language and literature are taught during two or three periods each week, these classes being structured with the assumption that students are already orally proficient in Spanish. English is also taught for three periods a week starting in the primary grades. Students are strongly encouraged to study an additional foreign language during high school.

All three Catalonia high schools followed this official curriculum, but there were clear differences in the ways in which language hierarchies were enacted at each site. At del Cim all official school documents were written in Catalan, as was most information sent to families. This was the case even though many of the teachers spoke Spanish as their primary language, as did most of the native-born students, and Spanish was the language they used when chatting among themselves. English was viewed as the prestige international language. Arabic, on the other hand, even though it was the native language of a majority of the immigrant students, was considered completely out of place in the curriculum or in conversation.11 During his three years of fieldwork at del Cim, Pàmies observed only one instance when a letter was sent home in Arabic. The letter, an invitation to a school event, resulted in a massive attendance by Moroccan parents. The use of Arabic in letters to Moroccan parents was never repeated, and teachers persisted in complaining about the Moroccan parents’ “lack of interest” in their children’s education (Carrasco, Pàmies, and Bertran 2009).

Linguistic hierarchies were in full force in other school settings at del Cim and the two other Catalonia schools. For example, a proposal to offer Arabic classes in after-school hours was roundly opposed by the del Cim faculty, who noted that it was not the school’s job to promote Arabic (Pàmies 2004). “That’s all we need,” one teacher sarcastically commented. Others noted that students who wanted to study Arabic should take classes “at the mosque,” linking the teaching of Arabic with the study of the Koran, thus rendering it an inappropriate activity for a secular public school. At del Mar, where Catalan was the native language of most of the teachers and the language they used among themselves, English and French were viewed as having academic value, but not Spanish. This was the case even though the large majority of students were themselves native Spanish speakers, either the children of migrants from other parts of Spain or immigrants from Latin America. Rather than embracing and promoting proficiency in Spanish as well as Catalan, the teachers reacted as though Spanish were a threat (Ponferrada 2008).

At IES de la Vall the use of multiple languages was officially embraced, including the use of Spanish. However, none of the languages of the non-EU immigrant students was given any academic position at the school, and students were judged on the basis of their academic and social proficiency in Catalan, the latter being the most important. Yet social acceptance rested on more than mastery and use of Catalan. Students from Chile and Argentina were viewed as different from other immigrant youth, “more European” and “more like us” according to one teacher, who also noted that “they tend to learn more quickly, and with Catalan they pick it up almost immediately!” Her implicit assumption was that those who were “more European” were also those who “learn more quickly.” Ecuadorian and Bolivian students were not included in the “more-like-us” category.

We also observed a clear difference between the treatment and status of international exchange students and newly arrived, or even not-so-newly arrived, immigrant students. At de la Vall an exchange student from the United States was praised for her command of English, her efforts to learn Catalan, and the wealth of knowledge she could share with her peers. Yet a student from Morocco, who spoke some French as her second or third language after Arabic and Berber and before Catalan and Spanish, was told that it would be too difficult for her to take French as her elective. At Field High in California we observed a similar differentiation between exchange students and immigrant students. Like all students for whom English was not the home language, the foreign exchange students were tested for their proficiency in English. However, rather than placing the exchange students whose English proficiency was judged “limited” into ELD or sheltered English classes, they were placed directly into regular classes. “Their parents are not paying a lot of money to see their children placed in sheltered English classes with the Mexicans,” one teacher explained. Seemingly, what was viewed as best for the children of Mexican families, mostly from working-class backgrounds, was not considered best for middle-class exchange students from Spain and other European countries.

In all six schools the treatment and use of Spanish clearly reflected the enactment of social hierarchies having to do with the status of those for whom Spanish was the home language. In spite of the very large proportion of native Spanish speakers at each of the California high schools, almost all communication (written and oral) was in English. It was, in fact, one of the major contradictions of the three California schools that opportunities to promote Spanish/English bilingualism were consistently overlooked. This was the case at Field High even though the promotion of bilingualism was an official school district goal. At Berryville High, even though the large majority of students were native Spanish speakers, there was almost no recognition of these students’ bilingualism or any serious efforts to promote the maintenance of Spanish. The information given to students was almost exclusively in English. The use of Spanish was restricted to Spanish language classes, the newcomer class, the Migrant Education Office, and to documents that non-English-speaking parents needed to comprehend. This led to a dual paradox. On the one hand, newcomer students were excluded from knowing what was going on in the school because the information was only available in English, and, on the other, they were subjected to an accelerated unlearning of their mother tongue through sometimes quite incomprehensible translations of English texts into Spanish.

Contradictions between Discourse and Practice: The Students’ Experiences

In exploring how the contradictions between discourse and practice play out in the lives of immigrant youth, we focus in particular on students who were recently arrived or were still mastering the language of instruction, be it English or Catalan. We also center attention on the special classes and instructional programs provided to newcomers and second-language-learners and to the contradictions and shortcomings of these programs. A primary interest is how the schools’ policies, programs, and practices were at different moments and in different spaces both welcoming and unwelcoming, leading students either to a sense of belonging and school engagement or to feelings of nonbelonging, disengagement, and even withdrawal.

Classes for Newcomers and Second Language Learners (SLLs)

California’s Department of Education states two basic goals for English learners: first, that they acquire proficiency in English as rapidly and effectively as possible, and second, that they meet state standards for academic achievement. In their efforts to meet these goals, California high schools typically provide some extra support for ELLs until they have attained the level of English proficiency considered necessary for success in regular classes with classmates who are fluent in English. This support generally includes a combination of ELD, sheltered English, and in some cases instruction offered in the student’s home language.

ELD classes seek to provide English-language learners with the competencies in English that native speakers already possess. Students with the lowest levels of English proficiency generally receive two periods of ELD instruction daily. More advanced students have one period. Sheltered English is a special methodology designed to make academic instruction in the various subject areas (e.g., math, science, history) understandable and accessible to English learners. Instruction is entirely or largely in English and the goal is for ELLs to develop their subject matter knowledge in addition to furthering their skills in English. Students are “sheltered” in the sense that they do not compete academically with native English speakers since classes include only ELLs.

All three schools also offered subject matter classes in Spanish to ELLs while they were learning English. Such classes have been greatly restricted in California schools since the 1998 passage of Proposition 227, or the English Language in Public Schools initiative. This initiative, which required that all public school instruction be conducted in English (except in those circumstances where parents have signed waivers requesting an alternate instructional technique), had limited impact on the classes offered at the three high schools in our study because none of these schools had robust bilingual education programs prior to 1998. Yet beyond actual curricular offerings, Prop. 227 clearly has had a chilling effect on the promotion of bilingualism and on the use of Spanish in school, including in the three schools studied. This proposition, and the wide support it garnered, reflected a nativist uneasiness toward the rise of the immigrant population in California, Mexicans in particular, and their presumed threat to “American” culture and identity. As Galindo and Vigil (2006) have noted, language discrimination, such as that reflected in Prop. 227, can serve as an acceptable method of discrimination against a particular group without resorting to race.

In addition to ELD, sheltered English, and the subject matter classes in Spanish offered to the ELLs, Field High and Berryville High also offered newcomer classes whose chief aim was to help newly arrived students settle in socially as well as academically. Students placed in a newcomers class were frequently behind age mates academically, or perceived to be so, due to limited or interrupted schooling prior to immigrating to the United States. It merits noting that not all ELLs are newcomers or even recently arrived. At Hillside High, for example, 35 percent of the students assigned to ELD classes had been in the United States for six or more years. These “long-term ELLs” could speak English, often quite well, but they had not passed the tests that demonstrated their academic English skills. Since the ELD classes were not geared to these students’ needs, many, the boys in particular, responded by misbehaving in class or losing interest in school.

Apart from the long-term ELLs, most of the students felt comfortable and welcome in both the ELD and newcomers classes. We observed students rehearsing songs for an upcoming festival, debating who would get which role in a play, and joking with one another about the latest games in the Mexican soccer league. We also saw students from previous years returning to these classrooms during their breaks to socialize with friends. Moreover, as one teacher explained, “The children look for protection in my classroom at lunch time.” It was, he said, because “They don’t feel connected. They are looking for a refuge. They don’t feel part of the system.” Other teachers shared that they kept their classroom doors open during breaks so that immigrant youth would have safe places to gather. Echoing teacher comments, immigrant students themselves described the ELD and newcomer classrooms as the places on campus where they felt comfortable and “safe.”

Teachers at the California schools frequently brought up the subject of gangs, and there seemed to be general agreement that newcomer students needed protection from gang members. Gang labels, moreover, were commonly tossed about by students and teachers alike, although in reality most gang members no longer attend school during their teen years (Vigil 2004). Still, many Mexican-origin students, including students in the schools studied, identify with and even loosely affiliate with either a Norteño or Sureño identity, gang “wannabes” “who participate in the symbolic display of gang culture (e.g., by writing gang slogans or graffiti on their school notebooks, or by wearing baggy clothes) but who, for the most part, have little to do with any committed aspects of gang affiliation” (Mendoza-Denton 2008, 57).

In Catalonia, high schools serving newly arrived immigrant students, including all three schools in our study, have instituted welcome classes for students who speak neither Catalan nor Spanish. These classes focus, in theory at least, on the intensive teaching of Catalan, instruction in core academic subjects, and enrichment activities. For a portion of each day, welcome-class students also join mainstream classes for subjects such as art and physical education (PE) that do not require strong Catalan proficiency. After attending a full year in the welcome class, students are moved into regular classes, but their placement is often in an “adapted class” or another lower-track section of their grade. Welcome classes, thus, frequently became the first rung of a tracked system, rendering it almost impossible for recently arrived high school–aged immigrant students ever to be prepared for Batxillerat when they graduate from ESO.

Immigrant students from Morocco also face the additional challenge of mastering a new system of writing, if they have not taken French in their previous schooling, since the direction and logic of written Arabic is completely different from Catalan. There were other hurdles for Catalan learners, particularly for those who didn’t already speak Spanish. Even though Catalan was officially the language of oral instruction and of textbooks, some teachers spoke to the immigrant students in Spanish in the belief that this was helpful. Paradoxically, this tended to make learning more difficult. As one Moroccan student explained, “In the morning we are in the welcome class learning Catalan and everything is in Catalan, and in the afternoon the teachers talk to me in Spanish.” Another student described how learning Catalan was hard “because the teacher explains it in Spanish and the book is in Catalan.”

Segregated and Shortchanged

Beyond matters of curriculum and instruction, a further rationale given by teachers in both countries for placing newcomers and second language learners into separate classes was the fact that students in regular classes were often impatient with classmates who didn’t speak English or Catalan/Spanish well and who needed “extra” help from the teacher. Mainstream teachers themselves often also had misgivings about having second-language learners in their classes if they couldn’t keep up academically without special assistance. As a result, recently arrived immigrant students usually remained in segregated classes for some or even most of the day, separated from and it seems “protected” from fluent speakers of English or Catalan/Spanish.

While newcomers appreciated the extra support, at least initially, it was also clear that many students believed that they learned little in these classes after the initial settling-in period. In general, they viewed the classes as less rigorous and often less interesting than mainstream classes. One California student referred to his sheltered English classes as the “low expectations” classes. Students in ELD classes reported similar feelings, noting “We never do anything,” or “We always do the same thing—watch movies,” or “The teacher learns more Spanish than we learn English.”

There were exceptions, of course, and students readily admitted that much depended on the teacher. When teachers had strong preparation in second-language acquisition, students responded positively and learned a lot. English-language learners in California shared with us that they also liked having teachers who could speak Spanish and could explain course material to them in Spanish if they were having trouble grasping the ideas in English. In general, however, students in the ELD classes had little opportunity to engage in project work either on their own or with others, and ELD teachers tended to overemphasize the use of worksheets with a focus on the repetitive drill of grammar and vocabulary, sometimes in combination with infantilizing activities such as coloring and cutting up pictures. In many cases, the academic behaviors expected in these classes contrasted notably with those valued in high-track mainstream classes, where active participation was expected and student opinions were regularly elicited on a wide variety of topics including those requiring a high degree of abstraction. Moreover, except for some of the long-term ELL boys in California, who were quick to crack jokes in English, usually at the expense of the teacher or some classmate, students actually spoke very little English in their ELD classes. Nor did they practice English outside of class either with their ELL friends or with their more English-proficient peers. In fact, at all three California schools we found that the ELLs almost never engaged socially in English with other students. Even in integrated classes, like PE, or in school-wide activities, they stuck to themselves, usually off to the side.

By contrast, we saw a stronger pedagogy within the welcome class at IES de la Vall than in many of the mainstream classes there, including one-on-one attention and help with understanding what was going on in the mainstream classes they attended. The teacher-learner relationship was also less authoritative and more cooperative in de la Vall’s welcome classroom, and it was a space where we saw second-language learners having ample opportunities for input and sharing. However, in all the Catalonia schools, we also observed contradictions and dilemmas between the desire to support and protect newcomers and the actuality of segregating them in separate classrooms. There was a strong feeling expressed by teachers at each school that newcomers were the responsibility of the welcome-class teacher rather than students who needed to be integrated into the larger school community. Even the physical placement of the welcome classroom contributed to the segregation. Del Cim teachers resisted having the welcome classroom near the entrance to the school, fearing that highly visible “non-prestigious” students would undermine school prestige. Similarly at del Mar, when teachers finally agreed to having a welcome class, they placed it far from the center, arguing that this location would “protect” newcomers from the youthful outbursts of energy of the rest of the students, which they expected the newcomers would find “intimidating.”

This segregated approach to teaching newcomers meant that the newcomers had little opportunity to practice Catalan with native speakers. Nor was the oral practice of Catalan emphasized by the welcome-class teachers at del Mar and del Cim (de la Vall was the exception) even though acquiring proficiency in Catalan was a primary rationale for instituting these classes. Moreover, on those few occasions when a welcome-class teacher arranged for the newcomer students to present their work to their native-born classmates, the result was sometimes contradictory to what was intended. Efforts were largely tokenistic and in reality did little to bring immigrant students into the mainstream of school life.

The language programs for second-language learners at all six schools fell short in many of the same ways that have been described in the literature on second-language learning in the United States (Gándara and Rumberger 2006; García, Kleifgen, and Falchi 2008; Hurd 2004; Valdés 1998) and in Spain (Martín Rojo 2003; Nussbaum and Unamuno 2006; Vila 2006). Curriculum materials tended to be unchallenging and boring in their construction, disconnected from students’ lives, and instruction generally failed to build on what students already knew. In California, the ELD classes were frequently too large for effective second-language instruction and often included students at very different levels of English proficiency. Classes taught in Spanish also suffered from inadequate curriculum materials and from teachers who, although bilingual in English and Spanish, often lacked subject-matter training in Spanish (Valdés 2004). This meant that they were expected to teach history or biology in Spanish but they had only studied their discipline in English. It was paradoxical, as well as contradictory to instructional aims, that the students in the Spanish-language subject-matter classes often had trouble understanding the lessons due to the poor translation of curriculum materials into Spanish or the teachers’ lack of specialized vocabulary in Spanish. Likewise, teachers in the ELD and welcome classes, although generally very dedicated to their second-language-learner students, in the main lacked adequate preparation in second-language acquisition. Moreover, some (not all) unwittingly conveyed to their students a message of low academic expectations. Furthermore, and quite ironically, these special classes provided too little opportunity for students to practice oral English or oral Catalan. Because the second-language learners were segregated for much of the school day and often marginalized when in classes with mainstream students, they also had little opportunity to learn the new language from fluent English or Catalan speakers apart from their teachers.

Outside of class, Latin American students in Catalonia tended to stick with Spanish unless they had arrived during primary school and had been included in Catalan-speaking friendship groups. However, at de la Vall—the only school in our study with large numbers of native Catalan speakers—such friendships were rare, due at least partially to the tracked nature of the classes. The Ecuadorian students, for example, were generally assigned to the adapted classes, which were largely taught in Spanish rather than Catalan, and thus they were more resistant to speaking Catalan outside of class and less likely to form friendships with their native Catalan peers. At del Cim we observed some Moroccan students speaking to one another in Arabic in order to assert their identity in the face of assimilationist pressures, but more typically these same students would speak to one another in Spanish (but not Catalan) when no teachers or native students were around and thus when they felt no need to make a public statement by using Arabic.

In California, ELLs shared with us that they were embarrassed to speak English because other students made fun of them when they made errors. The put-downs were sometimes made by US-born Mexican-descent peers who generally spoke only in English. As one newcomer student explained, “They don’t speak Spanish because they are ashamed of Spanish.” Some of these students had never learned Spanish at home; others had stopped using it due to assimilationist pressures and anti-Spanish attitudes not only at school but in the larger US society. Some, whose Spanish was less than perfect, were embarrassed to speak it in front of fellow Mexican-origin schoolmates whose Spanish was strong. At all three schools there was a clear language hierarchy in which English dominated. Although the value of bilingualism was often touted, the actions of each of the schools sent quite the opposite message. It is not surprising, therefore, that some Mexican American students who spoke Spanish, some even very well, refrained from speaking it at school and even pretended not to understand it.

Although attitudes about bilingualism are far different in Catalonia, the experiences of immigrant students when they moved outside the safety of their protected classes were remarkably similar. When newcomer students joined regular classes, they usually sat in the back, out of sight of the other students. This was the case at IES del Cim when students from the welcome class joined the mainstream classes for an hour or two each day. Moreover, while newcomer students initially worked hard in the mainstream classes, their attitude and participation levels shifted when teachers failed to integrate them into the larger class, overlooked their questions, and continued to give them the same type of dull work sheets week after week, as was too often the case.

The staff at each of the Catalonia schools recognized that the needs of newcomer students were not being met but there seemed no adequate resolution. Moreover, the efforts that were made appeared only to reinforce in everyone’s mind, including the newcomers themselves, that they were “less able.” Simply placing newcomers into regular classes did little to overcome their social isolation. Neither did it give them a real chance to engage in mainstream class activities, however peripherally. Too often the immigrant students, including some who had been in Spain for many years, had to cope not only with their marginalization in mainstream classes but also with harassment by some of their native peers. At del Mar, we observed a Spanish student come up to two Moroccan girls, Halima and Mouna, and shout: “Let’s see your papers,” imitating a policeman asking a foreigner for documents. Then, as if this were not intimidating enough, he hit the nearby table with an imaginary truncheon like those carried by the police. The Moroccan girls looked downwards while he spoke, waiting for him to go away. He repeated his command several times until the researcher intervened. Later, with tears in their eyes, the two confided, “It has happened many times.” They hadn’t said anything, they explained, not wanting to be viewed as snitches.

Discussion and Implications

In spite of their different immigration histories and systems of education, we have found many similarities between Catalonia and California in terms of the schools’ treatment of immigrant-origin youth and in terms of these youths’ school participation patterns, academic achievement during high school, and preparation to continue on to higher education. Both systems have laudable goals with respect to meeting the needs of the children of immigrants, but both are falling short. Although there is official rhetoric of integration, cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism, and equality of educational opportunities, immigrant youth in the end are being shortchanged. In both countries and across the different types of high schools we found systematic contradictions between discourse and practice. The systems operate in ways that seek to welcome and include but paradoxically end up with school structures and practices that are unwelcoming and exclusive and that serve to marginalize and segregate immigrant youth.

The major questions then become: Why do these patterns exist? Why are they so similar in spite of the many differences between the two countries? And what might we propose based on our findings in terms of how the two educational systems can do a better job of meeting the needs of immigrant youth? We have suggested that the patterns that get played out within the schools relate to the existence of historically entrenched linguistic and cultural hierarchies that perpetuate the privileged status of the native students and contribute to the subordination and “othering” of the immigrant youth. These hierarchies also contribute to the teachers’ inability to recognize and build on the social and linguistic capital that immigrant-origin students bring with them, which in turn contributes to teachers’ low expectations for these youth and the denigration of their languages and cultures.

In many cases, perhaps most, the teachers and the native students are unaware of the impact these hierarchies have on the daily lives and opportunities afforded to immigrant youth. They do not see how rigid and politicized the boundaries are. Nor do they see, on the one hand, the ways that they pressure immigrant youth to assimilate and, on the other, how they contribute to the essentializing of their supposed differences. What the educational systems do quite effectively is to maintain the privileged position of the native students and the ascendancy of their languages and cultures. In this way the educational systems in both countries serve to reproduce ethnic, racial, and class hierarchies.

All too often immigrant students’ home languages and ways of knowing are defined as deficits or problems, something to be remedied rather than rewarded or treated as the assets that they are. Thus, when immigrant youth perform poorly in school, their difficulties are seen as intrinsic to them or their families or their neighborhoods rather than recognized as related to shortcomings within school structures and policies. Recently arrived immigrant youth are placed in special classes intended to speed their social and academic integration, but in the process they end up segregated and isolated for much of the day with unchallenging classes and little opportunity to mix with native students or to use the new language that they know they have to learn.

Outside of class the immigrant youth also end up spatially separated, most commonly residing on the periphery of school life physically as well as socially. Once they move out of special classes for newcomers and second-language learners, they often find themselves placed into the lowest academic tracks with little opportunity to meet college-entrance requirements. Even when they are placed in higher-track college-preparatory classes, they often feel unsupported, marginalized, and silenced, their knowledge and talents unacknowledged. Although extracurricular activities appear to be arenas that promote participation and belonging for all students, these activities rarely are organized in ways that encourage immigrant students’ participation as full and equal members of the school community.

It need not be this way. Teachers and other staff members should be provided with the kinds of professional preparation, preservice and in-service, that will enable them to understand, reflect upon, and find ways to dismantle the cultural, social, and linguistic hierarchies that operate within their schools. As noted at the outset, linguistic and cultural differences provide opportunities for conflict, but they also provide opportunties for students to learn from one another and to acquire the skills that will be needed to operate successfully in an increasingly globalized world (Gibson and Ríos-Rojas 2006). Teachers, as well as students, need to move beyond frameworks that construct immigration as a problem and that insist upon “repairing” immigrant students’ alleged deficits. An important step in moving forward rests in the ability to shift the focus from immigrant children’s supposed “deficiencies” to their “funds of knowledge” (Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez 1992) and to recognize the value of “additive” forms of acculturation (Gibson 1988, 1995) as an alternative to rigid and oftentimes coercive assimilationist practices that serve to exclude rather than include.

As noted by Fine and colleagues, young people, perhaps immigrant youth in particular, need spaces where both old and new identities can be “tried on, played with, and tossed off” (Fine, Weis, and Powell 1997, 253) and where questions of difference are engaged explicitly and within a historical framework of power. They need such spaces both as physical sites and as sets of relationships that serve to nurture their evolving identities and provide access to the kinds of institutional support required for school success. More than at any other time in history, schools need to prepare children for a globalized world. To do this, teachers need not only to view multicultural competencies as an asset but also to support their development among students, native and immigrant alike. However, in seeking to do this, educators must attend carefully to how schools themselves through their unequal relations of power and their reproduction of linguistic and cultural hierarchies provide differential access to the cultural knowledge and competencies that are valued and rewarded within schools (see Goodenough 1976).

Notes

We are deeply grateful to the students, parents, educators, and community members who participated in this study. We wish also to extend our gratitude to the agencies that helped to fund the research, including the US National Science Foundation’s Partnerships for International Research and Education (Award #OISE-0529921), the Nuffield Foundation, the Spencer Foundation (#199900129), the US Department of Education/OERI (#R305T990174), and the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation I+D Project SEJ-2005–09333.

1. The authors recognize that categories such as “native” and “immigrant” are contestable and imbued in each country with particular social and political meanings. In the Spanish context, by “native” we are referring here to Spaniards of Spanish origin. The terms immigrant, immigrant origin, and children of immigrants are used interchangeably throughout the chapter. As used most commonly in Spain, these terms refer to children whose parents have immigrated to Spain from the developing countries of the world. In the US context, we focus on the children of immigrants from Mexico, both US and foreign born.

2. In the aftermath of the 9/11 and 3/04 attacks in New York and Madrid, respectively, negative portrayals of the Muslim and Moroccan community in Spain have been all the more palpable in both popular and political discourses (European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia 2006).

3. Terms related to schooling in Catalonia are written in Catalan.

4. Altogether, five million of the eight million inhabitants of the Autonomous Community of Catalonia reside in the city of Barcelona or the greater metropolitan area.

5. Romanians were the largest non-EU immigrant group until they joined the European Union in 2008.

6. Graduation rates for immigrant-origin students disaggregated by ethnicity and/or national origin were not available for individual schools. However, in the three Catalonia high schools where we conducted our field research, we observed that fewer Moroccan and Latin American students graduated from ESO than native Spanish students. Based on data we gathered, graduation rates for native students were 60 percent at IES del Cim, 68 percent at IES del Mar, and 88 percent at IES de la Vall.

7. As used here, the category “immigrant” refers to all persons resident in California who are foreign born, including those who have become naturalized citizens.

8. In California, state and school statistics include students of Mexican origin within the broader category of “Latino,” i.e., of Latin American origin, the overwhelming majority of whom are children of Mexican descent.

9. As used in Catalonia and in the rest of Spain, the category “foreigners” (or “foreign students”) includes second-generation students if they have not yet obtained Spanish nationality. In actuality, most of the students in our study were first generation (i.e., foreign born).

10. Reducing a culture, people, or group to what are presumed to be its essential characteristics, and in so doing creating caricatures that deny the agency, fluidity, and diversity of group members (e.g., this is how women are, or Spaniards, or baseball players, or hockey fans).

11. The Moroccan community in the neighborhood surrounding IES del Cim is predominantly Arabic speaking, although in Catalonia as a whole 60 percent of Moroccan residents are Amazigh or Berbers, the indigenous non-Arab population of North Africa. Most of them speak Tamazight, the main Berber language.


CHAPTER FOUR

Second-Generation Attainment and Inequality: Primary and Secondary Effects on Educational Outcomes in Britain and the United States

Mary C. Waters, Anthony Heath, Van C. Tran, and Vikki Boliver

The children of immigrants whose parents have low levels of education face a daunting task. In a time of growing inequality, postsecondary education holds the key not only to a better job, but to a host of other desirable outcomes, including better health, a more stable family life, and better overall happiness (Hout 2012). Yet children whose parents do not have a postsecondary education are at a disadvantage in accessing higher education. An immigrant background adds a host of other impediments, including the learning of a new language, the possibility that some students began their educations in a different educational system, as well as the possibility of ethnic and racial discrimination in local schools and neighborhoods. To what extent are children of immigrants able to overcome these barriers and achieve a postsecondary education? To what extent does their academic ability get recognized by different educational systems? Do children of immigrants make the transition to higher education at lower or higher levels than children of natives? And if we can control for prior academic achievement, are we able to find evidence of a second-generation penalty or advantage over the natives?

In this chapter we examine these questions by assessing the educational careers of young people in the United States and England at four points—performance scores at age sixteen, completion of secondary education, completion of tertiary education, and the type of university attended among those who go to university. Using these four data points we can compare the fortunes of the children of immigrants in both countries on two theoretically important but different aspects of schooling—the primary and secondary effects of social background on educational attainment. The primary effects of social background are usually conceptualized to include the effects of the home environment, particularly parental help and encouragement, that contribute to success on attainment tests during the period of compulsory schooling. So our first question will be whether there are differences between immigrant and native children in test scores at ages of fifteen and sixteen, and whether those differences persist when we control for parental education.

The secondary effects of social background on attainment are those that determine whether, among children of equal attainment, some are able to continue or not. Here it has been customary to think of the decisions that young people and their families make. The key decision in both Britain and the United States, in both of which schooling is compulsory until age sixteen, is whether to drop out or to continue at that point. A second key decision is whether to attend university or some other postsecondary school. A third decision is which university or college to attend. In both England and the United States, students have many universities to choose from and these vary a great deal by selectivity and social prestige. When we examine these secondary effects, we will ask whether children of immigrants compared to children of natives who share the same educational achievement as measured by test scores vary in the decisions they make at these crucial points in their educational careers. We do this in each country by comparing the children of immigrants to the third- and later-generation children of native whites, while controlling for social class of parents.

The theory of effectively maintained inequality (described in the introduction to this volume) posits that as more young people attend university, the variation in outcomes among students will shift toward qualitative distinctions among the types of universities attended and away from merely the quantitative amount of education each student achieves. Using novel sources of data from both the United States and Britain, we are able to examine this question. We analyze below whether the ethnic origins of children of immigrants and natives affect the prestige of the university they attend.

We use panel data in the United Kingdom and longitudinal data in the United States that allow us to examine these outcomes while controlling for the social class and migration background of parents. These data sources are the Youth Cohort Survey in Britain and the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) in the United States. At the tertiary level we use data from the Immigrant Second Generation in Metropolitan New York study, which gathered detailed data on the quality of the universities attended by the second generation and the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service data in the United Kingdom that provides data on ethnicity, generation, and selectivity of college and university attended.

Our findings on the primary effects of ethnic background on education show strong and similar effects in both countries. The children of low-skilled labor migrants from the black Caribbean, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Africa in the United Kingdom and the children of Mexicans, West Indians, and Puerto Ricans in the United States perform significantly lower than third- or later-generation native whites. Higher-status immigrant groups such as Filipinos in the United States and Asian Indians in Britain score better than native whites. In the United States, the native minority groups of African Americans and Puerto Ricans score significantly lower than native whites. In both countries, Chinese youth show very high performance scores, despite the fact that many of them have parents with very low levels of education. These ethnic differences persist even after controlling for social class. These findings on the primary effects of ethnicity are similar to the findings of other scholars working on these issues in both countries. They also echo the conclusions of scholars investigating social-class effects on educational outcomes who find that parental educational attainment has a strong effect on test scores at age sixteen.

Our findings on the secondary effects of ethnic background on educational outcomes are more complex and novel, and depart from the established findings in the social-class literature. In Britain, while the children of labor migrants such as black Caribbeans and Pakistanis are less likely to complete secondary education than native whites, Bangladeshis have caught up with the British majority group. In the United States, African Americans and second-generation Mexicans are much less likely than native whites to complete secondary school but the children of black immigrants have almost caught up with the majority group. When we control for performance scores at age sixteen and ask whether young people with the same scores are more or less likely to finish secondary school, we find that in both countries the ethnic coefficients are positive. Comparing majority and minority students with similar performance scores, the ethnic minorities are at least as likely as or more likely to finish secondary school than native whites.

At the level of tertiary education we find strong differences between the United States and Britain. In Britain, the ethnic minority groups are considerably more likely to complete university education than native whites with similar GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education) scores. Yet in the United States, African Americans, Puerto Ricans, and second-generation Mexicans are much less likely to complete university than native whites with similar test scores. This difference is all the more remarkable since many American colleges and universities practice some form of affirmative action in admissions to create more racially and ethnically diverse student bodies than would happen based on grades and test scores alone, while British universities have no such programs.

Finally, we find that in both Britain and the United States there is a relatively unrecognized source of inequality—the sorting of different ethnic groups into institutions of differing status and quality. In both countries we find that native whites are much more likely to attend the most selective and highest-status universities and the children of low-status immigrants are concentrated in less selective and less prestigious institutions. This finding is consistent with predictions of effectively maintained inequality and is a prime example of the “reactivity” of educational systems evident in all of the countries studied in this volume and highlighted in the conclusion to the volume (Lucas 2001; Raferty and Hout 1993; Alba and Holdaway, this volume).

In the pages that follow we first describe the major immigrant groups and their histories in Britain, as well as the British educational system. We then present our substantive findings on ethnic differences in attainment scores at age sixteen, completion of secondary education, completion of college or university education, and attendance at institutions of lesser or higher prestige and selectivity. We conclude the chapter with a discussion of some of the more surprising patterns in the data—the better outcomes for the children of low-skilled immigrants in terms of university attendance in Britain as opposed to the United States, and the previously unexamined inequality in the type of university attended by different ethnic groups in both countries.

Comparing the United States and the United Kingdom

The United States and the United Kingdom are more similar to one another than to other Western European countries on a number of dimensions important to understanding the pattern of immigrant integration. (See for example Heath and Cheung 2007 for detailed comparisons of the labour-market situations of migrants and their children in these two countries with a range of other European countries.) Britain and the United States have similar citizenship regimes (civic, not ethnic), similar welfare states and social benefits (especially when compared with more generous European welfare systems), similarly flexible educational systems that provide more opportunities for second chances and less early tracking into vocational education (especially when compared with other West European nations such as Germany and France), some overlaps in the national origins of immigrants (including sizable numbers of Caribbean blacks, Indians, and Chinese), and similar attention to race as an important source of division in society.

It is perhaps this attention to race and the definition of groups as ethnic and racial minorities in both the United States and Britain that most differentiates them from other Western European countries coping with integration of immigrants and their descendants. The United States has classified post-1965 immigrants in racial terms, based on a system of classification and social identification that arose out of internal population dynamics owing to a long history of slavery and to the conquest of American Indians and Hispanics in the Southwest and Puerto Rico (Waters 2008). When Asians started to arrive as immigrants in the late nineteenth century, they were racially classified by the federal government and a racial exclusion of them was ultimately enshrined in American immigration law until the 1950s. In an ironic turn of events, the classification of the population by race, developed in order to discriminate and exclude, was officially enshrined in our federal statistical system after the civil rights movement resulted in legislation designed to prevent and prosecute discrimination, and is now most vigorously defended by racial minorities themselves.

This attention to race and the development of antidiscrimination legislation was also incorporated into British society. Modeled after the US race and civil rights laws, Britain has developed a policy based on multiculturalism and antiracism to integrate immigrants and their descendants. Thus, while Britain and the United States often perceive their “immigration” integration issues as race-relations issues, this is very different from other Western European countries. For example, France explicitly forbids collecting data on race and in Germany the sharp divisions that surround immigration are about birthplace, citizenship, and ethnic belonging rather than skin color.

Yet this common language of race as an organizing principle of social distinction in Britain and the United States can obscure some real differences between them in the meaning of “race,” the social construction of ethnicity, and the drawing of group boundaries. One possible difference has to do with what W. E. B. DuBois (1903) famously called the “color line.” In the United States there is a vigorous debate occurring about where to locate this fundamental cleavage (Foner and Fredrickson 2004; Gans 1999). This debate centers on whether American society divides whites from nonwhites or blacks from nonblacks. The question, in other words, is whether Asians and Latinos are being incorporated onto the “white” or the “black” side of “the color line.” Before the civil rights movement and mass immigration from Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, the position of Latinos and Asians was closer in many ways, even legally, to African Americans, than to whites. Recently, many scholars have argued that the high rates of intermarriage and residential integration of Asians and light-skinned Latinos have meant that the serious ramifications of race for life chances in the United States are concentrated among those socially identified as blacks, not as nonwhites, in general (Bean and Stevens 2003; Kasinitz 2004; Waters 2008).

In the United Kingdom, the key distinction can be more clearly drawn between white British and nonwhites. Patterns of acceptance and social identification continue to posit a common “minority” experience, encapsulated in the term BME, or blacks and minority ethnics. In addition, blacks are not uniformly more separate from whites than Asians are in Britain. Indeed, on certain key indicators including intermarriage and residential integration, black Caribbeans and black Africans are more integrated with whites than are Pakistanis and Bangladeshis.

The countries also have other important differences—a much longer and more prominent historical role for immigration in the American case, the presence of a large population of native African Americans in the United States, the much greater role of Muslim immigrants in Britain, the significance of European Union membership for the British case, and the role of the long land border with Mexico and the predominance of Latino immigrants in American immigration flows. Indeed, the most pressing and complex immigration issue facing the United States today is the presence of eleven million undocumented immigrants, approximately seven million of whom are Mexicans (Passel 2006). While Britain also has an undocumented population, it is much smaller, both relatively and absolutely. In 2005 the Home Office estimated the number of undocumented immigrants in Britain at somewhere between 310,000 and 570,000 (Casciani 2006). While the United States has been a magnet for immigrants from many different countries, Britain drew most of its immigrants in the latter half of the twentieth century from former colonies. This colonial legacy was quite important in shaping expectations among immigrants of full inclusion in the society and in shaping the immigration laws and bureaucratic directives that allowed people into the country. In recent years Britain has begun receiving immigrants from Eastern Europe, especially Poland, and asylum seekers who may not come from former colonies, perhaps leading to different kinds of accommodation among immigrants in the future (Vertovec 2007).

Immigration to Britain

The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland is a relatively new state, dating only to the 1922 partition of Ireland. The United Kingdom is a multiethnic state composed of the English, Scottish, Welsh, and the Northern Irish. When the Irish Free State was formed, citizens of the Republic of Ireland were given free entry into the United Kingdom. Migration between the two states has been large and the Irish have become Britain’s longest-established minority.

Modern migration to Britain is often dated to the arrival of one ship from the Caribbean, the Windrush, in 1948. The people who debarked were not framed as “immigrants” because as subjects of the British Empire they already possessed citizenship and the right to move to Britain. The 1948 British Nationality Act gave an unrestricted right of entry to the 800 million people who were citizens of the colonies or Commonwealth. The first group to take advantage of this were the Caribbeans. There was active recruitment by the British Government of nurses to work in the National Health System and of less skilled workers to work in the London Underground. Until recently, the source countries of most international migrants to Britain were former colonies—in the Caribbean, South Asia, and Africa.

Afro-Caribbeans faced widespread discrimination in all walks of life. There were race riots in Notting Hill in London in 1958 and a number of subsequent incidents involving police harassment of young black men. Antidiscrimination legislation was passed in 1965 and extended to employment in 1968 and to indirect discrimination in 1976. As immigration and conflict increased, the government introduced successively more restrictive immigration legislation, beginning in the 1960s. This was the time when the other countries such as Canada, Australia, and the United States were lifting their restrictions on immigration. Acts in 1962, 1968, 1971, and 1981 gradually reduced rights of Commonwealth citizens to enter, but entry vouchers were given out fairly liberally.

Indians were the next large group to arrive. They came beginning in the 1960s, mainly from northern India. They were a relatively educated group, including doctors recruited to work in hospitals. The group includes Sikhs, Hindus, Muslims, and Christians and a variety of language groups so that it is difficult to generalize to an “Indian group.” This group also includes Indians who had first migrated to other countries in the British Empire (East Africa, South Africa, Caribbean, Fiji, and Malaysia) and had become economically successful. Africanization policies of newly independent countries of sub-Saharan Africa, especially Kenya and Uganda, led to the expulsion or migration of many Indians from East Africa. Despite UK legislation designed to restrict immigration, it proved impossible to limit entry in practice. These “twice migrants” have been Britain’s most successful immigrant group.

Pakistani Muslims also began to arrive in the 1960s, many recruited to low-skilled jobs in the textile industry in the north of England. They are generally less-skilled migrants, often from rural areas and possessing limited English language proficiency. Bangladeshi migration has been relatively recent. Immigrants have come from rural areas of Sylhet and have very low levels of education and very little knowledge of English language.

There has been a long tradition of Chinese immigrants, especially concentrated in particular occupational niches such as restaurants and laundry. This low-skilled group was joined in the 1990s by the immigration of many highly educated Chinese from Hong Kong, with a major influx in the run-up to Hong Kong’s return to China in 1997. In the past decade, there has also been a growth of African immigrants to Britain, especially from Nigeria. They tend to be highly educated and fluent English speakers. Many are students who come for university educations and then stay, some without legal permission to be in the country.

Beginning with the arrival of the Caribbeans, the differences between these new groups and established citizens were framed around race rather than citizenship—and in the 1960s managing “immigration” came to be seen as managing “race relations.” Thus, immigrant groups are ordinarily referred to as “ethnic and racial minorities” rather than as first-, second-, or third-generation migrants. And immigration policy has always been intertwined with race policy in Britain; as Joppke (1999, 100) puts it: “the peculiarity of British immigration policy is that it is directed not against aliens, but against former co-nationals.” Without citizenship to draw the line between those the British society and government wanted to let in and those they wanted to keep out, “British immigration policy had to operate on a proxy. This proxy has been race.” Much of recent British discussion of immigration and citizenship acquisition has been covering new territory and inventing new policies and approaches as sources of immigrants have changed dramatically in the 1990s and 2000s to include Eastern European migrants and asylum seekers from around the globe.1

Table 4.1 gives the ethnic distribution of the population in England and Wales. There are large differences among the groups in levels of intermarriage and residential segregation (Muttarak and Heath 2010; Peach 1996). The Chinese are the least residentially segregated and the Bangladeshis the most. Caribbeans have relatively low levels of residential segregation and the tendency is toward less segregation over time. The extent of residential segregation is much lower than in the United States for all groups.2 There are also large differences in the rates of intermarriage and the sizes of the resulting “dual-heritage” or “mixed-race” populations. The Chinese and Caribbeans have the highest rates of intermarriage, approaching 50 percent of the second generation who mainly intermarry with white British. The lowest rates of intermarriage are for Bangladeshis and Pakistanis, some of whom still have arranged marriages with spouses brought over from South Asia.

The Educational System in England

Figure 4.1 provides an overview of the British educational system. There are large differences in the structure of schooling in different parts of Great Britain, which includes Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. Because of this, we focus only on England in our analyses. England has a largely comprehensive system of education (although a number of selective grammar schools coexist alongside comprehensive schools) with compulsory schooling from age five until age sixteen. Some students complete their education at this age, and many have an additional two years of education in secondary school (or at a further education college) until the age of eighteen, at which point they either continue to university or enter the labor market. At age sixteen, students take a public examination (General Certificate of Secondary Education or GCSE exams), and many students leave schooling at this point. Those who continue on then take another set of examinations—General Certificate of Education Advanced Level Examination (or GCE A Levels), which is the usual entry qualification for university.

TABLE 4.1. Total Population by Ethnic Group: England and Wales in 2009
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England has had an ostensibly unitary system of higher education since 1992 but there are sharp status distinctions between different universities—Oxford and Cambridge are at the top of the status hierarchy, followed by established older universities (often referred to as the Russell Group) and then newer, less selective higher education institutions. There are also a number of part-time study and subdegree programs available in Britain, similar to the United States. These provide second chances for students to return to university after time in the labor market or to combine work and study.
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Figure 4.1. The Educational System in England and Wales

Note: Oval areas indicate mandatory exams/tests.
HNC = Higher National Certificate; HND = Higher National Diploma

Source: Schneider (2008), as amended by Vikki Boliver

There have been major changes to student-funding regimes in higher education, with a withdrawal of grants that paid living expenses for students in the 1980s and 1990s, the introduction of student loans in 1990, and the introduction of tuition fees (initially 1,000 pounds) since 1998 and variable fees (maximum 3,290 pounds in 2010). This is still a small fraction of what students pay to attend private universities in the United States and a lower cost than is found at most public universities there. In September 2012, fees have increased markedly to a maximum of 9,000 pounds a year, above the cost at most public American universities. This has been met with widespread consternation among students, and protests in the streets.

A key difference between the United States and England is the high-stakes testing that occurs at age sixteen in England. This sort of examination has a long history in Britain and goes back to the old selective system of education that existed before 1965. The United States does not have such a national exam (the SAT is neither universal for high school students, nor required by all universities). This structural difference has implications for the position of a sixteen-year-old in the labor market in the two countries.

While a sixteen-year-old in the United States who leaves school is a high school dropout, a sixteen-year-old who leaves school after the GCSE in Britain has some qualification and is better off than someone who leaves school before then with no qualifications. Britain thus has a much higher proportion of the population that fails to complete secondary education (51 percent compared with 13 percent in the United States), in part due to this option to leave school at age 16 with a qualification that helps in the labor market (Rothon, Heath, and Lessard-Phillips 2009).3 One implication of this difference is that among students who complete secondary education in Britain, a higher proportion (over one-third) actually go on to complete a degree, whereas in the United States, the proportion of high school graduates who go on to complete a university degree is less than one-third.

Primary and Secondary Effects on Educational Outcomes

Our focus in this first empirical section of the chapter is on the educational careers of the second generation in Britain and the United States. Following the classic traditions on both sides of the Atlantic in the sociology of education, we visualize the educational career as a series of stages with decision points as to whether to stop or continue to the next stage (Halsey, Heath, and Ridge 1980; Mare 1980).

Sociologists of education have found it very helpful to make a distinction between the primary and the secondary effects of social origin on educational attainment (Boudon 1974). All over the world, sociologists have found that there are large effects of social background (indexed by parents’ social class or parental education) on test scores at this age (primary effects). Results of the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) studies for example show that, both in Britain and the United States, social background has a major influence on test scores (Marks 2005). These effects are usually attributed primarily to processes of socialization within the home although of course they may also reflect the types of schools students have attended, peer-group pressures, and the type of curriculum (Alba and Holdaway, this volume). In general, though, we can say that these primary effects tend to reflect how children have been treated in their early years at home and school.

We next examine the secondary effects of social background—the decisions that young people and their families make about whether to continue schooling. Standard approaches suggest that, inter alia, a major factor in these decisions is how successful young people have been in their education up to that point. The standard rational-choice theories of educational decision-making posit that the decision of whether or not to continue will depend in part on the perceived probability of success at the next stage. So students who have performed badly might be quite rational if they were to decide not to continue. Of course, the issue is much more complex than that since students’ decisions about how hard to work in lower secondary education might be influenced by their eventual plans for education in upper secondary or tertiary education (see Cameron and Heckman 1998; Morgan 2005), and there are many other factors apart from earlier educational achievement that influence continuation decisions. But educational research has always found a strong relationship between performance scores at age sixteen and continuation decisions. And we therefore expect to find that inequalities (whether class or ethnic) at later stages of the educational career will tend to reflect those found at the earlier stages.

However, in addition to perceived chances of success, the family economic position (its income and assets) may be crucial in determining whether a child can afford to stay on at school or must enter the labor market in order to contribute to the household income. For example, Boudon (1974) claimed that, even among children with similar test scores (and presumably with similar probabilities of educational success in upper secondary schooling), social background tended to have a strong association with continuation. He termed these the secondary effects of social background and he argued that they may well be larger than the primary effects.4 It is also worth making the point that these secondary effects may be easier for policy-makers to influence than the primary effects—as shown for example by the recent Labour government’s introduction of Educational Maintenance Allowances in Britain for upper secondary education (now replaced by a bursary scheme in England), a policy directed specifically toward ameliorating the secondary effects of social background.

European sociologists of education have tended to focus on the primary and secondary effects of social-class background, and recent research suggests that the effects are cumulative. Thus, middle-class children tend to have higher test scores than working-class children and, while children from all social classes have higher continuation rates the higher their test scores, middle-class children have been found to have even higher continuation rates than working-class children with the same test scores. Heath and Brinbaum (2007) have applied these ideas to ethnic origins as well as to class origins. However, they make the important point that the mechanisms explaining ethnic inequalities, both the primary and the secondary ones, in education may be rather different from those explaining class inequalities. Whereas the primary and secondary effects of social class may be cumulative as one moves through the educational system, the effects of ethnic background may be reversed at different stages. For example, because of factors such as discrimination in the labor market, the “opportunity costs” of leaving school may be higher for minorities than they are for members of the white majority group, and minorities may thus persist in educational systems at higher rates than the majority group. (The anticipated discrimination argument depends upon expected ethnic-specific returns to continued education: if minorities believe that discrimination is greater against the more highly educated, then this would counteract the opportunity cost argument. In practice the reverse is probably true.) Other possible reasons why there might be positive rather than negative secondary effects of ethnicity are that minorities might have higher aspirations (reflecting the positive selection of their immigrant parents) or greater family and community support (especially among groups such as Punjabi Sikhs).

We begin therefore by establishing the primary effects, looking at ethnic differences in performance scores during the period of compulsory schooling. We then move on to the subsequent stages of the educational career, looking at completion of secondary education, tertiary education, and the type of tertiary institution attended.

Performance Scores at Age Sixteen

In Table 4.2, we report results for Britain and the United States, drawing on the Youth Cohort Study (YCS) for Britain and the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) for the United States (Harris et al. 2008). For Britain we present the scores on the GCSE examinations, the public examinations taken around the ages of fifteen and sixteen that have a crucial bearing on whether students can continue in education. For the United States, we give scores on the Peabody vocabulary test that was administered as part of the Add Health survey in Wave 1. In both cases we have standardized the scores, setting the average score of the white majority group to zero. Positive scores therefore indicate that the minority in question has higher performance scores than the majority, while negative scores indicate that the minority is doing less well at this stage of their educational career.

Our identification of the ethnic groups by immigrant generations was guided by ethnic demographic profiles and data availability in each country. The second-generation category includes the 1.5 generation (those who migrated before the age of twelve) along with those born in the receiving country to immigrant parents (the more usual and stricter definition of the second generation5) whereas the third-generation category is restricted to those with two native-born parents. In the United Kingdom, we were able to separate the children of West Indian immigrants from those of African immigrants whereas such division was not possible for the United States because of the relatively smaller sample size in Add Health. That said, given the demographics of black immigration to the United States, the majority of individuals identified as second-generation blacks should be West Indian. In addition, three South Asian groups (Indian, Bangladeshi, and Pakistani) and one East Asian group (Chinese) were identified in the UK data whereas the major Latino groups (Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban) and two Asian groups (Chinese and Filipino) were identified in the United States. The Central/South American category includes a range of smaller Latino groups (Columbian, Ecuadorian, Peruvian, etc.) that share important human capital characteristics and residential settlement patterns in the United States. Finally, “other” is a residual category that captures all of the other small ethnic groups.

Since we are measuring rather different outcomes, we should be cautious in comparing the actual scores between countries. However, it is quite striking that the range of scores does seem to be greater in Britain. On this criterion, ethnic inequalities do appear, at this stage of the school career, to be greater there than in the United States. We are on somewhat safer ground when we compare which ethnic groups do worse and which do better than the comparison group (the white majority group) in each country. The key points are as follows:

TABLE 4.2. Performance Scores of Second-Generation Groups in Britain and the US
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1. Add Health used the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PVT) which was designed primarily to measure a subject’s receptive (hearing) vocabulary for Standard American English. The PVT standardized scores range from 9 to 141 and resemble scores in a traditional IQ metric. Because PVT scores are sensitive to age, adolescents were first classified into 3-month age intervals. For each age group, raw scores were standardized to a mean of 100 and standard deviation of 15 before models were developed to predict smoothed scores from raw PVT score. These scores were first computed using the Wave I model relating the unsmoothed standardized score to age and Wave I raw scores. They were then standardized based on the mean value for the “third-generation white” category. This provides an easy interpretation for the scores of the other ethno-racial groups, with positive scores suggesting better performances than 3rd-generation whites and negative scores suggesting worse performances.

2. CSA indicates Central/South Americans.

• In both countries, the Chinese are the most successful minority group, outperforming the majority group by a considerable margin.

• In Britain, they are followed by the Indians (who are also a very successful group in the United States, though their sample size in Add Health sample is too small to give them a separate category).

• The lowest performing groups in Britain are the black Caribbeans, the Pakistanis, the black Africans, and the Bangladeshis.

• Black groups are also among the lowest performing in the United States, although the lowest performers of all are second-generation Mexicans.

• Other groups fall in between and are closer to the respective majority comparison groups.

These are relatively familiar results and will not come as a surprise to scholars in the field.6 There is also a huge literature attempting to explain these ethnic inequalities, which emphasizes factors such as social-class background and parental education, parental aspirations, and immigrant optimism, as well as the roles of ethnic social capital and of oppositional culture. Broadly speaking, there are major social-class differences in performance scores in both countries, which certainly contribute to these ethnic differences. Controlling for social class, some ethnic differences remain significant, especially the Chinese and Indian success and the black disadvantage. These results are also consistent with findings from a recent analysis of academic performance for ethnic groups in the United Kingdom (Jackson, Jonsson, and Rudolphi 2012). Hence, ethnic-specific explanations are needed in addition to the standard social-class ones.

All these suggested explanations are to varying degrees controversial. For example, social-class background as measured by parental education is problematic in the case of children of immigrants, and we may be comparing apples and oranges when we compare their social-class background with those of white majority students. As Alba and Holdaway point out in chapter 1, the first generation was educated in very different school systems than are found in the destination country and (perhaps because of discrimination, foreign qualifications, or origin-country-specific human capital) may well have been forced to take menial jobs there, even if they had relatively high levels of education and occupation in the country of origin. The home environments that they can provide to their children may thus be rather different from those of white majority parents in the same menial occupations.7 However, our focus in this chapter is not on explaining these cross-sectional differences in school attainment but in exploring change over the course of the educational career. In particular, we can ignore factors that are largely time-constant (such as social class) since these drop out of the analysis in an analysis of progress.

Completion of Secondary Education

We turn next to progress in upper secondary education. We are not able, from the data sources available, to investigate continuation decisions per se, but we do have data that enable us to look at the rates of completing upper secondary education, which are in many ways the key outcome for young people. Table 4.3 shows these completion rates. Completion in the British context is defined as attainment of a level-three qualification such as A-level, whereas in the US context it is defined as attainment of a high school degree or a GED equivalent.

Table 4.3 shows much higher rates of completion of upper secondary education in the United States than in Britain. As we have indicated, this difference is well known. There are some important theories in the sociology of education suggesting that educational expansion is the key to reducing inequalities (Halsey, Heath, and Ridge 1980). One theory is that expansion per se is the key to reducing inequalities. Another argument is that it is only when saturation levels are achieved by advantaged groups that expansion will begin to show progress for disadvantaged groups. In other words, once the advantaged groups such as the white majority group or the middle class have reached a point where all the children who wish to are obtaining a particular level of education, then disadvantaged groups such as minorities or the working class will be able to catch up.

Yet expansion of education may not reduce inequality at all. For example, Raftery and Hout (1993) have argued that inequality will be maximally maintained because those from more-privileged backgrounds will be the first to take advantage of new opportunities. This is the idea of Maximally Maintained Inequality (MMI). Lucas (2001) argues that inequality is effectively maintained (EMI) through new sources of stratification—qualitatively different educational tracks, for instance, rather than just more years of schooling. In other words, when applied to ethnic inequalities, these arguments suggest that, even if inequalities are small at educational levels where ‘saturation’ has been reached (such as completion of upper secondary education in the United States), they will reemerge either at higher educational levels such as tertiary education (the MMI thesis) or through qualitative differences (the EMI thesis), for example, by the white majority group monopolizing opportunities in more prestigious educational tracks or in more prestigious institutions. We return to these issues in more detail when we consider higher education later in this paper.

TABLE 4.3. Proportion Completing Secondary Education in Britain and the US
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However, focusing on completion of secondary education for the moment, Table 4.3 shows that the rank order of the various minority groups is largely unchanged in both countries. Thus:

• The Chinese are once again the most successful minority group, outperforming the white British or American majority group by a considerable margin.

• In Britain they are followed by the Indians.

• The lowest-performing groups in Britain are once again the black Caribbeans, the Pakistanis, and the black Africans although the Bangladeshis have now caught up with the white British majority group.

• African Americans continue to be among the lowest performing in the United States, and the lowest performers remain the second-generation Mexicans; but the second-generation blacks in the United States have now almost caught up with the majority group.

• In the United States, second-generation Cubans and Filipinos also seemed to have moved ahead of the majority group, while Central and South Americans have fallen behind.

As we had expected, therefore, there is considerable (although far from perfect) continuity in the patterns of ethnic inequality at ages of fifteen and sixteen as well as seventeen and eighteen. However, it is quite hard to compare the percentage completion rates in Table 4.3 with the standardized performance scores in Table 4.2. A simple technique that we can use to facilitate the comparison is probit, which enables us to transform the completion rates into the equivalent of standardized performance scores. Essentially, probit is a technique for analyzing binary data using the assumption that there is an underlying normal distribution that can only be observed at a single cut point. We use this technique in Table 4.4, where we are thus able to compare these two stages of the educational career using equivalent metrics.

The very striking result here is that in Britain the relative performance of the ethnic minorities has not deteriorated. If anything, the gaps have tended to close slightly. For example, the coefficient for black Caribbeans has moved from -0.54 at age sixteen to -0.38 at ages of seventeen and eighteen. In other words, there is gradual convergence with the white majority group. This further has the clear implication that continuation and completion rates for minorities, conditional on their performance at age sixteen, is little different from that of the majority group. This is a very different story from the one for social class. Whereas studies of social class show major secondary effects with the gaps widening as one progresses through the educational system (Jackson, Erikson, Goldthorpe, and Yaish 2007), our results suggest that there are no secondary effects of ethnicity: in other words, the major disadvantage that minorities experience, at least in Britain, comes in their lower secondary (and primary) education rather than at later stages of the school career.

TABLE 4.4. Performance Scores at Age 16 and Completion of Secondary School
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The picture is not quite so straightforward in the United States, with rather different patterns emerging for different groups, some minorities tending to move ahead while others such as the Mexicans appear to be falling behind. One interpretation for the relatively low attainment among Mexicans would be that it takes them longer to finish secondary education, so some of them are not quite done with their high school education by age 22. There is some evidence to support this because among second-generation Mexicans between the ages of twenty-three and twenty-six, the proportion having a high school diploma went up to 83.1 percent from 74.9 percent among those between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two, though that is still the lowest of all groups. But, exactly as in Britain, there is clearly no general tendency for minorities to fall behind the white majority group.

We can verify this provisional conclusion by carrying out a more detailed analysis in which we use probit to investigate completion of secondary schooling controlling for performance scores. This is the key analysis that needs to be done in order to check whether there are secondary effects of ethnicity in the same way that there are secondary effects of social class. This is done in Table 4.5.8

Here we see a very clear story, one that is remarkably similar in the two countries. First of all, we see that performance scores at ages of fifteen and sixteen have a very powerful relationship with eventual completion of secondary education. In both countries the coefficients for standardized test scores are highly significant and substantively large, indeed of very similar magnitude.

Second, we can see that, with only one or two exceptions, almost all the ethnic coefficients are positive in both countries. In other words, comparing majority and minority students with similar test scores, we find that ethnic minorities generally have higher likelihoods of completing upper secondary education. In many cases these positive coefficients are not significantly different from zero, partly reflecting the small sample sizes for specific minorities. But the key point is that, unlike the negative primary effects of ethnicity in Table 4.2, there is generally speaking an absence of negative secondary effects.

Table 4.5. Probit of Completion of Secondary School
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This is completely different from the situation with respect to social class. In its case we find that, again in much the same way in both countries, lower socioeconomic groups have lower test scores at age sixteen (i.e., negative primary effects), and, controlling for test scores, lower likelihoods of completing secondary education as well (i.e., negative secondary effects). This confirms findings from previous research on the primary and secondary effects of social class. However, ethnic processes work very differently from class processes when we come to upper secondary education. While we cannot explain the source of this difference with these analyses, it is possible that the positive outcomes among the children of immigrants reflect what Kao and Tienda (1995) described as “immigrant optimism” or what Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway (2008) described as the “second-generation advantage.” In both cases these authors point to the selectivity of migrant parents and the special circumstances of ambition and family loyalty that characterize many immigrant families.

Completion of Tertiary Education

We now move on to the tertiary level of education. While it would be ideal if we could follow up the same individuals and see how many started college and how many eventually completed tertiary education, we cannot do this with the British data as the YCS only follows people to age eighteen.9 For Britain therefore we have to use alternative data sources, which only permit us to look at completion of tertiary education and acquisition of a degree-level qualification. We do this in Table 4.6 using the Longitudinal Survey (LS), a dataset that links results from the 1991 and 2001 censuses. This dataset links individuals who were present in the 1991 census to the data collected about them ten years later in 2001. The results in Table 4.6 are based on a restricted sample of individuals who were born in Britain, aged fourteen to eighteen in 1991, and living with their families at that time. We are able to measure what proportions from each ethnic group had achieved tertiary qualifications by 2001 when they were aged twenty-four to twenty-eight.10

Table 4.6 shows a remarkable picture for Britain with most of the ethnic minority groups actually overtaking the white majority in the completion of university education. In Table 4.3, for completion of secondary education we found that several minority groups in Britain—notably black Africans, black Caribbeans, and Pakistanis—were lagging behind the majority group; we now find that they either match (in the case of the Pakistanis) or have overtaken the white British, although the Bangladeshis appear to have slipped behind. We can also see that the Chinese and Indians (as judged by the probit coefficients) have actually moved further ahead of the white British.

TABLE 4.6. Probit of Completion of First Degree
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These are such important and remarkable results, and in some cases are based on rather small sample sizes, that we have replicated them with an alternative, completely independent, data source (the pooled Labour Force Survey or LFS for 1994–2004). For most groups, the picture is almost identical in the two sources. Thus, whereas the LS shows 29 percent of white British from this age group with tertiary qualifications, the LFS shows 27 percent. For Chinese the figures are 64 percent in both sources, for Indians the figures are 55 percent in both sources, for Pakistanis they are 32 percent and 30 percent respectively and for black Africans they are 41 and 46 percent respectively. However, there are bigger discrepancies for black Caribbeans (much lower in the LFS) and for Bangladeshis (much higher in the LFS dataset), so we have to be more cautious about these results. Our best guess is that these two groups are probably about on a par with the white British. (This suspicion is reinforced by a third data source that we use below for examining the prestige of the institution attended.)

However, the American results are different, and there do appear to be some very large gaps between the minorities and the majority group. On the one hand, the Chinese exceed the majority group (as they have done all along), although by an even larger margin than before. Several other groups, as in Britain, have achieved or maintained parity with the majority—for example, third-generation Puerto Ricans, second-generation Filipinos, second-generation Central and South Americans, second-generation whites and second-generation “other” all match or slightly exceed the white majority, while second-generation blacks are slightly lower, but not significantly so.

On the other hand, we also see some very large and statistically significant negative coefficients for third-generation blacks, third-generation Mexicans, second-generation Puerto Ricans, second-generation Mexicans, and most surprisingly second-generation Cubans. Furthermore, these negative coefficients are the largest that we have seen so far, suggesting greater inequality at the tertiary stage than at earlier stages. However, a quick look at data from the Current Population Survey for the same age group suggests that, whereas we get basically the same figure for whites—23.7 percent, the figure for Cubans is actually higher at 29.9 percent.11 So this is similar to the British results in that two sources yield very different figures for Bangladeshis.

Before drawing any strong conclusions, we need to remember that even statistically significant coefficients can arise by chance, and different data sources (with different patterns of response bias, different minority oversampling strategy, and the like) can also show very different results for the same group, as we saw in the cases of black Caribbeans and Bangladeshis in Britain. So we do need to be somewhat cautious. Our results should be regarded as provisional. More importantly, there are institutional differences between Britain and the United States that may be highly relevant here. In particular, it is much more common in the United States for students to work their way through college, to take breaks in their studies, and in general to take longer to complete higher education. Hence, the Add Health data, while providing a valuable picture, may not fully reflect the sample’s eventual educational achievements. It may well be that some of the groups such as second-generation Mexicans or Cubans will take longer to obtain their degrees but will eventually narrow the gap. To be sure, the fact that they need to take longer is itself an important source of inequality and ethnic stratification.

Stratification in Higher Education

Another crucial point is that tertiary education in both countries is now highly stratified, ranging from public community colleges to private elite universities. So the apparent success of the British minorities may be largely illusory if they are concentrated in low-status institutions with poorer labor-market prospects. This essentially is the core of the EMI thesis of Samuel Lucas: minorities may have caught up or even overtaken the privileged majority group in quantitative terms, but qualitatively, in terms of the status of the institutions they attend, they are still some way behind.

However, we are also aware that the pattern of stratification might be more pronounced in the United Kingdom than in the United States. One key difference between the two countries is that the United States has a much more open and flexible system of higher education. Moreover, both community colleges and four-year public colleges in the United States are quite affordable, providing good opportunities for college attainment and subsequent life successes (Hout 2012). For example, the City University of New York—the largest urban public institution in the country, with eleven senior colleges and seven community colleges—has been instrumental in providing affordable education to students from racial-minority backgrounds. In their longitudinal analyses of data on women who enrolled at CUNY in the 1970s, Attewell and Lavin (2007) find that 31 percent of the women who entered a junior college ended up completing a four-year degree. Furthermore, they find that women with credentials from CUNY reported earnings that were on par with those with similar background and experiences in national data, and that the socioeconomic boost of a college education—regardless of the institutional type—extends into the second generation (i.e., their offspring).

Very few datasets contain detailed information that will allow us to systematically examine the stratification in postsecondary education. However, the Immigrant Second Generation in Metropolitan New York (ISGMNY) dataset does contain the required information. Specifically, the colleges and universities that respondents in the ISGMNY attended are broadly representative across a range of American higher education institutions and not limited geographically to the metropolitan New York area, as many respondents in the sample did attend college outside of New York. The project asked about the names of the colleges that respondents went to and then recoded this information based on the US News and World Report ranking into various tiers (Kasinitz et al. 2008). We also have access to data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) and the British Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS), which contain the ethnicity of students at different types of university. By relating these data to the size of the relevant age groups, we can produce results comparable to the ISGMNY data.

In this analysis, we distinguish three tiers of universities in each country. In Britain we have the elite, highly selective research universities that form the so-called Russell Group. Next we have the “old” universities; many of these are not that old and were established in the 1960s but all are traditional universities offering high-status courses in traditional academic subjects and are relatively selective in their intakes. The lowest tier includes the “new” universities (sometimes called the “post-1992” universities), which used to be locally based polytechnics offering largely vocational courses. In the ISGMNY data, we have a very similar categorization, although the distribution is somewhat different with a larger proportion falling in the middle category.

Before turning to the ethnic inequalities that these tables reveal, it is worth emphasizing that both tables look at enrollment not completion. Consistent with this we find much higher enrollment percentages in the United States than in Britain. In Britain, as shown in Table 4.7, the enrollment rates are not much higher than the completion rates shown in Table 4.6, whereas in the United States there is a much bigger gap between enrollment and completion. This is a critical problem facing American higher education. Until the 1980s, the United States led the world in the number of young adults aged twenty-five to thirty-four with a university education. It is now ranked twelfth among thirty-six developed nations. The decline is not due to access to higher education, which has remained high overall. Almost 70 percent of graduating high school seniors attend college or university within two years of graduation. The problem is that many who start college never finish. Only 57 percent of those who enroll in a four-year bachelor’s degree graduate six years later, and fewer than 25 percent of those who begin in a two-year community college get an associate’s degree as of three years later (Lewin 2010). It remains to be seen whether the large increases in student fees in Britain will also lead to a lower graduation rate there over time.

TABLE 4.7. University Attendance by Ethnic Group in Britain
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TABLE 4.8. University Attendance by Ethnic Group in the US
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In both countries we see a very high degree of ethnic stratification in higher education. In Britain, for example, all the ethnic minorities exceed the white British majority group in their overall enrollment rates, but many minorities are concentrated in lower-status universities and are substantially underrepresented in the elite institutions (Vasagar 2011). In fact, the picture at elite universities looks remarkably similar to the one we started with in Table 4.2 when we looked at performance scores at age sixteen. Thus, just as at age sixteen, Chinese and Indians outperform the majority group and all the other minorities lag behind, especially the black Caribbeans who fare least well in the competition for elite education, just as they did at GCSE.

In the United States—strictly speaking, metropolitan New York—we again see a high level of ethnic stratification. Once again, the Chinese (and Russian Jews) are the most successful minorities, with the other second-generation minorities some way behind, confirming previous findings from the New York study (Kasinitz et al. 2008). However, in New York, unlike Britain, all the minorities, except for the Chinese, have lower rates of access to the elite institutions. In other words, third- and higher-generation whites are unambiguously at the top of the ethnic hierarchy in New York whereas that is no longer true for Britain. In line with this, we find that the probit coefficients for the United States are substantially larger than the comparable ones for Britain, and are all negative. As we would expect, the probits for elite universities are quite similar to those for overall enrollment and for tertiary completion. They are also substantially larger than any we have seen at earlier stages of the educational career.

Over the last few decades, community colleges have become an increasingly common entry point to higher education in the United States. For example, 42 percent of undergraduates begin their education at a community college according a recent estimate (Dougherty 2002). For many students in the American context, community colleges not only provide an important starting point for higher education, but also serve as a prerequisite for subsequent attainment, with about a third of the enrolled students successfully transferring to four-year institutions (Attewell and Lavin 2007, 169). Those for whom the associate’s degree was also their terminal degree reported earning 7.5 percent more than high school graduates of similar background (Attewell and Lavin 2007, 170). Therefore, the value of an associate’s degree is not trivial, even though its holders generally earn substantially less than those with a bachelor’s degree (Hout 2012).

For ethnic and racial minorities, community colleges from California to New York—with their open access policy—represent an important venue of postsecondary education. Examining community colleges in the larger context of stratification in higher education is also important because recent research has shown that students who are least likely to attain a college education are also most likely to benefit from it (Brand and Xie 2010), and these benefits extend beyond the students themselves into their offspring and the next generation (Attewell and Lavin 2007).

At the other end of spectrum, researchers have also documented the greater return to a college education from selective and elite institutions. Graduates from the most selective universities benefit from significantly higher investments while in college (Hoxby 2009) and earn significantly more money than graduates of other universities (Black and Smith 2006; Dale and Krueger 2011). That said, the debate on whether the relationship between college selectivity and earnings is causal or spurious is ongoing (Dale and Krueger 2011, 2002; Black and Smith 2006) and unmeasured individual traits are an obvious concern. In other words, individuals admitted into elite institutions might possess personal traits or characteristics that might make them successful in general, independent of the selectivity of the colleges they attended. (See Hout 2012 for a recent review of this literature.)

The ISGMNY data provide a unique opportunity to explore how enrollment at community colleges varies across ethnic groups. Distinguishing between two- and four-year colleges is particularly important in the context of New York City, where the City University of New York has played a central role in the education of immigrants and their children for decades (Attewell and Lavin 2007; Kasinitz et al. 2008). Table 4.8 shows that Hispanics and blacks are more likely than whites and Chinese to start in the lowest tier. On the one hand, South Americans and Dominicans reported the highest community-college enrollment rates (26.4 percent and 25.5 percent), followed by West Indians (23.8 percent). On the other hand, native whites, Chinese, and Russian Jews are least likely to enroll in community colleges (10.3 per-cent, 10.5 percent, and 12.0 percent). These differences not only reflect major disparities in academic preparation received by different groups in elementary and high schools, but also provide a window into how this early-stage stratification perpetuates inequalities in educational attainment across groups, both in terms of quantity and quality.

However, there are many reasons for supposing that New York provides a rather different environment from the national one. In particular, the third-generation whites in New York may be an unusually selective group and they may thus be the true outliers, as they include significant numbers of Ivy League graduates from across the country who arrive in New York City every year to take on positions in the city’s financial, legal, and cultural industries (Kasinitz et al. 2008). However, New York also disproportionately attracts highly educated young adults from a variety of other ethnic/racial backgrounds. Therefore, the advantage among third-generation whites, though a potential concern, is also reflective of broader patterns that have been documented in other studies drawing on national data (Brand and Xie 2010; Dale and Krueger 2011).

For these reasons, we are very cautious about drawing any strong conclusions from the cross-national comparison in Table 4.9. Metropolitan New York does show greater ethnic stratification across postsecondary institutions than does Britain. But the key point is that in both contexts, there is greater ethnic stratification at elite institutions than overall, and in Britain the contrast is particularly stark with positive coefficients for overall enrollment in universities transforming into much reduced, and generally negative coefficients, for enrollment at elite institutions. Only the Chinese are able to buck this pattern. But even the Chinese, who throughout all stages of the educational career appear to outperform the white majority in Britain, find that their advantage is smallest when it comes to access to elite universities. That said, we recognize that these privileges are only applicable to the small proportion of whites in the United Kingdom who have access to elite education. It is nonetheless the case in both countries whites continue to occupy the higher end of the educational hierarchy—a fact that has implications for the overall patterns of ethno-racial inequality.

Conclusions

Let us first comment on some of the parallels between Britain and the United States.

TABLE 4.9. Probit of University Enrollment: Overall and Elite
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• In both the United States and Britain we find ethnic inequalities in test scores at ages of fifteen and sixteen.

• In both countries we find that test scores at ages of fifteen and sixteen are very powerful predictors of completion of upper secondary education.

• In both countries, when we control for test scores, we find that minorities have high continuation rates into upper secondary education; when they can choose whether to stay on or leave, they are just as likely to stay on as are the white majority group members with similar test scores.

• In both countries, minorities have high rates of attending and completing tertiary education, in many cases (though in the United States not all) matching or exceeding the rates of the white majority.

• In both countries there are very substantial inequalities in access to elite education.

• In both countries the ethnic hierarchy is rather similar, with Chinese (and Indians) being the most successful minorities, blacks (and Mexicans) the least successful.

The differences are less striking but are instructive about variation in the way education works in these two societies. We would like to highlight two important differences between the United Kingdom and the United States that most definitely complicate our comparisons. First, leaving secondary education is different in the two countries. Even though both the United States and the United Kingdom have compulsory schooling only until age sixteen and students are expected to complete secondary education at age eighteen, there is a large difference in what it means to be a sixteen-year-old who leaves school in the two countries. In the United States a sixteen-year-old who leaves before high school graduation is a dropout with dismal labor force prospects. In Britain a sixteen-year-old who leaves school after taking the GCSE exam but before completing secondary school has a qualification that is recognized in the labor force. Indeed, the reasons given by young people in Britain who leave school at age sixteen are mostly about getting a job and earning a wage (Connor 2001; Helmsley-Brown 1999; McGrath and Millen 2004). In particular, working-class whites could be more likely than minorities to have the right connections to get a decent job at age sixteen—either in the construction industry or other well-paid blue-collar occupations; this might contribute to the relatively lower rate of white participation in higher education. The different levels of secondary-education completion in the United States and the United Kingdom are therefore not directly comparable, and the much lower levels of completion in the United Kingdom for all of the ethnic groups discussed here will not necessarily translate into the same kinds of disadvantages in the labor force on both sides of the Atlantic.

The second issue troubling our comparison is the nature of the reference population for evaluating second-generation attainment. While at first it might appear that third- and later-generation whites are the correct comparisons for immigrant-origin groups in both countries, there is a historical difference between the United States and the United Kingdom that complicates this. The true “native born” population in the United States includes both native whites and native blacks, with African Americans having much lower levels of test scores, high school completion, and university completion than native whites. There is a comparable group to African Americans in some ways in the United Kingdom—working-class whites. Inequalities in test scores and educational attainment by social class are very strong in the United Kingdom, with working-class whites very underrepresented in higher education. Indeed, the discourse about educational inequality in the United Kingdom has been about social-class differences, while in the United States it has primarily been about racial differences. By comparing ethnic minorities in the United Kingdom to native whites, we set the bar quite low in terms of educational outcomes. In fact one could argue that the native comparison group in the United States ought to contain both native whites and blacks to make an equivalent comparison group with the native whites of Britain. Following research conventions, we did not do that in this chapter but the conceptual case for such a comparison deserves to be considered for future analyses.

The main, very tentative, difference seems to be that ethnic inequalities are larger in Britain than the United States at the ages of fifteen and sixteen but end up being smaller in Britain at the completion of tertiary education or in access to elite universities. But the big story is that ethnic inequalities are most marked when students are being tested or selected; they are least marked when students are choosing whether to persist. The underlying distinction between what is done to students and what they choose to do themselves is even more powerful than we had anticipated. It is when students are tested or selected that the inequalities are most apparent. In a recent analysis of ethnic inequalities in academic performance for England and Sweden, Jackson, Jonsson, and Rudolphi (2012, 172) reach a similar conclusion: “choice-driven educational systems are to the advantage of ethnic minority students.”

To be sure, in both countries and educational systems, there is a great deal of emphasis on meritocracy. Formal testing is used for example by elite institutions when selecting their students, and so this gives an appearance, and perhaps some reality, of fairness in admissions procedures. These findings are even more significant when we take into account the fact that elite universities in the United States still have affirmative action programs in which they admit minority students with lower average test scores than white applicants. This is a highly contentious policy issue that is being battled in the courts and that is interpreted and applied in different ways across different universities. In an important 2003 US Supreme Court case, the court said that a state university, the University of Michigan Law School, could take diversity into account in deciding on admissions, but the recognition of race in admissions had to be one of many factors weighed and the university could not just set a lower numerical score for minority students (Grutter v. Bollinger 2003). Meanwhile, several states (including Arizona, California, Florida, Michigan, Nebraska, Texas, and Washington) have passed laws prohibiting the use of race in college admissions. After the law was passed in California, the enrollment of black students plummeted at the elite University of California at Berkeley (Hinrichs 2012), suggesting that without the policies in effect at many of the elite private universities to take into account race in university admissions in order to increase diversity, there would be much less ethnic and racial diversity at these institutions. Similarly, a recent study also documented a positive impact of Grutter v. Bollinger on racial minority students’ enrollment in graduate and professional school in Texas (Garces 2012). As of this writing, Fisher v. University of Texas, a case involving affirmative action, is currently before the US Supreme Court. The case was brought by Abigail Fisher who allegedly claims that her race was held against her in the admission process at the University of Texas at Austin. Once decided, the case has important ramifications for affirmative action policy, as it is currently applied to university and college admission across the country in the spirit of Grutter v. Bollinger (Liptak 2012).

It is also important to recognize that much of the inequality may arise because students from minority backgrounds simply do not apply to elite institutions. In the United Kingdom, Boliver (2004) has shown that the ethnic gap in access to Oxford can be largely explained by lack of applications rather than discrimination at the point of application. However, Heath and Zimdars (2005) (see also Zimdars, Sullivan, and Heath 2009), using different data, do show very clear evidence of “ethnic penalties” in admissions decisions at Oxford. In the United States, Brown and Hirschman (2006) have also shown that the passage of Initiative 200, a ballot measure that eliminated affirmative action in Washington state in 1998, led to a decline in college enrollment among minority students, though this decrease was due less to changes in admission rates and more from declines in applications from these underrepresented groups. Indeed, many versions of affirmative action emphasize the importance of outreach activities targeted at minority candidates12 as well as the signaling of an institutional welcoming environment to minority students in order to attract them as applicants.

The findings here suggest that perhaps the United States would look even worse in this comparison were it not for affirmative action. While both countries show marked stratification at the college level, the secondary effects of ethnicity on enrollment and completion of higher education are less in Britain than they are in the United States. In the United States, ethnicity affects the rate of college completion, once test scores are controlled for.13 In Britain, the children of immigrants are more likely to complete education than native whites. If there were affirmative action in Britain, presumably we would see less stratification in the quality of higher education institutions young people would attend, and more representation of minority students in the most selective and prestigious institutions. Without affirmative action, the sorting of the children of immigrants and other minorities into lower-status institutions in the United States would be even higher. Since those institutions have lower completion rates, it could be that the completion of higher education net of test scores would look even worse. (The opposite argument could also be made. Perhaps ethnic minority students would be more likely to complete college without affirmative action programs because they would be placed in institutions where their credentials would make them more competitive with white students).

The other changing policy that might shape these outcomes in the future concerns the funding of higher education in Britain. Just at the moment when in the United States the crushing debt young people and their families face in paying for university is taking on more prominence in policy discussions, Britain is following the American model of vastly increasing and privatizing the cost of university education. This may have the consequence of decreasing access for minority students from immigrant backgrounds who may until now have outpaced their American counterparts in educational attainment precisely because of the greater affordability of education in Britain.

Our overall findings lead to both optimistic and pessimistic perspectives on reducing inequality in the education of the children of immigrants. The optimistic story is that, even though ethnic minorities in both countries do less well on performance scores than native whites, they show ambition and a commitment to education. Thus, when we control for social class and for performance scores in adolescence, minorities are more likely to get postsecondary education than comparable native whites, especially in Britain. This would seem to us to be an argument for the kinds of flexibility and second chances that the United States and Britain have in their educational systems, which do not close off the possibility of higher education based on tracking and test scores at a younger age.

The pessimistic story in our findings is that as a greater proportion of the population attends higher education and this education is opened up to minority students, the type of institution attended and degree awarded are the sites where inequality is also being reproduced. It is very important for scholars to better measure this stratification in the educational system. It appears that in both the United States and Britain middle- and upper-class native whites maintain the dominant positions in the most elite universities and the increased access to higher education that has occurred is disproportionately located at less elite institutions. If there is a greater return to a university education from a more selective and prestigious institution, then the stratification within higher education is another mechanism by which native whites are maintaining a privileged position in society.
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1. The UK government has passed five major pieces of legislation related to immigration—in 1993, 1996, 1999, 2002, and 2004.

2. The only exceptions might be Bangladeshis and Pakistanis, who are quite segregated from white British.

3. At the lower end, the proportion of British students who completed at least a single pass at a low grade increased from 92.2 percent in 1996 to 99 percent in 2010, which means that virtually everyone who left school at age sixteen in the United Kingdom has some minimal form of qualifications. At the upper end, the proportion of British students who completed five good passes (i.e., passes at grades A* to C) also increased from 44.5 percent to 74.8 percent during the same period. In reality, the students at the lower end are least prepared for the labor market whereas those at the upper end are more qualified to undertake a vocation.

4. As it happens, British research has tended to suggest that the primary and secondary effects are of roughly equal magnitude. See Jackson, Erikson, Goldthorpe, and Yaish (2007).

5. The results do not change substantially when we restrict our analyses strictly to only the second generation, so we conducted the analyses on both 1.5 generation and second generation to boost the sample size by ethnic group.

6. See Rothon (2007), DfES (2005), Connolly (2006) for Britain and Lutz (2007) for the United States.

7. See Kao and Thompson (2003) on the United States and Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi (2008) for Europe.

8. Full results for Table 4.5 are available upon request—mcw@wjh.harvard.edu.

9. This means that the YCS will only record information on tertiary education for those who enter university at the traditional age, but will miss mature students and those who take a gap year.

10. These will thus be an older group than the individuals who form the basis of Tables 2–5, who were around ten years younger. So, unlike the Add Health data, we are not actually tracing the same birth cohort through the educational system. However, other evidence suggests that the relative ethnic inequalities are unlikely to have changed much between the two birth cohorts involved.

11. The relatively low attainment data for Cubans seems specific to the Add Health sample and might be due to selective attrition between Wave 1 and Wave 3.

12. In Northern Ireland, for example, it is not antidiscrimination measures and lawsuits that have reduced Protestant/Catholic inequalities in access to jobs, but mandatory outreach policies aimed at overcoming the “chill factor.” See McCrudden et al. (2009) for reviews of findings in the United Kingdom, and Dobbin and Kalev (2007) for similar findings in the United States.

13. We also recognize that other factors beyond test scores could affect college completion, including the opportunity cost of attending college. For example, the second generation from minority background might leave school to enter the labor force earlier than their native counterparts because of necessity (i.e., the need to support oneself or one’s family) or lack of affordability (i.e., the inability to pay for tuition or other related expenses). However, adjudicating between these competing explanations goes beyond the scope of our chapter.


CHAPTER FIVE

How Similar Educational Inequalities Are Constructed in Two Different Systems, France and the United States: Why They Lead to Disparate Labor-Market Outcomes

Richard Alba, Roxane Silberman, Dalia Abdelhady, Yaël Brinbaum, and Amy Lutz

The France-United States comparison is intriguing because of the complex profile of similarities and differences it involves. In terms of incorporation regimes, these two countries are generally viewed as positioned toward the assimilationist end of the spectrum because their citizenship rules allow relatively easy access by immigrants and, based on the jus soli principle, grant citizenship automatically (or, in the French case, quasi-automatically) to immigrants’ children who are born on the national territory (Weil 2002). Both countries also encourage assimilation to the mainstream, though both are largely tolerant of cultural difference.

Yet there is little doubt that major inequalities along lines of ethnic origin are salient in both societies. How they are constructed intergeneration-ally is the question, and here is where the differences between France and the United States become more intriguing, for the two differ systemically in their educational systems and in the functioning of their labor markets. In broad brush strokes, the differences would appear to favor greater equality in educational outcomes between native and immigrant-origin children in France than in the United States, whereas the differences in the labor markets, by contrast, have led to greater employment for the children of immigrants in the United States than in France, albeit often in low-wage jobs. In this paper, we lay out in some detail the basis for these statements and examine the empirical degree of inequality between the children of natives and of immigrants associated these differences. The groups we consider are the Mexicans in the United States and the Maghrebins, or North Africans, in France, both low in status. What we find, stated very briefly, is that the two educational systems, despite their manifest differences, produce broadly similar educational inequalities, but the labor-market outcomes for the children of immigrants, at least in terms of employment, have been more favorable in the United States. Whether the Great Recession there that started in 2007–08 will erode this difference must remain for now an unanswered question.

Differences in Educational Systems

In terms of the fundamentals of its organization, the US educational system would appear much less equipped than the French one to redress the inequalities that children bring into the classroom from their homes and communities. Most significantly, the US system varies considerably from one location to another, while the French system is organized to be more uniform across space. Among rich nations, the funding of American public schools rests to an unusual degree on locally and regionally raised taxes, while the national government plays a limited role. This system contributes to marked inequalities among schools in resources and in the characteristics of teachers (e.g., Hochschild and Scovronick 2003; Kozol 1991; Orfield 2001). These inequalities impact negatively on minorities, both native and immigrant, because of residential segregation and their concentration in places that are relatively impoverished. From the perspective of its organizing principles—we are not yet speaking of its operation in actuality, which is moreover disputed—the French system treats schools more uniformly, reducing (but not eliminating) the opportunities for affluent areas to provide their schools with greater resources.

Moreover, the French government has tried to counteract the impact of social inequalities on education. In 1981, it put in place a policy, the ZEP (for Zones of Educational Priority), to provide additional funding to schools in difficulty according to criteria that include the percentage of immigrants in the catchment area. The French system has also undertaken a major “democratization” in recent decades, with the aim of opening up pathways for working-class and immigrant students to the baccalauréat, the indispensable credential earned at the end of the high school years that leads to higher education. One sign of this democratization has been the successive postponement since the 1950s of the moment in the educational career when students are separated between vocational and academic tracks (Merle 2002; Prost 1968); simultaneously, long-sequence vocational tracks have been established at the upper level. These developments have especially affected the short-sequence vocational curricula (Silberman and Fournier 2006a), which were previously the fate of many immigrant students and ended in an early departure from school and entry into the labor market (Tribalat 1995). These separate curricula were formerly institutionalized in distinct middle schools (collèges), which sealed the separation of the students on different tracks and also the destiny of those in vocational programs; now students attend comprehensive middle schools that house various programs.

Another major element of democratization has been the creation of new types of baccalauréat, deemed “professional” or “technological.” The latter allows students who are not willing, or allowed, to commit themselves to the classical curriculum of the traditional baccalauréat, and who take an educational track that prepares them for a career, to continue into the university system (Merle 2002). The explicit goal of the democratization was to bring 80 percent of French students to the point of preparing for one or another baccalauréat, although by 2003 only 70 percent of a cohort was attaining this level. Moreover, even though there has been an important increase over thirty years in the proportion of students obtaining the academic baccalauréat, only 33 percent do so.

Another feature of the French system that could benefit some children of immigrants is the preparation for schooling through maternelles, which many children begin to attend at the age of three and which educate nearly all four-and five-year-olds in the country. The maternelles, by providing a common preparatory foundation to nearly all children and introducing children from immigrant homes into a French-language environment, are one way that the French system attempts to overcome the very different endowments they receive in their families. One study of differences in the educational attainments of the children of Turkish immigrants in different European countries credits the maternelles with the somewhat more favorable outcomes achieved in France (Crul and Vermeulen 2003); other studies, however, suggest that in general improvement does not last beyond the end of the primary school (Oeuvrard 2000).

In a similar vein, the systems differ in the way that their public and private portions relate to one another. Both have well developed private systems. In the United States, almost 10 percent of students are attending private schools in any given year (and an additional 2 percent are educated at home [US Census Bureau 2008]); in France, the comparable figures are 14 percent at the primary level and 20 percent at the secondary, and one estimate is that about a third of students spend at least a year in the private system by the time they have completed their secondary-school years (Langouët and Léger 1997). In both countries, the private system is frequently used as a refuge by students from middle-class circumstances whose families want to avoid public schools with many minority and poor students. However, in the United States, the private system is truly separate, which means that, at its elite levels, it can provide a level of educational resources well above that attainable in the public schools. In France, by contrast, the private system, which consists mainly of religious schools (along with some well-known nonreligious schools), is much more integrated with the public one. As long as the private schools, mostly Catholic (Héran 1995), agree to teach the national curriculum and accept the same constraints as the public schools (e.g., number of students by class), they receive state funding for the teaching staff, which mostly has the same qualifications found in the public schools. So, from the parents’ perspective, the main differences from the public sector remain the limitation of contact with socially inappropriate children (since the private schools have the freedom to select and expel students) and more severe in-school discipline. French private schools tend to be much less expensive than American ones, and this allows a few immigrant families to send their children to private schools.

These are not the only major differences that might matter for the children of immigrants. US schools have made more deliberate efforts than those in France to meet the educational needs of students coming from minority-language homes, though these efforts, especially when based on bilingual strategies, have been contested and uneven (Gándara and Rumberger 2009). The US system is also one that offers second chances to an unusual extent: access to postsecondary education is potentially open to the large majority of each cohort, since the only requirement is a high school diploma (which can even be earned through an equivalency test). The postsecondary system is highly stratified, with colleges and universities recognized as having varying quality and thus leading to different ultimate outcomes. But positive discrimination at the university level enhances the access of immigrant minorities, especially to the elite tier of the university system (Bowen and Bok 1998; Massey, Charles, Lundy, and Fischer 2002).

Differences in the Transition to the Labor Market

The differences in the way the labor markets work in both societies are complex. One key difference lies in the way that the educational system articulates with jobs. In the United States, that articulation is unusually loose, for the educational system produces, at least below the level of professional education, few distinct degrees and diplomas. For instance, the high school diploma, the certificate bestowed upon the completion of secondary school, exists in just a few varieties and is the credential required by a wide range of jobs. Accordingly, much of the training specific to particular jobs is acquired at work rather than in school. By contrast, the many degrees and certificates of the French system should articulate better to the labor market, a vision inherited from the post-war “planification” period (Tanguy 1986). Even at the secondary-school level, a number of key distinctions exist and a variety of vocational diplomas can be earned to provide qualifications for different occupations. To be sure, both systems produce youth, especially from immigrant origins, who have no credential at all and thus fall to the very bottom of the labor market.

However, a countervailing difference has been in the availability of jobs, especially for youth and low-wage workers. In this respect, the United States is usually depicted as toward the laissez-faire end of the spectrum—that is, regulating the labor market with a light hand that allows wage inequalities in particular to grow, while France is viewed as typical of the more highly regulated labor markets found in continental Europe (Blau and Kahn 2002; DiPrete, Goux, Maurin, and Quesnel-Vallee 2005; Gautié and Schmitt 2010). In France, the conditions of employment are stipulated by employer/employee contracts that are regulated by law and, in the majority of cases, guarantee indefinite periods of employment that can be terminated only with difficulty by employers; wages are mostly set within frameworks established by collective-bargaining processes (even though, ironically, few French workers belong to unions) and constrained at the bottom by the state-determined minimum income (SMIC); and the more generous benefits afforded workers, and the social-welfare net more generally, require substantial employer contributions to the state. This degree of wage and employment protection, it is argued, makes it more costly for French employers to add new jobs. The greater flexibility of the US market is shown by its more rapid generation of jobs during periods of prosperity (such as the years of the mid- and late 1990s) and by the higher rates of employment of individuals of prime working ages. In 2000, the percentage of persons fifteen to sixty-four who were employed was 61 percent in France, while the equivalent figure was 74 percent in the United States. The OECD average was 66 percent in that year (Estevão and Nargis 2005). To be sure, the rate of employment in the United States has fallen because of the economic stagnation initiated by the recession starting in 2007, and as we write this chapter, it is not apparent whether the lower rate establishes a “new normal” for the US economy or it will eventually return to a prior level.

France has adapted to the slow growth of the full-time labor force by the introduction of short-term employment contracts, which over time have come to account for a larger share of the work force, particularly for young people, under twenty-five years old, of whom one-third were in short-term contracts according to the 2010 Labour Force Survey. These contracts, which legally bind the hands of employers as well as employees and rigidly limit the term of employment (typically, to no more than eighteen months), allow job insecurity to permeate selectively into the ranks of the employed; that insecurity is in turn strongly associated with age, as young workers, especially those without any postsecondary education, are strongly affected. For many young people, the search for a permanent job is an all-consuming task during the first few years after leaving the educational system. According to DiPrete et al. (2005), about 50 percent of young French workers, between eighteen and twenty-eight years old, were either unemployed or worked in temporary positions in 2001. Given the scarcity of “good” jobs, young people draw not just on their human capital but also on the social capital that they and their families possess in order to find an appropriate position. This reasoning suggests that ethnicity and other social characteristics could factor into an emergent job rationing system. In other words, youth from immigrant families, especially those of disparaged origins such as the Algerians, may face some degree of labor-market discrimination, assuming that employers, mostly belonging to the native majority population, are likely to favor those like themselves in a tight labor market.

Part I: The Construction of Educational Inequalities

The Degrees of Inequality

Remarkably, given the differences between the educational systems, the educational outcomes that on average separate second-generation students, of Mexican origin in the United States and North African origin in France, from those of the ethno-racial majority are broadly similar. Since the immigrant parents of the second-generation students typically have very low levels of education by comparison with the mainstream norms of the receiving societies (Hernandez, Denton, and McCartney 2006; Tribalat 1995), it is also true that the second generation in both cases makes major strides beyond its parents. Yet the gap from the average levels of educational attainment of majority students remains large and is especially noticeable at the lower and upper ends of the educational distribution, when students exit from school without any credentials that are meaningful in the labor market, on the one hand, or emerge from a lengthy school career with postsecondary credentials that position them favorably in the labor market, on the other.

TABLE 5.1. Educational Outcomes for Young-Adult Second-Generation Maghrebins and Mexicans Compared to Those for the Native Majority
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Consider the data in Table 5.1. In the US case, the data are drawn from 2005–9 American Community Survey and cannot be limited to the second generation (because of the absence of a parental nativity question in census data); however, considerable research shows that, in cross-sectional data such as these, there is not much difference between the educational attainments of the second and the third and later generations (Farley and Alba 2002; Telles and Ortiz 2008). The educational distribution of the US born is therefore a suitable proxy for that of the second generation. The French data come from the 2008–09 Trajectoires et origines survey, a sizable national survey that compared immigrants and their descendants with the native French mainstream. In this case, the data are for immigrants’ children who were educated in France, a group that includes some in the 1.5 generation (individuals who immigrated as young children). In both data sets, we have narrowed the tabulations to age groups that have recently exited from the educational system in order to capture as much as possible current inequalities in life chances between native- and immigrant-origin groups.

The ratios between the rates for second-generation and majority youth tell the basic story. At the lower end of educational attainment, 15–20 percent of young Mexican Americans have left high school without a diploma. These percentages are two-and-a-half to three times the rates among non-Hispanic whites (i.e., Anglos). The proportion of the Maghrebin second generation that leaves school without a useful diploma is also high, despite the democratization of the French school system during the closing decades of the last century.1 Nevertheless, the ratio of disparity in relation to the native French is not quite as large as its equivalent in the United States—among Maghrebin men, the percentage without a useful diploma is twice that among the native French; among women, the Maghrebin percentage is two-thirds higher. But the absolute values are higher than for Mexicans in the United States, with more than a quarter of second-generation men having no diploma to present to prospective employers. All in all, there is a rough similarity in the disparities at the lower end.

At the upper end, the disparities are smaller in France. It is noteworthy that about half of Mexican-American students and nearly as many Maghrebin students now go beyond secondary school. They are therefore positioning themselves to qualify for jobs that are in the middle class, broadly construed. In both countries also, there is little difference between the second generation and the mainstream when it comes to two-year diplomas and degrees such as the associate’s degree in the United States or the BTS (Brevet de technicien supérieur) in France, though these are much more common as the final credential in France. Gaps in relation to the mainstream widen when we consider more-advanced credentials, such as the baccalaureate in the United States or the licence in France (the latter requiring three years of university study).

Thus, in the United States, native whites earn these more-advanced credentials at more than twice the rate of Mexican Americans. The situation is somewhat more favorable in France: The rate at which Maghrebins earn these credentials is about the same as for Mexicans, but the gap from the mainstream is smaller. Still, French natives hold sizable advantages: for men and women, the native rates exceed the Maghrebin ones by about 50 per-cent. If we narrowed our focus to the most disadvantaged of the Maghrebin groups, the Algerians, then the disparities would rise substantially and resemble those noted in the United States.

Overall, then, the profiles of outcome inequalities between the two societies are similar but not identical, and the American one is more extreme, as one should expect. Yet we place our emphasis on the similarity between them, rather than the difference, because what strikes us as most noteworthy is that systems so different in their formal organization produce basically equivalent inequalities. Thus, it seems useful then to consider how they arise in two different systems.

Primary School

We begin where formal schooling begins, with the primary school, where some important similarities between these systems appear despite formal differences. (For a diagram of the French system, see Figure 5.1.) Studies in the United States show the consolidation of inequalities in school-relevant skills before the end of primary school. For instance, according to the assessments of the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) for “The Nation’s Report Card” (2005), there is a sizable gap in average reading scores between Anglo and Hispanic (as well as African American) students by the end of the fourth grade, though there is also good news because over the nine-year period between 1998 and 2007 the gap narrowed significantly (from 32 to 26 points on the NCES scale).

The first important similarity concerns the connection of inequalities in spatial location to those among schools, for there is substantial segregation of second-generation children from middle-class majority-group children. In both countries, this is largely a function of well-entrenched residential segregation according to social class and ethno-racial origin. This segregation involves concentrations of minority and majority families in different jurisdictions, as much as it involves segregation by neighborhood within the same city. In the United States, European-American families with school-age children tend to be found in mostly white suburbs, while minority families are more often located in large cities or inner suburbs (Alba et al. 2009); these spatial placements are nearly the reverse of those in France, where immigrant minorities are concentrated in specific suburbs (banlieues) around major cities (Guillon 1990; Préteceille 2009). Since in both countries most children attend local primary schools, the impact on school segregation is probably equivalent.
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Figure 5.1. The Current Structure of the Education System in France (2012)

Note: Areas enclosed in dashed lines indicate mandatory exams/tests.

Source: Ministry of Education

Recent analyses from the United States demonstrate that Latino children, along with black children, are increasingly likely to be found in heavily minority elementary schools, partly due to the declining proportion of European American children in school-age cohorts and especially in the portions of those cohorts in public schools (Orfield 2001; cf. Logan, Oakley, and Stowell 2008). We have no comparable systematic data on school segregation from France, but a study of Bordeaux reveals school segregation based on class and ethnic origins (Felouzis 2005).

In the United States, in comparison with France, the inequalities in funding across jurisdiction and school stand out. School funding disparities frequently complement other disparities among schools serving socially diverse populations (Hochschild and Scovronick 2003). That is, schools with many socially disadvantaged students are faced with a series of other disadvantages that would require substantial additional funding to overcome; needless to say, they rarely if ever receive this. Observing that predominantly minority schools are also highly likely to serve areas where poverty is concentrated, Gary Orfield and Chungmei Lee (2006, 29) note that such schools are typically beset by a variety of problems that impede learning: “less qualified, less experienced teachers, lower levels of peer group competition, more limited curricula taught at less challenging levels, more serious health problems, much more turnover enrollment,” and they could have added more serious levels of threat to the safety of students.

Inequalities in school funding are more limited in France, though they exist and have increased in recent years. Since the end of the 1990s, the national government has decentralized an increasing share of the financing of, and decision making about, local schools (Henriot-Van Zanten 1990; Louis 1994). It has nevertheless retained the budget for, and allocation of, teachers, the single most important factor determining the level of inequality. The financial support provided for the teaching staff in a school is, moreover, a function of the numbers of students and classes, and the Ministry of Education strictly controls the number of students per class. The ability of even school principals to exert an influence over the teaching budget remains limited. Nevertheless, the rules governing teacher allocation, which give some choice to more experienced (and better paid) teachers, reinforce inequalities and even produce, as a secondary effect, lower public spending on schools serving disadvantaged areas because the least experienced teachers are concentrated in them.

There has been an attempt to compensate for inequalities by some increase in funding for schools in areas with social problems. The so-called ZEP policy, initiated in 1981 and revised several times since, provides supplementary support for the teaching staff at such schools, with an aim of reducing the number of students per class. Eleven percent of the primary schools are under the ZEP, but little data exist to establish the extent of the reductions in class size due to the policy, which is almost certainly small. In any event, the pressures to reduce class size are also powerful on the schools serving more affluent areas, since the parents there signal to school administrators that it is a major factor in their decision about whether they will send their children to the public school. They can find justification, if they need it, in a recent study that seems to demonstrate an improvement in school achievements when classes at the primary level are reduced by two children (Piketty and Valdenaire 2006).

In both systems, school choice is limited. In the United States, the default principle determining where a child is educated at public expense is still that of the “neighborhood school.” The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 does allow parents to transfer their children out of underperforming schools, but what data there are suggest that this option is selected by few parents (and that it brings little benefit to the children who transfer; see Zimmer et al. 2007). In France, the government has increasingly restricted school choice in recent decades, imposing a mapping of addresses to schools (carte scolaire). This was in fact an attempt to constrain the ability of more affluent families to avoid local schools with many poor and/or immigrant students and thus to encourage the mixing of students from different backgrounds, but at the same time it implies as a matter of policy that school composition will reflect the local resident population and thus that schools will be segregated in the way that neighborhoods are. For those affluent parents who find that the carte scolaire will send their children to the socially “wrong” school, the private schools are always an option in case they cannot manage to find a place in another school, for instance, near their work place.

In both countries, the “richness” of the educational programs differs across schools in ways that reflect the social origins of the students. While curricula in the United States are to some degree standardized across schools—at least in the sense that states define minimal standards that must be met for different subjects in each grade, and the No Child Left Behind legislation, along with the testing movement, has further strengthened the role of standards—schools that are more resource-rich and serve middle-class populations are able to offer their students many supplements to the minimum standards, so that differences in learning grow over time (Kozol 1991). In France, despite the more limited control of local authorities over finances, they have nevertheless played a role in financing supplementary activities and functions (Dutercq 2000). Thus, they are responsible for the supervision of children during school vacations (which are numerous in France) when their parents are unable to take care of them during the workday. These periods of supervision have taken on more and more of a pedagogical character (e.g., trips to the theater) and play an increasing part in the access of children from poor or immigrant families to cultural resources. Families sometimes send their children to the vacation supervision even when a parent is at home, since the cost is modest. Similarly, the primary schools offer after-school care, generally for two extra hours, for which parents have to pay a modest fee, which they can request the local authorities to subsidize. Since the 1970s, some schools have tried to use these supplementary hours (les “études”) to help students with their homework, with the aim of reducing socially based inequalities. The development of educational inequalities from supplementary school activities is furthered by the so-called nature classes (classes de nature). These involve excursions with a pedagogical character and even exchanges with other countries, the latter often connected with instruction in foreign languages (mainly English), which now begins in the maternelles. The expenses associated with these classes are partly financed by local authorities and partly by parents, thus placing children from poor families at a disadvantage (although limited numbers of “scholarships” [bourses] are generally available). The schools in the more affluent areas organize such activities more frequently because of the pressures of parents to provide this form of cultural and educational enrichment and their willingness to pay the extra costs (Glassman 2001).

One respect in which the US school system outdoes the French one concerns assistance to children coming from minority-language homes, but this assistance is under regular political attack. That these children are entitled to help in achieving equal educational opportunities was established by court decision, specifically the Supreme Court’s Lau v. Nichols decision of 1974. However, what is deemed as required to create equal educational opportunity differs considerably across states and has changed over time. In terms of the goal of enabling minority-language students to participate fully in English-dominant classrooms, the effectiveness of the programs is highly variable (Gándara and Rumberger 2009; Goldenberg 2008; Slavin and Cheung 2005). Indeed, the term “bilingual education” has become more a political code word, reflecting polarized opinions over the appropriate policies for immigrant-origin and minority students, than a reference to a specific set of school policies. Thus, the practices encompassed by the term are quite varied, ranging from educating students for some of the school day in the minority language to placing them for limited periods of time in classes that teach English as a second language. In recent years, these policies have been constrained by referendum in some states. This process began in 1998 with the heavily financed campaign for Proposition 227 (“English for the Children”), which has severely restricted the period that students can be taught in bilingual programs in California, the state with by far the largest number of English-language learners (Olsen 2009). It appears that the number of California students in bilingual education has fallen precipitously as a result (Gándara and Rumberger 2009).

French schools have provided less in the way of assistance to ease students speaking languages other than French into mainstream classrooms. In some schools, classes of “reception” (classes d’accueil in the primary school) exist to help newly arriving immigrant students make the transition into regular classrooms (Lorcerie 1994). These classes were intended to provide only a few months of preparation, but several studies have shown that students have been relegated to them for long periods and that even some French students, coming from areas outside the metropole (e.g., the Antilles), have been placed in them. There were also attempts, especially during the 1970s, to provide courses in the language and culture of the countries of origin of students from immigrant families, taught by instructors sent by these countries. The purpose was more to cultivate the students’ respect for the countries from which their parents came than it was to provide a transition to mainstream classes, but the success of the courses was disputed, in any event, and even some of immigrant parents were against them. The Berque Report of 1986 argued the policy was failing because of stigmatization of the students who were participating and of weak control over the teachers and what they were teaching. The children of immigrants are probably further disadvantaged by the relatively recent policy of introducing foreign-language instruction at early ages; it now begins in the maternelles (in affluent areas) or in the primary schools. Since the first foreign language is usually English, the children from immigrant families are confronted in the beginning school years with the need to learn two unfamiliar languages, the other of course being French.

Secondary-School Level

Middle school The inequalities between native students and those of immigrant origins are already pronounced by the time the stage of secondary education begins. In the case of students in the United States, the already-cited differences among fourth-grade students measured by the National Report Card reveal these inequalities. They are also shown by similar tests taken by eighth-grade students, which indicate rather stable gaps between Anglo students and black and Hispanic ones in reading, writing, and mathematics. In France, the inequalities are revealed by grade repetitions, which are more common there than in the United States. (In the United States, by contrast, the criticism has been that unprepared students are pushed ahead by so-called social promotion.) The repetitions, which must be recommended by the teaching staff and can be appealed by parents, are concentrated especially at key transitional moments in the educational career, including the first and third years of primary school, along with the first and fourth years of middle school and the first year of high school. The children from immigrant families have been more likely than native French children to be required to repeat a school year. According to the analyses of the 1995 French Educational Panel by a member of our team, Yaël Brinbaum, about half of Maghrebin children have repeated at least one year of school by the time they reach the end of middle school (corresponding to the eighth grade in the US system), compared to about a quarter of native French children. This difference can be seen as due to social-class backgrounds, since the rate of grade repetition is almost as high, over 40 percent, among the native working-class (Brinbaum and Kieffer 2005). Nevertheless, it indicates that the children of Maghrebin immigrants are frequently older than their native French classmates at the moment of entry to the secondary level.

In both systems, the inequalities among students that have developed at the primary-school level are enhanced at the secondary level. The residential segregation by social class and ethno-racial origins means that there is substantial segregation among secondary schools, even though they generally have larger catchment areas than do primary schools; school segregation may be somewhat reduced by the larger areas, but it does not for that reason cease to be an important consideration. In the United States, there is, correlatively, inequality of resources, because of the role of local funding bases.

At the secondary-school level, moreover, segregation of students by social origins is also expressed frequently in more-formal ways through placements in different curricula or different tracks, placements that derive from school-relevant inequalities. Some of this segregation takes place within school buildings, as the diverse streams of students entering the buildings separate into different classrooms, where the teaching and subject matter channel students toward different academic destinations (e.g., Oakes 2005).

In France, the democratization of the system would seem to work against these tendencies. It has unified once-separate curricula (academic and vocational) and simultaneously limited the ability of parents to determine the collège, or middle school, of their children. However, the collège has therefore become the most problematic stage of the school system. In the suburbs with high concentrations of immigrant and poor families, the collège is the site of considerable violence beginning with the second year; and dropping out, which often takes the form of chronic absenteeism, becomes a common phenomenon at this point.

Moreover, since the 1980s there has been a growing decentralization of authority at this level that has widened differences among middle schools (Legrand 2000; Louis 1994). In the areas where students of immigrant origins are concentrated, the inner suburbs, the schools depend increasingly on municipal and regional governments that are themselves strapped for resources. Hence, the inequalities among the schools widen (Thomas 2005; Trancart 1998). The beneficial effects of the ZEP policy are too limited to offset the social and fiscal inequalities among them. The policy attempts to attract experienced teachers with bonuses and to avoid having schools in disadvantaged neighborhoods become mere transit stations for young teachers gaining classroom experience. However, its success in these ways has been disputed (Brizard 1995; Meuret 1994): since the bonuses for teachers are small, it continues to be the case that schools in ZEP areas are staffed with disproportionate numbers of less-experienced teachers. Recent studies have shown that the social homogeneity of the students in these schools has been increasing (Bénabou, Kramarz, and Prost 2005).

French parents who wish to avoid their children’s attendance at a school that they view as problematic often resort to the private school system after the sixth and final year of primary school. Some of these children then reappear in the public system at the high school level. Another strategy pursued by some parents depends on the so-called hidden curricula (curricula cachés), which involve difficult modern or ancient languages (e.g., Japanese, Russian, ancient Greek) or unusual courses developed by principals to raise the prestige of their schools, such as the classes européennes, in which some of the instruction is in a foreign language such as English or German (Duru-Bellat and Van Zanten 1999). This sort of differentiation begins with the third year of middle school, when students start to study a second foreign language. The hidden curricula produce social segregation across schools, since not all middle schools can offer, for example, unusual languages such as Japanese, but also within school buildings, creating differences between classes similar to the effects of tracking in the United States (Duru-Bellat and Kieffer 1997).

Another divergence in the school careers of the immigrant working class and the native middle class occurs when children have problems in schools. Like their American counterparts, middle-class native French families then make use of tutoring; or they place their children in special courses given after school hours by regular teachers who are paid extra by the parents to instruct small groups of students, often in mathematics. Such instruction, which generally takes place off the school grounds, has become a common supplement at all levels of the school system. It appears that immigrant parents, even when they express very high educational aspirations for their children, do not take the same measures to support their children who are in difficulty in school (Brinbaum 2002). This difference then adds to the cumulative inequalities from which the children coming from immigrant families suffer throughout their time in school.

The Educational Goals and Orientations of Immigrant-Origin Students and Their Families The middle-school stage is fateful for many students. By the time of middle school, a large number of the children from immigrant families are already having academic problems. An unresolved issue concerns how socially disadvantaged children, many from minority backgrounds, respond when they face the possibility of academic disappointment and even failure. One strand of theorizing and research posits that they are more likely to participate in oppositional subcultures and in this way their “failure” is crystallized. The idea that oppositional cultures appeal to minority youth because of their experiences and their fears of rejection is traceable to the work of John Ogbu and his collaborators (e.g., Fordham and Ogbu 1987). While their formulation has been disputed, it seems unassailable that groups of alienated students form in secondary schools and engage in risky behavior (e.g., deviant acts, such as petty crime and drug use) while disengaging from academic work; this disengagement can be manifested in irregular attendance, refusal to do assignments, failure of courses, and eventual dropout. Students on these trajectories are usually supported socially and psychologically by similarly inclined peers. While some European-American students in the United States become involved in such oppositional subcultures, minority students are at greater risk because of their uncertainties about acceptance by mainstream teachers and educational institutions, if not outright experiences with discrimination, and greater anxieties about their futures (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway 2008). Entry into oppositional subcultures is thought to be implicated in the higher dropout rates of Hispanics and African Americans, especially of boys. In France, qualitative studies have shown that the oppositional culture in evidence among the academically weaker children of minority origins, especially North African, emerges during the first years of middle school (Van Zanten 2001).

A very different line of thinking emphasizes the resilience of immigrant-origin youth. The immigrant optimism thesis of Kao and Tienda (1995) emphasizes the optimism of second-generation students, which may help them to weather initially unfavorable school experiences. In fact, the educational aspirations of immigrant-origin youth remain high through the middle-school years in both systems. These high aspirations suggest that the hold of oppositional culture remains limited.

Our best measurements of aspirations come from students who are at the end of middle school and/or the beginning of high school. For the United States, Yaël Brinbaum has analyzed data from the National Longitudinal Adolescent Health study;2 for France, the data of the Educational Panel are employed. In the first case, the youngsters themselves are queried about their educational goals, in the second, the parents are.

The majority of children of Mexican immigrants aspire to a college education. For example, when asked how much they want to go to college, 59 percent of second-generation Mexican Americans in the ninth and tenth grades place themselves in the highest category on the survey. This percentage is only slightly below that for Anglo students (67 percent), who come in general from more advantaged families than the Mexican American students do. However, many fewer Mexican American students expect to go to college. Only 29 percent of the second-generation students give the highest category when asked if they expect to attend college, and the difference from Anglo students, 52 percent of whom respond with this category, is thus much wider in this respect.

In France, when North African immigrant parents are asked what educational aspirations, they hold for their children, the great majority responds in terms of the baccalauréat, the indispensable credential for entry into higher education. Sixty-nine percent respond in this way, compared to 74 percent of native French parents. A high percentage of the immigrant parents—about two-thirds—hope to see their children earn an academic baccalauréat, the most prestigious secondary-school credential. The unusually high educational aspirations of the North African parents stand out when they are compared to working-class French parents and those of Portuguese immigrant origins. About twice as many North African parents aspire to the academic bac for their children as is the case for the others.

The expectation that their children will bring home prestigious academic credentials also is prominent in the interviews that Dalia Abdelhady conducted with second-generation North Africans in the suburbs around Paris. However, this picture becomes more nuanced by the frank statements by these young people about their parents’ lack of knowledge about the French system. What emerges is a portrait in which immigrant parents strongly desire their children to earn academic credentials as proof of family success within the French system; however, the parents have little ability to assess what careers are likely to follow from particular academic outcomes. For example, Karim, a twenty-four-year-old youth councilor, describes his Algerian parents’ lack of knowledge of the French educational system and the added importance they (especially the father) place on obtaining le bac. Karim has a technology high school degree and went to university for a year, and he describes how his father does not understand the different types of school-leaving options available through the French system:

In the end they [the parents] are just not informed about the current educational options and all that. . . . I really belong to the first generation—that is, my father, he was born in Algeria and he participated in the war [for Algerian independence] and afterwards he came to France. His French is not great. . . . Yet like all Maghrebin families, it is the father who is the head, and he is involved, but he wants just the bac and doesn’t give a damn about anything else. Whether I do the bac S or the bac STI, or whatever, he is happy that I just got the bac. He is very happy about that. I have three sisters also, and he was more happy for me than for my sisters when they earned the bac.

The story was quite different for the Mexican American students Abdelhady interviewed. Their parents encouraged them to go finish high school, but rarely advised them to pursue a college degree. Javier, a twenty-year-old who just got a job at a furniture store, explained how his parents would have supported any of his decisions and pushed him to finish his high school:

Right now, I am just trying to stay out of trouble. I want to go back to school, but not right now. My parents were never involved in any of my decisions. They just said that whatever I was going to do, they would support me, just like any parent would. They didn’t push me to be anything that they wanted me to be, they just said, “find something that you like and go for it.” . . . Of course they wanted me to graduate high school and I did, but now I don’t know.

Similar to Javier’s parents, many of the Mexican American respondents’ parents were happy to see their children working and earning money and thus able to provide for their families.

High School In France, matters become more complicated at the end of middle school and the beginning of high school (lycée) because of the complex menu of programs that students may choose from and that lead to different certificates, with different meanings for further education and eventual entry into the labor market. The complications are especially relevant to working-class students and those of immigrant origins because the great majority of middle-class native French students aim for the baccalauréat, followed by university education or, even better, acceptance into one of the grandes écoles, the Ivy League of the French system.

The lycées are comprised, on the one hand, of schools that provide a general academic and technological curriculum and, on the other, of those deemed “professional,” which offer vocational training. This mix is a product of the unification policy of the 1980s, since previously there was a total separation between the general or academic lycées and those offering all other curricula. The partial unification is linked to the democratization initiative and was accompanied by the creation of the professional and technological baccalauréats alongside the academic one. At that point, a portion of the students who previously would have attended the vocational lycées began to attend the general ones, choosing their curricula at the end of the second year. A response to the unification has been increasing differentiation by prestige among the academic curricula themselves: students specialize along scientific, literary, or economic and social tracks, each of which has its own baccalauréat, but there is now a marked hierarchy among the different academic baccalauréats, with the highest status attached to the scientific one. The technological baccalauréat is, moreover, lower in general status than the academic ones though it still provides those who earn it with access to higher education, in specialized tracks that yield distinct university degrees (which in fact are often quite valuable in the labor market). These evolutions in the French lycée system appear to demonstrate that each attempt at unification for the purpose of greater equality of chances is counterbalanced by a further differentiation that preserves the privileges of the upper reaches of the system (Duru-Bellat and Kieffer 2000).

As a result of the democratization program, the professional lycées also now offer a credential, the baccalauréat professionnel, which does not automatically open the door to the postsecondary system. However, many of the students in these lycées do not obtain this credential. A portion of the students definitively leave the academic track at the end of middle school in order to earn vocational diplomas such as the CAP and BEP (the certificat d’aptitude professionnelle and the brevet d’études professionnelles, respectively) in programs that require two or three years. The vocationally oriented lycées are a major pathway for the separation of students with academic and other difficulties from their cohorts, and they are the sites of massive problems in the suburbs because of high rates of absenteeism and violence. At the end of the collège, about 40 percent of students enter a lycée professionnel, according to the data of the Educational Panel.

By comparison with native French students, the students of Maghrebin origins are overrepresented in technological and vocational curricula and thus underrepresented on the general, or academic, track, according to the analysis of the Educational Panel data by Yaël Brinbaum, whose results are presented in Table 5.2. However, their distribution across curricula is not at all remarkable when they are compared to working-class French students and those of immigrant Portuguese origins, as is done in the lower panel of the table.

Some of the vocational diplomas are very specialized and linked to a supposed future position on the labor market. Here also some degree of hierarchy is apparent (for instance, diplomas in electronics rank very high), depending on the return on the labor market. One problem is that, despite constant advertising to encourage students to choose vocational tracks, there are not enough places for the students who want them. This is a major source of frustration for immigrants’ children, especially for the Maghrebins, as demonstrated by different surveys (Brinbaum and Kieffer 2005; Silberman and Fournier 1999). In some cases, a desired option is available only in a very distant lycée, a source of further discouragement for girls since their parents are reluctant to let them travel so far.

With such a complex menu of school options and families that are not well versed in their significance, the students of immigrant origins depend on the advice of school counselors. The interviews conducted by Dalia Abdelhady describe in many cases a process of academic orientation shaped by stereotypes and marked by misinformation. Najib, an eighteen-year-old coordinator (animateur) who dropped out of school after one year of BEP (and has no degree), complained that:

Even the counselors, they didn’t really counsel me, they criticized things . . . they criticized the choices I put down on the form that we have to fill out to indicate our wishes. They’ve criticized, they’ve said, that’s a bit difficult, it’s this, it’s that. . . . They haven’t given me advice, they’ve just criticized. That is, they haven’t said, you should do this instead of that. . . . I don’t know how to put it. . . . To analyze who I am and then to choose a good track. They have just criticized, that’s all. They haven’t helped to clarify things for me.

While Najib complained about the lack of orientation that he got in school, many second-generation Maghrebins complained about the inaccurate advice they received and viewed at times as discriminatory (Brinbaum and Kieffer 2005, 2009). Describing his educational trajectory, Farid, who worked part-time in public relations, explained the stereotypes that lead to inappropriate counseling and wrong choices:

I was a normal student. . . . And afterwards I completed a BEP in electronics. Bad choice, bad guidance. This is precisely the problem for the newcomers in France, those from the suburbs—they are guided into a field they haven’t chosen, rather it’s imposed on them. Okay, so you are from the suburbs, therefore it’s mechanics, it’s electronics, it’s social services for the girls, it’s plastics for the boys. That’s it. We don’t have possibilities to enter other fields. It’s truly a shame. You do a BEP, that’s all you do. You all wind up doing the same things.

Confronted by the crises of the immigrant suburbs, where many youths abandon school with no meaningful credential, the French government has recently attempted to reinstitute the pathway of apprenticeship (where work and classroom education are linked). However, a disadvantage of this pathway for Maghrebin youngsters is the requirement of an employment contract. Since the schools take no responsibility for these contracts, the requirement forces the North Africans to encounter the difficulties they will later face as prospective workers: the unwillingness of many employers to take them on. Research has shown that the employment contracts required by apprenticeship programs are often procured by students’ relatives, and in this respect the family networks of the Maghrebins are less effective than those of other groups, such as the Portuguese, whose families can find places in the ethnic niches the group controls in, for example, construction (Silberman and Fournier 1999). The data of the Educational Panel, as shown in Table 5.2, reveal this inequality very clearly: very few of the Maghrebin youngsters (about 1 percent) are in apprenticeships despite their relatively high concentration in vocational curricula. Among working-class students, those from native French and Portuguese backgrounds are ten times more likely to have apprenticeships.

The complex system of secondary-school credentials in France marks an important difference from the United States. In the United States, the credential that matters is the high school diploma, which is the pathway to further education, almost regardless of the school and curriculum where it is earned. Indeed, the system even provides for the possibility of earning its equivalent outside of school, the GED (General Equivalency Development diploma), which is acquired by passing a test.

The French system offers a more complicated menu of diplomas and credentials at the secondary level. An important feature of the system is in fact that it offers relatively easy access to various tracks but a more rigorous selectivity when it comes to diplomas, which are unmistakably ranked. The new baccalauréats, the technological and professional (earned by 18 percent and 12 percent of the class of 2003, respectively), created as part of the democratization initiative, are ranked below the academic baccalauréat, which has itself separated according to subjects of specialization that are in turn ranked. Nevertheless, the new baccalauréats have opened roads to the tertiary level, especially to vocational tracks in the lower tertiary level. Yet the proportion of a cohort attaining the tertiary level remains lower than is the case in the United States.

TABLE 5.2. 2002 Track Distribution of Students Who Entered the Sixth-year in France in 1995
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Postsecondary Education

The proportions of cohorts entering the postsecondary system are different in France and the United States, but the students confront in both cases a differentiated and hierarchical system. In the US case, this internal stratification is much greater than exists at the secondary level and thus requires more knowledge on the part of students and their families about the nature and outcomes of different educational paths.

Both systems encompass relatively short paths that lead to vocational credentials. In the United States, the most important distinction in the system is between two- and four-year colleges. The two-year colleges generally feature a mix of curricula, with some providing vocational credentials, intended as the endpoints of the scholastic career and as direct links to jobs, while others offer a general academic preparation, allowing students to transfer to four-year colleges (Brint and Karabel 1989). In the French postsecondary sector, the vocational tracks have been an area of innovation and success. Thus, university institutes of technology (IUT) were created during the 1970s. In addition, a vocational credential that is earned at the lycées after the baccalauréat has been completed, the Brevet de technicien supérieur (BTS), now links to university programs. The technological/professional tracks that end in the BTS certificate are selective in their admissions, and the diploma is advantageous in the labor market. If students cross the bridges to the universities, they can earn university diplomas, the licence and masters. The universities are also developing more advanced tracks of this kind, leading to new credentials.

In both systems also, social origins correspond quite strongly with the tracks that students enter. In the American case, students of immigrant origins are more concentrated in the two-year schools (Fry 2003). This is a consequence undoubtedly of differences in academic careers prior to this branching point; on average, middle-class European-American students can present stronger academic records and test scores, qualifying them more easily for admission to four-year colleges. In addition to having weaker high school records, the children of working-class immigrants are constrained by the more limited economic resources of their families—typically, the two-year schools charge lower tuitions and students can live at home while attending the local community college. These students may feel less confident about their ability to complete a four-year academic program, if only because of the economic pressures they are under, and may also be uncertain about the wisdom of the choice between vocational and academic training given their circumstances. The correlation between social origins and college entered, along with the frequently slow progress of two-year college students and the high rates of failure at this level, have led some scholars to characterize the two-year colleges as a false promise of social advancement (Brint and Karabel 1989).

In France, the emergence of vocational tracks in postsecondary education, and especially at the universities, has benefited some students of immigrant origins, though students from Maghrebin families do not figure prominently in this group. Numerous in the vocational tracks in the lycées, students from immigrant backgrounds are able enter the postsecondary professional tracks thanks to the technological baccalauréats. This is notably the case for many second-generation Portuguese, but is much less true for the Maghrebins, who continue to prefer the academic curricula of the universities. In addition, the training for professions with a middling status in France (e.g., social workers and physician’s assistants) is particularly in demand among young women from modest backgrounds, including many who come from immigrant families.

Apart from the vocational tracks, there is also, in each system, a pronounced hierarchy among the universities and institutions of professional training. In the United States, the distinctions evident among four-year colleges and universities are well known to almost all middle-class students applying for admission. The ranking of schools according to such criteria as the selectivity of their admissions correlates with the social origins and post-college trajectories of their students. The most selective schools can usually boast of the highest proportions of graduates who go on to receive further educational training.

Since most professional training is not provided through four-year college programs, the final educational stage for many students comes in postgraduate academic or professional programs. In this respect, the US system is different from European universities, where specialization begins at entry to the university. Postbaccalaureate programs can demand as many as four or more years of further education, and especially for students coming from weaker economic backgrounds must be balanced against considerations of expense and indebtedness, as well as against foregone earnings. By the postgraduate stage, there has been a rigorous prior selectivity, which has removed all but a small number of children of working-class immigrants.

In France, the most prominent feature of the system is the division between the grandes écoles and universities. The grandes écoles were founded in the Napoleonic era to educate civil servants and engineers (training the universities did not provide); several grandes écoles that train business elites were added later. The grandes écoles are the most selective branch of higher education and entry to them is strongly correlated with social origins (with a large proportion of entrants having parents who are university professors). Some recent studies reveal that the social homogeneity of their students has increased in recent decades, as entering classes have fewer and fewer children coming from the working class and other less-privileged strata (Albouy and Wanecq 2003). Preparation for entry, which is achieved through competitive examination for the strictly limited number of places, begins with the choice of a lycée. It continues after completion of the lycée years with “classes préparatoires,” which are given in some of the best lycées of Paris and other large cities. Even these preparatory classes are highly selective: entrance to them is based on the student’s dossier and takes into account the grades during the last two years of the lycée along with its reputation. The classes préparatoires provide a broad cultural education along with a training of high quality, and they are themselves stratified since several of the Parisian lycées produce the main group of students who will succeed in the entrance examinations for the grandes écoles. Success in the examinations requires therefore a risky multiyear strategy based on a sound grasp of the educational system and is consequently unthinkable for virtually all children from immigrant families. The top Parisian lycée, Henri IV, has recently proposed to institute a “preliminary” classe préparatoire to permit good students from the suburbs to attain this level. In fact, just a tiny number of these students currently succeed at the entrance examinations and can take advantage of the free education that ensues (some students in the grandes écoles are even treated as provisional civil servants and paid salaries during their training).

The attraction of the grandes écoles deprives the universities of a large part of the best students, at the same time as they are not adequately financed to educate the students they have. Except for their law and medical faculties, the French universities are widely considered to be undergoing a grave crisis, and the separation between them and the grandes écoles is regularly challenged but without much hope of achieving a true reform. Students from working-class and poor families, among them the great majority of the second generation of immigrant populations, enter then into a university system that is not well structured and can quickly find themselves disoriented and heading for failure (Beaud 2002). A new postsecondary tier that has emerged during recent decades is made up of less distinguished private universities that charge tuition and provide engineering and business education; they provide another outlet for children from middle-class families. The important reform that occurred under Sarkozy to bestow more autonomy on the state-supported universities will probably increase differentiation among them.

In the United States there are forces counteracting the social selection operating at the point of entry to higher education. Most important are policies of affirmative action instituted by many schools. They are, to be sure, contested by conservatives and have been overturned in some public universities, notably in California and Texas, by lawsuits or referendum. It is also hard to be sure how many students they affect. Yet research suggests that they can have powerful effects on the long-term opportunities of minority students (Alon and Tienda 2007; Bowen and Bok 1998; Massey et al. 2002).

In contrast to the United States, France has not developed policies of affirmative action and is, in principle, quite opposed to them. However, it is in the domain of higher education that the first initiative in this direction has been taken. Sciences Po (the Institute of Political Studies of Paris) has created an avenue of access specifically for the better students coming from the lycées of the immigrant suburbs. Despite the 2005 riots, such initiatives remain extremely limited and are contested by the adherents of the so-called Republican model. It is necessary to recognize in this context the rigidity of the French educational system: second chances are difficult to find, even though various reforms have attempted to open up the system. The direction of evolution has been more toward the validation by the university of vocational training than toward a veritable opening to allow students who left to return in order to complete advanced diplomas.

Part II: Entry to the Labor Market

Comparing Employment Disadvantages in the Two Systems

If the educational systems of France and the United States, despite their manifest differences, have produced roughly similar aggregate disadvantages for second-generation North Africans and Mexicans, that cannot be said of the labor markets of the two countries. Until the Great Recession in the United States that started in 2007, the two labor-market contexts were quite different, with levels of employment substantially lower in France (DiPrete, Goux, Maurin, and Quesnel-Vallee 2005; Estevão and Nargis 2005). For instance, according to the OECD, the male employment-to-population ratio in 2005–6 was 69 in France, but 9 points higher in the United States; however, by 2010, the US ratio had slumped to 71, while that in France was, at 68, essentially stable. The long-term, lower availability of employment in France has affected young workers especially. For instance, in 2005, the overall French unemployment rate was 9.8 percent, while unemployment for young people (ages fifteen to twenty-four) was 17.3 percent (INSEE 2007). Youth unemployment has risen also in the United States as a result of the Great Recession, but it is too early to say whether higher unemployment has become the new “normal.”

Prior research has found that the French labor market provides a difficult transition from school to work for young people, and that the difficulties hit youth of immigrant origin harder than they do those of native French backgrounds. Richard (1997) observes that a surplus of young people in the French labor market may result in discriminatory hiring practices. Second-generation Maghrebins appear to be targets for this discrimination. Silberman, Alba, and Fournier (2007) find that many second-generation North Africans feel that employers have discriminated against them, on the basis of their names or other distinguishing features of their person or application.

Unemployment is consequently higher among North African youth than among their native French counterparts. Richard (1997; also Simon 2003) finds that Algerian- and Moroccan-origin men and Algerian-origin women suffer, ceteris paribus, more often from long-term unemployment than do others. There is a gendered dimension to this situation. Brinbaum and Werquin (1999, 2004) note that women are more numerous among the unemployed and spend longer periods of time in unemployment than men. One estimate is that the probability of unemployment for young women of Maghrebin origin is double that for Maghrebin men. Maghrebin women thus face a “double handicap” in the labor market, by virtue of their ethnicity and gender (Frickey and Primon 2003, 178).

Amy Lutz’s analysis of reasonably comparable data sets in the two countries reveals some of the differences that prevailed before the Great Recession. The US data are from the National Education Longitudinal Survey (NELS:88). NELS:88 is one of the few longitudinal, nationally representative datasets that follow the academic trajectories of youth from their pre–high school years through their mid-twenties. The French data used in this research are from Génération 98 of CEREQ(Centre d’études et de recherches sur les qualifications) which began as a 2001 survey of those who left school in 1998. These data allow us to view what has happened three years later to members of a cohort of school leavers who benefited from the democratization of the school system. Both surveys included month-by-month calendars following departure from school, in which respondents were asked about their employment status. The periods involved are 1992–94 in the United States and 1998–2001 in France.

Since unemployment is less likely to be a problem for those children of immigrants with university credentials, we focus here on the labor-market entry of those without them, young people who have no more than a high school diploma in the United States and no more than the baccalauréat in France. The results are displayed in Figures 5.2 to 5.4.

The first two figures display the labor-market calendars. Both Mexicans and Maghrebins have an early labor-market disadvantage, though the levels of employment just after departure from school appear considerably higher in the United States. In France, the calendar in Figure 5.2 shows a steady increase in employment over time for all groups. However, both first- and second-generation Maghrebin are disadvantaged relative to the native French. For the United States, Figure 5.3 indicates trend lines that are quite flat. The members of the majority population, third- and later-generation non-Hispanic whites, have higher rates of employment than both second-generation and third- and later-generation Mexicans. The steeper slope in the French case reflects the greater difficulty that French young people initially experience in entering the labor market relative to American young people. This makes employment even more difficult for the second-generation Maghrebins in France than the second-generation Mexicans in the United States. Results of logistic regression indicate that young Maghrebins have significantly lower odds of having a job relative to the French natives, but second-generation Mexicans do not face significantly different odds of being employed relative to native-born non-Hispanic whites.
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Figure 5.2. Percent of Young People without Post-Secondary Education Who Are Employed, France, 1998–2001

Source: Génération 98 and NELS:88
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Figure 5.3. Percent of Young People without Post-Secondary Education Who Are Employed, United States, 1992–1994

Source: Génération 98 and NELS:88
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Figure 5.4. Percent without Post-Secondary Education Who Are Employed, by Group and Generation, France and the United States, 2000/2001

Source: Génération 98 and NELS:88

Disparities between the employment situations of the children of immigrants emerge over a longer period of time. Figure 5.4 shows the rate of employment by group in 2000 (United States) and 2001 (France). The rate calculations are limited to those who are active in the labor market and, as before, have no postsecondary credential. In the United States, Mexicans have overcome their initial labor-market disadvantages. In the case of second-generation Mexicans, they have caught up to, if not surpassed, third-and later-generation non-Hispanic whites. (The 100-percent employment figure should be understood as an estimate from a modest-sized sample, not as population data.) In 2001, which is fewer years from school completion than in the US case, the second-generation Maghrebins remain at a sizable disadvantage relative to the native-born French in their levels of employment.

It is not just that the Maghrebins are less likely to be employed. When they are employed, they are also less likely to be in full-time employment than are their native French peers, and they are more likely to hold positions below their level of qualifications (Dupray and Moullet 2004; Richard 1997; Silberman 1997). Lutz’s analysis of the French data shows that, net of a set of control variables including whether or not the bac was completed, the Maghrebin youth who hold jobs are about 8 percentage points less likely to hold a full-time job. No similar disadvantage for Mexican Americans emerges from the analysis of American data. Analyses of the Génération data by Roxane Silberman and Irène Fournier (2006a) reveal, further, that Maghrebin youth are more likely than the native French to perceive their jobs as below their level of qualifications. This is true for nearly 40 percent of the young men and a third of the young women, compared to a quarter of native French youth. These perceptions, measured in 2001, gain credibility from the finding that they are predictive of the youth’s labor-market situation two years later, in 2003.

The employment prospects of both groups have been affected by the financial crisis and recession in Europe and the United States late in the oughts decade. In France, the unemployment of the young people in France has dramatically increased, reaching the level of nearly 23 percent in 2010 for those between fifteen and twenty-four years old, among the higher rates in Europe. Beyond the immediate effect on the unemployment of the Maghrebin second generation, the impact may be strong in the long term as they eventually reenter the labor market with more difficulties than the mainstream population (Silberman and Fournier 2006a).

The employment of the Mexican American second generation has also been hurt, as has the employment of American youth of other backgrounds; and it appears from an analysis of census data through 2010 by Jeanne Batalova and Michael Fix (2011) that the impact on Mexicans has been somewhat harsher than that on native white youth. Batalova and Fix’s data are for second-generation Hispanics, but Mexicans are the majority of this population, so we can reasonably infer their trends in the data. Between 2006 and 2010, the unemployment rate doubled among second-generation Hispanic young adults, going from 11 to 23 percent; however, it nearly doubled among their native white counterparts, rising from 8 to 14 percent.

The scarcity of good jobs for young adults has led many second-generation Hispanics into the postsecondary education system, in a search for credentials that would improve their labor-market chances. According to Batalova and Fix, among nineteen- to twenty-four-year-olds, second-generation Hispanic women have caught up to native white women in terms of enrollment at post-secondary institutions, and second-generation Hispanic men lag only slightly behind native white men. However, there are still large differences between Hispanics and whites when it comes to acquiring postsecondary credentials. Nevertheless, the surge in postsecondary education among the second generations of Mexicans and other Hispanics could have large implications, as the most recent data show substantial earnings gains for more educated Hispanics. Whether the credentialing differences between Hispanics and others will narrow over time remains to be seen.

Explaining the Greater Disadvantages of the Maghrebin Second Generation

Reasons for the relatively greater disadvantages of the Maghrebins emerge with clarity from the in-depth interviews conducted in the Paris and Dallas, Texas, areas by Dalia Abdelhady. In a number of respects, the Mexican American and Maghrebin youth would seem to start their work lives with roughly equal disadvantages. Members of both groups come overwhelmingly from modest circumstances. Their parents had very low levels of education relative to the norms of the receiving societies and held jobs at the bottom of the labor market, involving limited skills and yielding low earnings. In neither group was there a concentration of firms owned by coethnics that could provide employment on a sizable scale. In this respect, the Mexican situation is to be distinguished from the Cuban one in Miami,3 and the North African situation from the Portuguese one (Silberman and Fournier 1999).

Nevertheless, the US labor market seems far more open to the conquest of niches by immigrant and ethnic groups, and at its lower end, at least, tolerates far more hiring through informal channels, especially through personal networks (Waldinger and Lichter 2003; Waldinger 1996). In a context where employment has been generally high, young people, even when leaving school with credentials of limited value, may be able find employment relatively quickly through their or their families’ social networks. This is in fact the pattern that stands out from the interviews with second-generation Mexican Americans in the Dallas area. Many got their first jobs through close friends or older siblings who had found short-term employment and encouraged them to apply. For example, Javier: “My first job was at the restaurant. I was doing dishes and then worked my way up to being a waiter in two years. I knew a friend who was working at the restaurant, and he told me that I can apply so I did. I was in the back chopping onions and then I became a busboy, and then they made me a waiter. This is the business I know and I like it.”

In other cases, family networks and neighborhood resources provided the means for finding the first job. Parents were often involved in the process of applying for jobs, offering specific help or advice that was strategic for the teenagers’ first employment. For instance, those who started working before they turned sixteen, the legal minimum age of employment, were often told by their parents to lie about their age on the application form. Others found their first job by asking businesses in their neighborhood, especially ones that they and their family members frequented such as local grocery stores or bakeries. In general, it seems that strong-tie networks are the most important source for getting the first job for second-generation Mexican Americans. As they are likely to be surrounded by people who already work, they have been able easily to find out about available jobs and obtain “inside dope” about ways of landing them (Waldinger and Lichter 2003).

The Maghrebins have in the aggregate a different experience in seeking jobs. Very few of Abdelhady’s interviewees ever found a job through the assistance of family members or friends. In fact, only two of twenty-five obtained jobs through their networks. A few other respondents benefited indirectly from knowledge obtained from family and friends. Nour, for example, after completing her BEP, started working as a sales associate in a clothing store at the mall. A number of her friends were already working for similar stores. One day, when she was shopping for herself, she decided to ask if the store management was recruiting, and in a week she was working there. Thus, Nour benefited from the general knowledge that her friends were working at the mall. But, unlike many Mexican Americans, she did not obtain knowledge about specific jobs or places to apply from friends and family.

Many of the Maghrebin interviewees stated that their siblings and close friends are not faring well in the labor market, and they perceived it to be difficult for someone of their background to find employment. With little or no help expected from their social networks, they are forced to rely on formal organizations for assistance in job searches. Organizations such as ANPE (Agence nationale pour l’emploi) and Mission Locale were their primary sources of knowledge about available job openings as well as of advice about the application process. The result is a job-search procedure that has a more formal character than that experienced by many young Mexican Americans:





	Yusri :

	I had never registered at ANPE, this year is the first time that I registered. It’s necessary to know that, even never having worked in my life, I hadn’t registered at ANPE. Then I began to write letters of application, taking examples from RIJ. I took models for application letters, and I wrote my own. And I sent them at the beginning, when I didn’t have the internet.




	Q :

	So the RIJ, it’s an organization that provides information for young people?




	Yusri :

	Sure. There were some summer jobs, some small books of summer job announcements. That helped me a lot to write some application letters. Afterwards I took some resumes as models, so I had the framework but it was necessary to complete it. And I sent out, sent out, massive mailings all over. Even to those who weren’t looking. To the banks, . . . It was a little difficult in the beginning because people were being let go. One is so all alone.





These organizations play a primary role in placing French Maghrebin youth in entry-level jobs. In many cases, personnel at the Mission Locale advised respondents to pursue specific internships and short-term courses that enabled them to find stable jobs shortly afterwards. Many of these respondents knew the administrators at the Mission Locale and drew on them in a manner similar to the way Mexican Americans got valuable information from their family and friends. However, there is a stigma attached to these organizations that some of the respondents referred to. Other than these organizations, many respondents utilized the internet (websites such Monster and Yahoo Jobs) to identify employment opportunities and sometimes apply for jobs. A few respondents had to send 100+ job applications before they could get an interview. This experience is a sharp contrast to that of the handful of Mexican American interviewees who resorted to mailing job applications, for they could only remember sending three to four applications during a job search.

Nearly universally, the respondents in both France and the United States believed that members of their ethnic groups are faced with prejudice and discrimination in their larger societies. However, the views of their personal experiences with discrimination were rather different. Almost all of the Mexican American men had some experience with discrimination, mostly in public settings. Stories of being asked to wait for forty-five minutes at restaurants where tables were visibly empty were common. A few respondents had been stopped by the police while they were driving and interrogated and searched for no apparent reason. But only a handful of respondents, all but one of them male, felt they had experienced unjust treatment at their workplace, and their explanations were not straightforwardly posed in terms of ethnic discrimination. For example, Gustavo, a twenty-seven-year-old manager at a popular restaurant in Dallas, explained the possible reasons for the negative treatment he experienced at the restaurant where he works: “Because I’m Mexican and that I’m young. That has something to do with it as well. I’m not surprised. They don’t expect for someone as young as I am to be doing what I’m doing. Especially for a restaurant in this category, so they look down on you because of your age.” The citing of youthfulness as a source of prejudice suggests an uncertainty about racialization in American society.

The Maghrebins, by contrast, regularly recounted experiences with discrimination in their job search as well as at their workplaces—in addition to the impersonal encounters in ordinary social life that the Mexican American respondents referred to. Many of them have had a hard time finding a job and pointed to the prejudice that individuals of North African origin face in the French labor market. Coupled with earlier experiences with prejudice and discrimination in school, these difficulties make the Maghrebins not very hopeful about their chances.

The discrimination against the Maghrebins often targets their names, and a number of respondents admitted to changing their names when applying for jobs. For example, Hayat, a nineteen-year-old woman with an Algerian father and French mother, takes on her sister’s mainstream French name when applying for jobs and never includes a personal photograph with her resume: “Because the employers give too much attention to the photos. If I were blonde with blue eyes, sure I would include my photo, but I have the head of an Arab, and therefore I will not include it.” A common experience is one in which employers often show interest when approached over the phone before knowing the applicant’s name. These employers appear to change their perception of the applicant as soon as a face-to-face interview takes place. Hayat described the often-bewildered reactions when potential employers meet her in person. Other respondents were successful in getting jobs by assuming French names. These were typically jobs that are not part of the regulated labor market—they involve payment in cash and do not require the young people to present official papers with their names on them.

Large-scale surveys are consistent with the perceptions of Abdelhady’s Maghrebin interviewees that they face discrimination in the labor market. According to the Génération 98 survey, among the Maghrebins, some 40 percent of young men and 30 percent of young women believe they have been the victims of discrimination at the hands of employers. The comparable figures for native French youth, along with those from European immigrant backgrounds, are much lower.

Many North African interviewees believed that labor-market discrimination forced them into undesirable jobs. They asserted that while finding a job may not be easy in general, low-paying, contractual work that is neither interesting nor stable is more available to them. For example, Fatima, a twenty-seven-year-old who had quit the university after three years of studying law, works as a receptionist for a law firm. When asked about the possibilities of finding a job, she responded:

Very easy. To have a job is very easy, as long as one doesn’t insist on something great. If it’s housecleaning, I will get the job, not a white. If it’s a receptionist, I will get the job, not a white. But if I want a position that’s a bit better, that’s another matter. In fact, it isn’t getting a job that’s hard, it’s getting a job that’s stable and interesting. With a possibility of development, etc., that’s where it gets hard, even impossible, if you don’t have a connection. But if not that, an Arab who can work as cashier, as house-cleaner, as conductor, etc., that’s very, very easy. He will get priority because the superior who is hiring, he will always be able to find a justification for not promoting him, even to his own superiors. He’s not exposing himself to any risk, it will be easy to justify that the person stays at the same salary, in the same position, for 15 years, while a white person is going to complain because there isn’t that barrier of, “I’ve got a job; it’s alright.”

Because they perceive themselves to have limited access to stable employment, many respondents took short-term contractual work in hopes of being able to go through the process of tenure and promotion at their workplaces. However, these hopes were often not fulfilled due to the rigidity of the system and, more importantly, the discriminatory behavior they experienced at the hands of superiors in the organizational hierarchy. Occasionally, work colleagues and immediate supervisors are interested in keeping them in their jobs and help them to figure out ways to stay on as permanent employees. Such inside help is rarely available to North African entry-level employees, which may explain some of the difficulties they face finding permanent positions or moving up organizational hierarchies.

In addition to their awareness of the general prejudice that individuals of North African origin face in French society, those living in an ethnic suburb agreed that their life chances are also limited due to their geographic location. For example, Fayez, who is twenty-one and unemployed, explained that peer pressure in the suburb where he grew up affected his performance at school so that he ended up with a BEP instead of a bac :

It’s the ghetto here, it doesn’t to do lie about it, even if we have the things that are necessary, there is the local mission, the mayor’s office, but we live in the projects, and in the projects, it’s a different world. No one goes there, the police don’t go there. When they show up, it’s because of a complaint. But they never come and see what’s going on . . . because there’s a lot of drugs, a lot of cocaine and that sort of thing. . . . You have to do like everyone else, you have to, you are in the projects. If you are not like everyone else, it’s impossible. You leave school with your backpack, you run outside, and you do what you have to do outside, and afterwards you go back in. Yes, I think that if I had lived perhaps in Paris, I would have. . . . Perhaps I would have been a different student, I would have a different environment, it wouldn’t have been the same, I wouldn’t have seen the same things, I wouldn’t have been in the same schools. Perhaps I would have been in less disruptive classes, then necessarily I would have been less disruptive, because I am not going to say to you that I was calm in class, it wouldn’t be true because I also was like everyone else. But I think that if I had been in a calm class, I would have been calm. Of course if you are with the agitated, you are part of the group, you go along with the flock of sheep, you do the same. You are in middle school, you are seeking, you don’t know who you are. That’s for sure.

The awareness that the ethnic suburb is itself a product of discrimination against immigrants and their families was expressed by many respondents and related to their difficulties in the labor market. This contrasts sharply with Mexican Americans who lived in an ethnic neighborhood, who identified their location as an asset in their ability to find jobs and succeed financially.

Despite their different experiences with prejudice and discrimination, Mexican Americans and French Maghrebins deal with these injustices in somewhat similar ways.

Generally speaking, respondents were not likely to oppose discriminatory behavior or prejudiced views directly. When asked about their reactions, Mexican Americans typically gave such responses as: “I just ignore it. That’s all I can do.” “You just put things in perspective.” “We don’t live in a perfect world, and it’s nobody fault.”

The main reason that Mexican Americans were able to move beyond these experiences was their ability to find jobs and maintain a degree of financial success. All the Mexican American respondents believed that there were ample job opportunities for individuals with their qualifications and background. Even the ones who did not work or were employed part-time were confident of their ultimate chances of getting jobs that fit their qualifications and experience and were interesting and rewarding to them.

The Maghrebins also did not usually engage directly with discrimination or prejudice they encounter, but they seemed to have stronger reactions than did Mexican Americans. For example, one young man described the way his colleagues at work had to calm him down while he was being denied the long-term position at his work: “And, there, I felt a bit of discrimination. But I immediately turned the page because the people calmed me, told me, ‘Don’t get upset, you’re going to stay. We’re going to do everything to keep you here.’ And I had confidence, and I did stay.” Similar to Mexican American ambivalence about their racialized position in the United States was the Maghrebin ambivalence about their marginality in French society. But, while there was a general agreement that individuals of North-African descent faced various forms of prejudice and discrimination in France, many respondents refused a position of passive marginality. As Salime explained: “I do not know if that could be unjust. You have to go beyond that, the word ‘unjust.’ Because we are not victims, it’s not true.”

Conclusion

In both systems, the disparities between the native group and the children of immigrants are sizable, despite gains by the latter over time. In France, democratization has allowed the children of North African immigrants to improve their educational attainments: more now attain the baccalauréat and attend university. In the event, democratization has also benefited the native French group, and this fact has thwarted any large reduction in the overall gap between the two groups. A similar story could be told in the United States, where improvements in Mexican American educational attainments generally have been matched by improvements in the attainments of native-born whites. The disparity is quite large at the upper end of educational distribution, in the attainment of university degrees, which qualify individuals for the best-remunerated and most secure jobs. In both systems also, the children of low-status immigrants are much more likely than natives to leave the school system without any meaningful credential.

The most intriguing part of the educational comparison is that such superficially different systems produce such similar results. From the point of view of governance, the French and American systems appear to be opposites: The French system is mostly determined by policies and financing that emanate from the national state, whose basic thrust would seem to push in an egalitarian direction. By contrast, the US system is very much driven by centrifugal forces, with policies largely determined by states and financing coming heavily from localities and states, with the consequence of substantial inequalities among schools that correspond with the social compositions of their student populations. Moreover, the French system has instituted policies to overcome socially structured inequalities in educational opportunity. Yet the results are disputed; and the high proportion of students leaving school with no credential as well as the indifferent results of French schools according to the PISA study are increasingly issues for public debate. While the United States has attempted one major educational reform, the No Child Left Behind policy, the benefits are uncertain and the policy is widely viewed as having pernicious effects (Ravitch 2010).

Of course, when one peers beneath the surface, there are some undeniable similarities: the most important is the way that social segregation, especially by race (in the United States) and social class and ethnic origin (in both France and the United States), shapes educational opportunity. In the United States, this shaping is very apparent and has been the subject of a lengthy literature, but it occurs in France too, both because local authorities and parents retain important influences on the resources of schools and on what happens within them and because schools that concentrate poor and immigrant-origin students are problematic in ways that schools that serve middle-class, native students are not. Another similarity lies in the stratification within schools that buttresses, and is buttressed by, the developing educational differences among students of different social origins. In France, this stratification is highly formalized in the ramified hierarchy of diplomas and certificates that can be earned at both the secondary and higher educational levels; but it also has less formal manifestations, as in the so-called hidden curricula, e.g., the study of unusual languages, that some schools have developed in order to attract better students and those from more privileged families. In the United States, tracking is less formal but it is nevertheless a highly developed feature of school systems, implemented in the early years through ability groupings that often occur within classrooms and later through subject-matter classes that proceed at different paces and to different depths, with the consequence that the mere possession of the high school diploma, the universal terminal secondary certificate, tells very little about the academic preparation of individuals.

That two such different systems produce such similar results is, however, also likely to be a consequence of the attempts of advantaged native families, from the middle class or more affluent circumstances, to retain privileges for their children in the face of the prospective competition with the children of recent immigrants, especially those from the most disfavored groups, such as the Mexicans in the United States and the Maghrebins in France. What the French case in particular demonstrates is a kind of Newtonian Third Law of Social Inequality: for every initiative to reduce inequality there is an opposing reaction to preserve it. Hence, in reaction to the initiatives of the state to promote greater equality of educational opportunity (e.g., the democratization of the access to the baccalauréat, the carte scolaire, and the ZEP policy), parents and to some degree local authorities have reacted by creating new mechanisms that give latitude for social inequalities to assert themselves in and through educational institutions: examples are the hidden curricula and the supplementary educational activities in schools for which families must bear the cost. In addition, the gap between principles and practices must not be underestimated, as demonstrated by the ZEP policy, which has suffered from inadequate resources since it was initiated in 1981.

Though the educational systems produce second-generation cohorts that in the aggregate show similar disadvantages, there have been subsequent sizable differences in labor-market outcomes. Until the Great Recession, the United States has had a substantially higher employment rate, according to OECD data, with little difference in employment between second-generation Mexican Americans and native whites. In France, where the employment rate has been depressed over an extended period, the labor-market differences between similarly qualified second-generation North Africans and native French are considerable (Silberman and Fournier 2006b).

In a context where older members of a group are generally employed, the reliance of employers on social networks to find prospective recruits to jobs at the lower end of the labor market assists younger members of the group to also find employment. Much research in the United States demonstrates the powerful role of social networks in the hiring for jobs with indefinite educational requirements. Waldinger and Lichter (2003) explain the power of networks on the grounds that, for low-skilled jobs where educational credentials and even prior experience may not give employers strong clues about the prospective value of an applicant, a reference from a known employee may in fact be more informative. Moreover, when an employee vouches for an applicant, he or she is taking on a degree of responsibility for ensuring that the new employee works out. Noteworthy here is that ethnic networks can control the access to many jobs even when the employers are not coethnics; the concept of labor-market “niches” covers such cases (Waldinger 1996). Waldinger and Lichter deploy this argument to explain precisely why immigrants and their children enjoy such high rates of employment in the US context (in contrast to African Americans).

Ethnically controlled niches, it must be pointed out, are not an unalloyed blessing. While they may make access to the labor market easier for the members of a group that controls them, the jobs involved are sometimes not very good ones. In this respect, niches can be as much a trap as an opportunity, anchoring young people to sectors of the labor market where working conditions are not good, pay is meager, and opportunities for career mobility are limited. Whether the Mexican niches work this way for the youthful members of the second generation we have studied for this project it is too early to say. Still, by comparison with the experiences of Maghrebin youth who are facing many difficulties in just getting started on a work career, the relatively smooth transition to employment for many Mexican Americans looks like good fortune.

Social networks do not have the same benefits for Maghrebin youth, in part because employment levels are lower in their family and friendship circles (Silberman and Fournier 1999). In a pattern that is found in other European countries as well, the older, immigrant generation is out of the labor market to a large degree. Instead of assistance, the Maghrebins appear to encounter discrimination at the hands of French employers—that is, they widely report experiencing such discrimination and, in our interviews, with a detail that seems convincing. For France, then, the evidence supports a conclusion that, when jobs for young people are scarce, employers tend to give preference to youth from native majority backgrounds and discriminate against those coming from immigrant minority ones. Ethnicity becomes the basis of a rationing system that ensures that the youth growing up in native families, especially middle-class ones, have a leg up.

The disparities in the French labor market could serve as an unfortunate augury for the United States. Should the scarcity of jobs for young people engendered in the United States by the Great Recession endure, then ethnicity and immigrant origins could come to play a larger role in labor-market rationing than they have in the recent past. The United States would then resemble France in this respect. In that case, the conclusion of chapter 3, that different systems can produce similar outcomes, will be extended.
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1. The great majority of French students obtain the BEPC, Brevet d’études du premier cycle, which is awarded based on an examination at the end of the collège, or middle school. However, unlike a US high school diploma, this diploma is neither a qualification for a university education nor a credential with value in the labor market.

2. This survey, known familiarly as “Add Health,” is a major longitudinal study of American youth, with oversamples of important minority groups such as Mexican Americans, that began in 1994, when the sampled youngsters were in the seventh through twelfth grades. The latest wave of data is from 2008.

3. See Portes and Rumbaut (2001), however, for an account of the disadvantages for second-generation Cubans that flow from ready access to low-skill employment.


CHAPTER SIX

Promising Practices: Preparing Children of Immigrants in New York and Sweden

Carola Suárez-Orozco, Margary Martin, Mikael Alexandersson, L.Janelle Dance, and Johannes Lunneblad

Immigrant-origin students bring to schools a variety of academic and linguistic challenges. Many of the schools that receive them provide far from optimal educational opportunities (Ruiz-de-Velasco and Fix 2001; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, and Todorova 2008; Valenzuela 1999). While it is not a challenge to critique the myriad of ways that schools fail to meet the needs of these students, it is decidedly more difficult to identify promising practices that serve them well (Lucas 1997; Walqui 2000). Although most studies focus upon the hidden curricula and agendas in schools that serve to marginalize students (Apple 2004a; Bowles and Gintis 1976, 2002; Loewen 2009; Orenstein 1995), in this study we seek to illuminate overt curricula and programs that prepare students from immigrant backgrounds to be active and empowered actors in the multicultural, global contexts of their receiving nations. This research sheds light on the strategies that teachers, students, and administrators develop as they attempt to meet the educational challenges of preparing immigrant-origin youth for this global era in two quite distinct social, political, and educational contexts—large cities in Sweden, and New York City (NYC) in the United States.

The United States, and New York City in particular, has a long-standing history of incorporating immigrants to its shores. Currently, half of the students in New York City public schools have an immigrant parent and nearly 10 percent arrived in the United States within the past three years (NYSED 2006). The vast majority of these students are poorly served; many are attending schools suffering from “savage inequalities” (Kozol 1991) between school contexts. While the 1954 US Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education legislated equal access for students regardless of racial background, the requisite investments in schools serving different subpopulations have not been made (Heubert 1998).

Swedish schools make for an interesting point of comparison because of their explicit commitment to provide equal access to all students. The Swedish Education Act of the 1940s legislated that: “All children and youths shall have equal access to education.” As a result, Swedes invest heavily in their schools and in their most challenged students. Hence, second-generation students in Sweden have significantly lower secondary-school dropout rates as well as higher rates of university participation than in other OECD nations (OECD 2006, 2008). However, once immigrant students graduate in Sweden, they encounter a low glass ceiling and find it difficult to enter the employment sector (OECD 2008). Sweden is relatively new to large numbers of immigrants from countries outside of Northern and Western Europe. It also has taken in a much higher proportion of refugees than has the United States. This population represents a significantly different set of incorporation challenges (Athey and Ahearn 1991; Lustig et al. 2004). Refugees face significant psychological trauma; while some are highly educated (e.g., Chileans), others suffer from high levels of illiteracy (e.g., Somalis); and many live in a liminal psychological space hoping to return to the homeland when ‘things settle down.’ Further, many of the new immigrants are of Muslim origin, which has resulted in a considerable degree of ambivalence, backlash, and social unrest (Cesari 2006).

Both the United States and Sweden share a contentious climate of debate over immigration (see Chavez 2001 for an example in the United States; see Mattsson and Tesfahuney 2002 for an example in Sweden). These two nations also share a similar pattern of low achievement by minority students from low-income backgrounds (Bunar 2001). Both countries exhibit the problem of a gender achievement gap—girls consistently outperform boys (Suárez-Orozco and Qin 2006; Öhrn 2002). Further, in both contexts, students of minority ethnic backgrounds are likely to be taught by teachers of mainstream backgrounds (Ingersoll 2003; Ingersoll and Smith 2003; Ljungberg 2005). Schools in both Swedish cities and New York are subject to marketplace-driven school reforms, which place high value on testing, performance, and accountability (Apple 2004b; Hargreaves 2003). This emphasis on “objective” measures does not take into account that second-language acquisition presents a unique set of challenges. The lack of consideration for these challenges takes a particularly high toll on immigrant-origin students and the schools that serve them (Menken 2008; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2008). Finally, while in most parts of the United States, students attend neighborhood high schools, in Swedish cities and New York alike, another market-based reform, “school choice,” provides students with the option to “apply” to high schools. This process allows students to rank a number of schools and thereafter go through a selection process that can include entrance or standardized exams, interviews, audition, and/or lottery, and neighborhood demographics.

Methodological Strategy and Guiding Questions

The guiding questions for this research were:

What school-based practices are implemented in innovative, “promising” school settings to:

a—ease the transition and integration of immigrant-origin youth?

b—foster and enhance the academic performance of immigrant-origin youth?

We used a case study methodological strategy (Yin 2003) for this study in order to describe in detail each school context serving immigrant-origin youth. This approach allows us to illustrate findings in the lived experiences of diverse adolescent youth and to shed light on the processes and causal links that emerge from the data. The multiple-case study approach also provides the advantage of allowing analytical theoretical generalizations to emerge from empirical findings (Burawoy 1991; Stake 2005; Yin 2003) and provides insight into the “crucial role of pattern and context” (Yin 2003, x) in determining phenomena. The “replication logic” (Yin 2003, 4) of the multiple-case study approach allows for cross-case comparisons and conclusions.

In each context—New York City in the United States and large cities in Sweden—we identified two schools that were lauded locally as being particularly innovative in their approach to immigrant-origin students, providing this study with a total of four research sites (see below). Our research team used a variety of methodical strategies to gather data across sites. We conducted ethnographic fieldwork as the primary data collection strategy in order to gather information about innovative school practices, and assess the school ethos, teacher/student, teacher/teacher, and student/student relationships, school climate and intercultural understanding, as well as impediments to the implementation of innovative practices. Every school site included informants from three mixed cultural groups based on variation in: (1) demographic proportions in the school, (2) social status at each school, and (3) success in terms of grades and performance. The selected students were studied in four different contexts (classrooms during lessons, groups working on specific subjects, groups discussing general issues, and groups working together) for a period of twelve to twenty weeks (i.e., three to four months of data collection at each school). Semistructured interviews and focus groups with teachers and administrators were also conducted to learn about their perspectives on the implementation of innovative practices and the impediments that they encounter along the way. We examined the performance of schools on quantitative indicators gathered from school records and city education statistics, which included student retention and graduation rates, and university entry rates. Lastly, the team conducted structured focus-group interviews with students in order to contextualize emerging findings. The triangulated data from each site was coded according to innovative practices important for all immigrant students along with those specific to the needs of newcomers or second-language learners.1 In addition, we examined theoretically relevant analytic themes (e.g., preparation vs. remedial agenda; significance of relationships; and priority of immigrant student needs) (Yin 2003).

We use several criteria to select our case-study “innovative” schools (see Table 6.1).

The schools had to serve a high proportion of immigrant-origin youth. They had to have a reputation within the broader educational community for being innovative and attaining superior outcomes on standard performance indicators in comparison to other schools with high proportions of “low-status” immigrant kids (e.g., student stability rates, teacher/student ratios, graduation rates, recruitment of highly qualified teachers, and retention of teachers). Also, three of the four schools were part of networks of innovative schools. We purposefully did not use standardized testing results as a criterion, since such tests underestimate the skills of second-language learners (Menken 2008). All schools had an institutional commitment to prepare students for the new global era by confronting core educational challenges. All of the selected schools claimed a grand narrative of providing engaging and relevant learning environments in order to foster personally meaningful relationships and constructive habits of work shown to contribute to academic performance. These schools also claimed to prepare youth to successfully navigate in a multicultural world.

TABLE 6.1. School Site Characteristics
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The Educational Settings

New York City

According to the American Community Survey, as of 2007 over a third (36.7 percent) of the over 8.2 million people who reside in New York City are foreign born. Nearly half, 44.9 percent, of all households with children under eighteen years old have a foreign-born parent in the home. While there are no exact figures available, large numbers of children of immigrants can be found in New York City schools, and, in particular, its public school system. New York City is the largest public school district in the United States, serving close to 1.1 million students. It is a “minority-majority” school district; as of 2008 the majority of students come from nonwhite ethnic groupings, with 36.7 percent reported as Latino/Hispanic, 34.7 percent black/African American, 14.3 percent Asian, and 14.2 percent white. The district has one of the most diverse student populations in the country, and virtually every country on the globe is represented. Approximately 40 percent of its students live in households whose first language is not English, over half of whom are children of immigrants (NYCDOE 2008). Major languages are Spanish, Chinese, Urdu, Russian, Bengali, Haitian Creole, Korean, and Arabic. Almost one in seven students (13.4 percent) is classified as an English-language learner (ELL). Of the more than 200,000 ELL students in New York State, more than 70 percent (140,000) attend schools in New York City (NYCDOE 2008).

1 In Sweden, upper secondary education (i.e., high school) consists of three years instead of four. However, the statistics for students who have completed their upper secondary education are calculated within a four-year time frame.

2 In both the US and Sweden, students may remain in public secondary schools up to the age of 21. It is quite common for newcomer youth, and especially SIFE students to take longer to complete their high school education. In the US, graduation rates are typically reported in terms of both 4-year and 7-year rates; however, the cohorts of students participating in the study will not be at 7 years until 2011; therefore these data are not provided. Note that the 7-year graduation rate for the World Citizen Network is 90%.

3 So that we can have comparable statistics from the Swedish Department of Education (Skolverket), the rates reported are for the 07/08 school years. (Skolverket, Skolblad Avseende Ekdalsskolan och Bergslunden, 2007/08).

4 For NYC, we report the percent of students who passed the Regents Diploma—a comprehensive exam that represents college readiness. For Sweden, we report the percentage of students who, based on their performance in high school, qualify for entry into University.

5 Note that the World Citizen Network graduation rate is 90%.

US and NYC School Reform and Its Impact on Children of Immigrants

New York is subject to high-stakes testing educational reform, both federal and local in origin, with particular implications for English-language learners. Standards-based reform is premised on the idea that the combination of setting high standards and establishing measurable goals can improve individual outcomes in education and reduce the achievement gap of underserved populations such as minority students, in particular black and Latino students, and “special populations,” which include special education students and ELLs. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) is a federally mandated standards-based education reform, first enacted in 2002. NCLB requires states to develop assessments of basic skills to be given to all students in certain grades, if those states are to receive federal funding. While NCLB has been instrumental in revealing subpopulations of students from different economic, racial/ethnic, and language backgrounds who are not well served in schools, it has at the same time narrowed the focus of concern to measurable outcomes based on the mastery of limited tasks not necessarily aligned with the skills one needs to be successful in college or the world beyond it (Goldrick-Rab and Mazzeo 2005).

Less well known is how NCLB changed the federal regulation of the education of English-language learners (Capps et al. 2005). Under NCLB the term “Limited English Proficient” is applied to students in elementary or secondary schools who have difficulty in speaking, reading, writing, or understanding English to the extent that it may affect their ability to participate fully in society and to succeed in school and on standardized tests. These students must be given a Home Language Survey that identifies bilinguals and provides a diagnostic assessment to determine English proficiency. NCLB requires annual English Language Proficiency (ELP) exams for ELL students.

All students are tested in math and science beginning in their first year of enrollment; however, accommodations can be made to provide the exams to ELL students in their mother tongue. More contentious is the federal regulation of English Language Arts (ELA) and reading assessments for these students. In particular, ELP and ELA are not supposed to be tested using the same exam; however, the regulations do not dictate to states the contents of the ELA exam.

Until 2007, New York State used its ELP exam, called the New York State English as a Second Language Achievement Test (NYSESLAT), to measure also ELA and reading performance. In the summer of 2006, for eighteen states, including New York, the US Department of Education questioned whether the alternative math and reading tests used for ELLs were comparable to the regular tests used for Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) purposes. New York State’s exams were determined to be “not comparable,” and the state was ordered to be in compliance for the 2006–7 school year (NYSED 2006). Rather than create a new ELA exam, New York State mandated that all ELLs take the standard ELA exam after one year of enrollment. Given that research has consistently shown that no matter the age, developing academic English-language learning takes time, an impossible benchmark was set for schools, potentially hurting those schools with high numbers of ELLs and low-income students and placing them at risk of losing standing and funding under NCLB.

In 2002, the New York State legislature granted the mayor of New York City control over the New York City public schools. This action allowed the mayor to appoint the school system’s chancellor and to restructure the administrative structure of the system, and set in notion a series of reforms beginning with the centralization of the system administration and the elimination of local community school boards. This broad accountability reform, known as Children First, was premised on market-based accountability innovations from the business world. Children First has led to a number of accountability reviews on top of what is required by NCLB. Teams of administrators visit schools midyear to conduct “quality reviews,” and school performance is now measured in the form of progress reports, which assign schools A–F grades based upon a complicated mathematical equation that emphasizes improvements in performance exams but also includes perceptions of teachers, students, and parents of the “learning environment,” measures of teacher quality, and allowances for special populations including ELLs. The progress reports have been highly controversial, and questions have been raised about how grades are calculated and their relevance. Further, at specific points in the elementary and middle school years, new retention policies have kept students who do not meet proficiency thresholds on standardized exams from advancing to the next grade. Given the Herculean task for ELLs of reaching high levels on the ELA and reading exams, these sanctions place them at a higher risk for grade retention. Taken together, the reforms place great pressures on administrators, teachers and, therefore, students alike. There is increased pressure for teachers to “teach to the test,” in order to comply with accountability reforms at the school level as well as to prevent sanctions for individual students.

New York City Innovative School Sites

World Citizen High School This school is a part of a New York City-based network of schools that serves exclusively newcomer immigrant youth, specifically youth who have been in the United States for less than four years and have limited proficiency in English. The formal network, a nonprofit organization, was first established in 1985 through collaborative efforts between the city schools and a local community college and quickly evolved and expanded. The network of eleven World Citizen schools now includes eight small schools across the New York boroughs and three recently opened in California. With tremendous rates of success, the network serves 3500 overwhelmingly low-income, limited-English-proficient, recently arrived, adolescent students. While the New York City public school graduation rate for ELLs is a dismal 23.5 percent (NYSED 2006), the network sends 90 percent of its entirely first-generation student population to college within seven years of entrance; its exceptional success rate earned a national award from the Migration Policy Institute for “Exceptional Immigrant Integration Initiatives” (MPI 2009). The World Citizen High School featured in this chapter is one of the newest sites (established in 2004).

Central to the network’s approach to teaching recent immigrant youth is the premise that language is learned best when embedded across the content areas. At the policy level this is expressed as: “Language skills are most effectively learned in context and emerge most naturally in purposeful, language-rich, experiential, interdisciplinary study” (school website). English-as-a-second-language curriculum is integrated in all content areas, including in electives and in all school activities and events. In addition, strategies are employed to provide students with opportunities to develop their mother-tongue skills through peer-mediated instructional activities and instructional materials and books in their native languages. Members of the network attribute their success partly to the diversity of the languages spoken by their students. English becomes the unavoidable common language, and diversity serves as a motivator to learn social English.

The school’s educational program, designed and implemented by interdisciplinary teams of teachers, incorporates innovative approaches to help students acquire academic English language skills as well as content knowledge. This curriculum is grounded in five core tenets: “Commitment to heterogeneity, language and content integration, autonomy and democracy, one model for all and schooling beyond the four walls.” The curriculum is mirrored in the way the school is organized. The teachers play an active role in curriculum development and school decision-making. They meet regularly to plan lessons, discuss individual students’ learning needs, develop instructional materials, and organize field trips that provide experiential learning opportunities. All classes are heterogeneous (i.e., students are not grouped by language level, achievement level, or age), and students work collaboratively in small groups on projects that provide opportunities to learn from each other. Students’ progress and learning are assessed through performance-based tasks such as presentations and portfolios. These assessments are used to support students’ mastery of state standards and skills they need to pass the standardized exams required for graduation. (See Table 6.2 for demographic details.)

Progressive High School Progressive High School is one of the pioneers from the early small-schools progressive movement in New York City. The sixth-to-twelfth grade school is a member of the Progressive Coalition Network (PCN), a national network of schools dedicated to small class sizes and project-based, student-centered learning that has had both a major influence on progressive education and schools in the United States. In line with the PCN, the school is organized around a core set of guiding principles in the areas of school design, classroom practice, leadership, and community connections. At the center of the network’s philosophy is building a curriculum, beginning with “essential questions.” The school, along with other 1990s small-school pioneers in the city, is renowned for the use of portfolio assessment and student exhibition, which are similar to thesis defenses, and in the 1990s, students were allowed to substitute these alternative assessments for the state-required Regents exams.

The school prides itself on having demonstrated success via traditional assessment standards through the use of a “context-based” curriculum rather than through traditional preparation for standardized tests. This pride seems well founded. According to statistics for 2006–2007, 96 percent of its students met proficiency on the state ELA exam, compared to 88 percent in schools identified by the state as “similar”; these performance rates were comparable by gender and by racial background (ranging from 81 to 100 percent). Graduation rates were consistently over 90 percent, with 95.5 percent of students graduating in four years compared to 50.4 percent of students citywide. Equally high percentages of students move onto the university, including to highly selective colleges. Given these outstanding outcomes, it is no surprise that in 2005, Progressive was chosen as a national mentor school of the Progressive Coalition Network as part of a Gates-Foundation-funded effort to improve schools nationwide with a small-schools initiative.

TABLE 6.2. School Populations
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1 siris.skolverket.se, 2006/2007 Academic Year.

2 These numbers are based on best estimates from information supplied from the individual schools, or from student surveys (World Citizen, Progressive, & Ekdalsskolans)

3 New York City defines newcomer students as those who have been in the United States less than 4 years. Note that only newcomers are admitted to World Citizen but the school includes sophomores and juniors who are now technically beyond the 4 year newcomer delineation.

4 In the U.S. the term children of immigrants is used to include the foreign-born as well as having at least one parent born abroad while in Sweden the term foreign background refers to students with 1 or 2 parents born outside of Sweden

5 New York State does not require schools to report data on the immigration/generational status of students, with the exception of recently arrived immigrants; hence, the numbers reported are based on student reports in a survey administered to 10th and 11th graders (N=86). These numbers, when matched to census data, appear to be representative of the city. Language representation also comes from student reports from the survey. In Sweden, the percentages are based upon estimates provided by school officials.

6 Low income for participating New York City schools in the study is measured by the percentage of students who, according to the annual school report to the state, qualify for free or reduced-priced school lunch as this status is determined by family income. Given that Sweden provides general welfare support for all citizens, there is no official classification that differentiates students based upon income level.

Many of the students who attend Ekdalsskolan and Bergslunden High Schools come from communities where parents have a high likelihood of being blue-collar workers or unemployed. In 2006, the average disposable income was 129,650 Swedish Crowns. In both the Ekdalsskolan and Bergslunden communities, the disposable incomes were considerably lower. The average disposable income was approximately 79,000 Swedish Crowns in the Ekdalsskolan community and 66,000 in Bergslunden (Ungdomsstyrelsen, 2008:44–46).

Located in an affluent neighborhood on the east side of Manhattan, Progressive Secondary School gives preference to students who live within the school’s community district, but draws students from all five boroughs in New York City. The school has the luxury of being the only school in its building, which is increasingly rare in New York City as comprehensive high schools are being closed and multiple autonomous small high schools and charter schools are sharing the same building. The physical space, in addition to the school’s location, contributes to its success at both generating a sense of community and establishing strong partnerships with neighborhood organizations, businesses, and residents. Situated at the intersection of two highly trafficked streets and sharing the block with a number of high-end restaurants, apartment buildings and small office buildings, Progressive occupies a historic turn-of-the-century building that originally served as the site of a trade school for girls. Once outside of the school doors, students have immediate access to the hustle and bustle of Manhattan.

The Swedish Context

Over the last fifty years, Sweden has changed from a largely homogenous society to one more and more defined by cultural, ethnic, religious, and other multicultural differences. The multicultural changes began with labor-market-driven immigration in the 1950s (largely from adjoining nations), and continued with the arrival of numerous groups of political refugees over the past three decades (Sawyer and Kamali 2006). Today, 13.8 percent of the people living in Sweden were born or have parents born outside of the country (Statistiska Centralbyrån 2009).

The 1960s and 70s were characterized by assimilation politics, some of which culminated in governmental policy related to immigrant children and the educational system. By the mid-1970s, assimilation was no longer the goal. Instead, new policies reflected three goals: (1) immigrants should have the same opportunities as Swedes and equal opportunities to develop their own cultural identity; (2) immigrants should have freedom to choose the degree to which they would develop a Swedish cultural identity; and (3) and there should be support, contact, and solidarity between the Swedish population and immigrants (Prop. 1975:26). These goals spurred educational reforms, which included adding teachers who could instruct in students’ first languages and other supports for immigrant children. Also, during this period, developmental psychology was held in high regard in Sweden and affected the discourse on immigrant children. For example, this perspective engendered concerns about the difficulties immigrant children had in learning Swedish, the risks associated with losing their first languages, and the consequences that language difficulties could have upon children’s cognitive development (Skolverket 2002).
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Figure 6.1. Structure of the Education System in Sweden

Created by: Mikael Alexandersson

From 1980–90, the country’s policies with regard to immigrants were increasingly critiqued as too focused on cultural differences and ethnicity, resulting in a dichotomy between “Us” (the Swedes) and “Them” or the “Other” (the immigrants). By 1996, there was a call for a new policy—an “Integration Policy”—founded upon a broad concept of diversity. This new policy eschewed the concept “immigrant” and no longer explicitly focused upon the importance of maintaining first languages (Prop. 1997/98:16).

After compulsory schooling, almost all of native Swedish youth continue onto the upper secondary gymnasium (approximately 97 percent), whereas this rate is significantly lower for the children of immigrants (approximately 80 percent) (Skolverket 2002). Figure 6.1 shows the Swedish educational system. Instead of entering one of the seventeen national gymnasium programs, many immigrant-origin students begin an individualized preparatory program to ready them for upper secondary school (Skolverket 2002). In bigger cities such as Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö, these programs are commonly referred to as the “Immigrant Program” because most of those children who leave the compulsory education system without the qualifications for upper secondary education have family histories of immigration.

The challenges associated with successful school outcomes for immigrant/ethnic minority children are not the only educational problems facing Sweden. Inequalities of social class and gender persist as well. To make matters worse, according to data from the PISA (2003), ethnicity and social class interact to impose the highest risk of school failure on children born in countries other than Sweden and coming from low-skilled, blue-collar families. Both the Swedish gymnasiums in our study confront these contentious sociopolitical debates regarding “immigrant” schools, low-income families, and marginalized suburban communities.

The Challenging Context of Swedish School Reform and Its Impact on Children of Immigrants

National Reform Efforts: The Suburbs, The Million Program, and School Choice Reforms In the 1960s, the Swedish government implemented a housing program called “Miljonprogrammet” or the “Million Program,” which aimed to create one million apartments to remedy the rising housing shortage that accompanied urban industrial growth. At this time, there was a shortage of both adequate residential spaces in general, and modern spaces in particular, to meet the projected numbers of working-class residents that were relocating from rural areas to cities (Ericsson, Molina, and Ristilammi 2002). By the early 1970s, however, industrial growth slowed but not as many persons moved from rural areas to cities as was predicted, leaving many apartments empty. As immigrant populations began to increase, they were often relocated to these uninhabited apartments. Because of negative portrayals in the Swedish news media, the neighborhoods created by the Million Program, typically located in suburbs, were characterized as “unfriendly” and “uninviting” almost from the very beginning (Sernhede 2002).

In addition, since the mid-1980s, there has been a deregulation and a decentralization of the Swedish welfare system. Sweden has tried nevertheless to maintain the tradition of inclusive educational reforms, assuring access to equivalent education for everyone regardless of ethnicity, social class, or place of residence (Englund 1996). The economic crises of the 1990s contributed to cutbacks in the social welfare system and an increase in the privatization of the educational system. By 1992, the Swedish government mandated school-choice reform measures (Friskolreform2), thereby making it possible for parents and students to choose schools other than those in their communities (Schierup and Urban 2007).

School choice eventually led to new forms of educational governance, budget cuts, and increased competition between schools. This increased competition has had the by-product of school closings that are indirectly related to student performance on the National Tests. In suburban schools with disproportionately large numbers of immigrant students—who face the mainstream biases of the National Tests—more students fail them. Since the test outcomes are reported by the media, the schools run the risk of being labeled as “bad” or “low achieving.” This creates a downward spiral as students leave the schools and fewer enroll the next year (Bunar 2001; Kallstenius 2007). Suburban schools then receive smaller amounts of funding because the money follows the students. Suburban schools struggle to draw new students from mainstream neighborhoods and to maintain enrollments of ethnic Swedish students and high-status immigrant students.

This legacy of neighborhood, social welfare, and school reforms impacts Ekdalsskolan and Bergslunden Gymnasiums, the two schools in our study. Suburban schools in Sweden are often stereotyped as “problem” schools with “immigrant students” who are “in the risk zone” (i.e., “at-risk” students in US terms). In 2006, the year we began our research, the foreign-born population in Sweden was 13 percent; during that same year, in both the communities in which Ekdalsskolan and Bergslunden are located, the percentage of foreign born was over 60 percent (Ungdomsstyrelsen 2008). It is against this backdrop of marginalization that our findings about innovations at the two Swedish schools should be considered. Both gymnasiums have adopted innovative strategies for serving their immigrant-origin students and attracting students from other neighborhoods in an era of school choice.

Swedish Innovative School Sites

Ekdalsskolan Gymnasium Ekdalsskolan Gymnasium is located outside a large city in central Sweden, and serves almost exclusively immigrant-origin youth, most of whom are of refugee origin. Most students reside in the suburb where this upper secondary school is situated, or in nearby suburbs whose residents are also predominantly of immigrant origin. In fall 2003, the school launched its comprehensive school reform, which was modeled on a private American lab school in Long Island, New York. The fundamental idea at the center of the reform derives from Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligence (1983). History and integrated learning are emphasized across the curriculum and supplemented with integrated “units.” Technology integration is at the center of the futuristic reform, and all students receive laptops to use during the school day. In addition, the school has growing mentorship and internship partnerships with local businesses and universities. With the individual learner at its center and a philosophy that focuses on the needs of the “whole child,” both academic and nonacademic, the reform built a new school from the bottom up, designed to allow for maximum collaboration in lounges and group areas where students can socialize or work in individual study rooms. In addition, the school cafeteria was reorganized to serve only healthy food, and a sports program was put in place to support student learning. As part of its partnership with the Long Island school, Ekdalsskolan receives professional development and mentoring support from the lab school’s newfound network to implement its program. Every year students from the Swedish school visit the host school in New York, as do teachers for the purpose of professional development. With much fanfare and support from the city’s Central School District Office, this school reform has brought attention to the school (perhaps a bit prematurely, before the reform effort could be fully realized) in Sweden, Europe, and the United States. As with other high schools in Sweden, Ekdalsskolan houses several programs, similar to the education reform in the United States in the early 1990s that divided large schools into smaller “houses” where teams of teachers are responsible for teaching, advising, and supporting a smaller segment of the school population throughout its academic career. In addition, the school has a program for newcomer youth who are second-language learners.3

Bergslunden Gymnasium Bergslunden Gymnasium is located outside one of Sweden’s largest cities, in a suburban community made up of several neighborhoods, and the school sits among several important community resources, including a local transit station, a cultural center for musical and theatrical performances, and approximately, seventy different shops. It was created under Swedish social democratic policies, which call for high schools to provide equal opportunity for lower-income youths. Some teachers and other school officials joined the staff because they were dedicated to teaching working-class and immigrant students.

In 2005, Bergslunden reorganized its curriculum under two broad approaches referred to as “Passions” and “Problem-Based Learning” (PBL). Passions are attractive programs that resemble magnet-school activities in the United States. In addition to the traditional subject areas, students can choose special interests such as “Professional Dance,” “Textiles, Fashion, and Design,” “Computer-Based Game Development,” and “Soccer” for a portion of the credits needed to graduate. Teachers at Bergslunden Gymnasium work in teams. The teachers meet regularly to develop instructional materials, organize the content and goals of Problem-Based Learning assignments, and discuss the academic challenges and successes of individual students along with their general welfare and social/peer interactions. Problem-Based Learning privileges an active, hands-on approach to learning instead of a reliance on textbooks alone. Students engaged in PBL assignments collaborate in small groups together with a teacher who acts as supervisor to answer questions. Bergslunden students work with topics that incorporate several subject areas into one project. This allows students to learn how different subjects are interrelated even if they receive different grades in the traditional subject areas.

Some demographic details of student enrollment are in Table 6.2. As a matter of policy, Swedish school districts do not keep counts of the ethnic backgrounds of students; therefore, we cannot provide the ethnic distribution of students’ enrollment in various programs. However, our ethnographic data from Bergslunden reveal that the immigrant students tended to cluster in certain program areas such as the social science and business programs, while ethnic Swedish students tended to cluster in the theater and music programs. In addition, Bergslunden has a special program for students who have recently arrived (as voluntary immigrants or refugees) in Sweden. Teachers in this program work exclusively with newly arrived students to prepare them to pass the Swedish National Tests in Swedish, English, and math and transition into the formal high school programs.

School Practices Conducive to Positive Outcomes for Immigrant-Origin Youth

Across schools we sought to identify approaches and strategies implemented in the various school sites that would serve to ease the adaptation and meet the educational needs of immigrant-origin youth. We began with overarching conceptual categories based on previous research in the field. As part of the iterative process of fieldwork, we added new practices to our conceptual categories as we encountered them. We then sought to determine if these practices occurred in each site.

We found that some practices were sound, promising, or innovative for immigrant-origin students whether they were second generation, newcomers, or second-language learners. Arguably, some of these practices are simply sound for students in general, regardless of whether they are of immigrant origin. We organized the conceptual categories along the lines of: (1) curriculum; (2) pedagogical approaches; (3) school structures; (4) school climate; (5) assessment strategies; (6) educational supports and enrichment outside of class; and (7) preparation for higher education and the workplace. Other practices were very specific to the needs of newcomer students and second-language learners, serving to ease their negotiation of the cultural transition and learning a new language.

TABLE 6.3. Cross-Case Comparisons of Innovative Practices Important for All Immigrant-Origin Students
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We will describe these sets of practices in separate sections. Below we provide a comparison between sites and then give some specific examples from the field to illustrate how practices were implemented and experienced in the everyday lives of students.

All four schools practice reforms founded on progressive multicultural education (Banks and Banks 2007; Nieto 2003). Interdisciplinary, project-based, and student-centered approaches to curriculum and instruction are central to teaching and learning across the schools. All four schools utilize an integrated curriculum in some form, and the two Swedish schools place particular emphasis on the integration of technology into the curriculum. The four schools have attempted to create curricula that are relevant to the lives of the diverse students they serve. To successfully deliver content, the schools use decentralized pedagogical strategies designed to place the student at the center of learning and move away from traditional teacher lectures for at least part of the time. In addition to rethinking content and delivery, the schools seek multiple strategies to assess their students as well as ways to prepare them for the high-stakes testing where immigrant origin youth are at a notorious disadvantage. All of the schools have implemented some kind of academic supports to help them to be successful. And finally, several of the schools place particular focus on the postsecondary school experience.

Curriculum

Numerous studies have shown that the rigor of curriculum is a critical contributor to the achievement gap (Bryk, Holland, and Lee 1993; Chubb and Moe 1990). In the United States, underrepresented racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic minorities typically are enrolled in the least rigorous courses (NCES 2001). Students who take algebra, geometry, trigonometry, chemistry, physics, higher-level English, and other challenging courses tend to have higher test scores than their peers (NCES 2000; Ford and Harris 1994; Frazier et al. 1995). In the schools we examined, providing access to rigorous curricula is an equity issue they have systematically addressed with their immigrant-origin students. Notably, consistent with recognized good practice (Gardner 2004; Gates 2006; Suárez-Orozco and Qin-Hilliard 2004), several of the administrators we spoke to explicitly told us that providing a curriculum that was rigorous and relevant to prepare their students to be educated citizens for the twenty-first century was central to their mission.

To accomplish the schools’ goals, at the center of their strategic visions are student-centered, project-based strategies that are implemented and interpreted in multiple ways. All four schools have developed some form of Integrated Thematic Interdisciplinary Learning. At several sites, addressing particular issues, topics, or problems and integrating learning across disciplines and subjects are keys to the strategy for engaging students. As mentioned earlier, at Bergslunden, students participate in Problem-Based Learning; for example, during our period of observation, a social studies/history project that spanned six weeks focused on the “Metrocity: Then and Now.”4 This project had many, clearly stated functional and cultural literacy goals that included teaching students about how living conditions changed as their city developed from an agricultural society to an industrial metropolitan area. The assignment served to make students more aware of the influence of historical context. They also learned about the processes of doing field research and gathering information through site visits and from city officials. In addition, they developed new vocabulary and concepts related to the project’s topic.

Similarly, Progressive High School utilizes a thematic, integrated approach to the curriculum. For example, the school has created a “Senior Institute” for all of its eleventh- and twelfth-grade students. Rather than take traditional English, history, and social science coursework, students at Progressive are offered courses based on a theme or topic such as “Philosophy of Life,” “Ethics of Fear,” or “Food” that integrates the humanities and social science material into a single course. Students thus learn their core subjects through a topic area. This inquiry-based approach encourages students to think deeply and fundamentally about real-life problems or concerns and examine problems from multiple standpoints and disciplines. For example, in the “Food” class, the teacher explained, the Senior Institute was designed to help students “notice things on a more fundamental level . . . notice things we are not usually conscious of” by using food as a way to provide insight into our own culture. We saw this approach in action during our classroom observations in the first week of the class as reflected in our field notes: “The teacher sliced up apples and distributed pieces to each student and asked students to draw what they saw. . . . During the next part of the activity students wrote eight questions related to the apple from the following list of categories of questions: phenomenological; gastronomical; historical; ecological; political; biological; economical; futuristic; technological; philosophical; spiritual; psychological; sociological, leading to a topical discussion.” This example, from the Progressive High School’s food class, points to another feature of the curriculum across the four schools—a focus on topics relevant to students’ lives, even something as mundane as an apple.

At other times, the topic was more gripping. As noted by a teacher at Progressive High School, “I think that in other schools they spend way too much on the textbook and trying to make sure that students remember a whole bunch of facts from a textbook. And I’ll sit here and tell you that as a thirty-year-old I don’t remember most of what I learned in high school. These students, they’re very conscious because we’ll talk about genocide and the different areas in the world where there have been mass situations of genocide. That’s something that they’ll always remember.” By taking theme- or topic-based courses, students have an opportunity to explore topics of interest to them as a vehicle to gain the humanities and social science knowledge they are expected to learn. In typical classes we observed across these schools, the teacher begins units with “essential questions” like “What is justice?” or “What is gender?” (see Wiggins and Tighe 2001). According to a group of seniors at World Citizen High Schools who spoke to us in a focus group, they often explore fundamental questions of life, interrogating their own views, the views of philosophers and literary figures from past to present, and media opinions, and actively discuss diverse perspectives in class, often in the form of formal debates.

Topics of social justice are a theme that often serves to engage the students in their learning. At Bergslunden Gymnasium, social studies and language teachers use media misrepresentations and stereotypes of the Bergslunden community as a starting point for discussions about social justice while simultaneously teaching social studies or language-based topics. An English teacher at World Citizen High used a recent shooting of an innocent black American by New York Police officers as a springboard for discussion about the current-day impact of past racist institutions like apartheid and American slavery. Debate is another means by which teachers introduce social justice topics. A debate coach at World Citizen High explained: “I know my team. They do a lot of research . . . and the material itself becomes inspiring to learn.”

The debate format is used beyond the debate team. An English teacher interviewed at Ekdalsskolan mentioned that one of the barriers to improving her students’ language abilities is their insecurity or “shyness” to speak the new language. Her primary goal for her students, she notes, is that they “feel secure speaking and writing.” To encourage their speaking, she often uses debate as a tool to get her students going. Through debate, she explains, students

have to speak and have an opinion. They have to take sides, because there is nothing wrong or right. . . . We looked at a dilemma involving a black nurse . . . in the 1960s . . . she came to a family and the daughter was having a baby . . . and they made her go to the back door. So she left and the baby died. Did she do the right thing? She was offended and insulted. Or should she have saved the baby? . . . We had a great conversation. And they really all had opinions and from every perspective from the left and the right. . . . Everyone was drawn into the discussion.

Across the four sites, we saw evidence of the schools providing rigorous curricula to their students. These schools are providing their immigrant students with an education meant to teach them to think and engage with the twenty-first-century marketplace.

Pedagogical Practices

Across school sites, the primary preference for instructional delivery was collaborative and cooperative learning. While not always consistently according to our observations, there was generally an ethos of collaboration and working together evinced by the students in each school; small-group work was the norm across school sites. In addition, each school developed innovative activities to improve the literacy and critical thinking skills of their students.

In the New York City sites, emphasis is placed on differentiated instruction. Differentiated instruction is based on the premise that instruction should vary according to the needs of students of differing abilities within the same class (Hall 2009). This approach to teaching provides students with multiple options for presenting knowledge as well as making sense of ideas, and requires teachers to present information in a variety of ways and to be flexible in modifying assignments (Hall 2009). A teacher at World Citizen High told us:

I do assign more advanced kids the more challenging questions . . . [they can] organize everything, summarize everything, and they need to take it to the next step . . . whereas low level kids, . . . I have them just do things like find pictures. So it depends on the students. . . . And even though they don’t do the same tasks, they will still need to bring back whatever they’re supposed to do and explain it to the whole group. By explaining their parts, they have to understand it, and then, which will also help them to practice their speaking, which most of them need.

While technology is utilized across all four school sites, the two upper secondary schools in Sweden, with their superior facilities and access to technology, integrate technology in many aspects of their curriculum. At Ekdalsskolan Gymnasium, all students are given laptops. In a philosophy course in Ekdalsskolan, student debates were videotaped and then accessed through the school’s virtual classroom server. Students could rewatch the debate and write a reflective critique on their performance. Through its Frontier server, students have full access to their classes. While not fully implemented during our time at the school, many teachers use their virtual classrooms as a place where students can see and upload assignments, communicate with teachers and other students, track their missing assignments and progress in a class, and access teacher-linked resources.

At Bergslunden, The Knowledge Portal is a technology support center. According to one of the school officials, an acronym for The Knowledge Portal could be HTOSLC: High Tech Open Space Learning Center. In this sense, teachers can use computers as tools or instruments of knowledge similar to the use of a pen or pencil. But this “tool” facilitates active pedagogical interaction. Furthermore, staff members of The Knowledge Portal are highly skilled and diverse in both their professional competencies and social/ethnic backgrounds. In terms of professional competencies, there are two teachers/ pedagogues who are specialists in working with children/teens with special needs, one teacher who has a master’s in modern language, and two who are working on doctoral degrees (one in pedagogy and literature and the other in science and civil engineering); additionally, there is a teacher who is a Spanish and didactics specialist, and a teacher who speaks and reads Arabic, Kurdish, Turkish, Swedish, and English. The ethnic/national/religious origins of The Knowledge Portal staff include the Middle East, Latin America, Sweden, as well as Christian, Jewish, and Muslim faiths. Though The Knowledge Portal was designed to accommodate students with learning disabilities, it is useful to a broad range of students, including immigrant-origin students and second-language learners.

School Structures: Facilitating Optimal Conditions for Learning

In order to implement school-wide academic reforms, schools also have to rethink the ways in which their structures affect the conditions in which innovation can occur. Many of these conditions—including everything from school staffing to the design and utilization of physical space—are often overlooked by social-science researchers, but are well known in the practitioner world to make or break innovation no matter how well intended (Balfanz, Jordan, McPartland, and Legters 2002; Comer 1995). Each of the schools in our study has experimented with structural ways of implementing curricular and instructional innovations while working explicitly to create a positive school climate inside the school. Three of the four schools were part of a larger network of schools that had experimented with many innovations: therefore, they were not reinventing the wheel and had the luxury of being mentored through the process.

While in both Swedish cities and New York City the content of teaching has largely become prescribed in order to prepare students for high-stakes tests, nonetheless, all the schools managed to find ways to allow for teachers to be part of the curriculum decision-making process. A teacher at World Citizen High School observed:

My old school, it was just, we were treated in such a condescending way. . . . Here, the administration, we’re just treated with respect. . . . They trust that we know our content, and we’re motivated to teach our kids and we have some ability to do that. And sure, we might need some professional development and we’re always encouraged to learn more or learn from each other. . . . And we always help each other; we are expected to work together, to plan together, to develop curriculum, and we build binders of our curriculum so that next year there’s something to work off of. So, there’s accountability, but it’s not like a McDonald’s management style.

Although there were some big differences in the size, staffing, and resources available to the Swedish schools versus those in New York City, organizationally there is a surprising amount of similarity in how all four schools structure teaching and learning. All have interdisciplinary teacher teams responsible for small groups of students, with shared planning time to allow for collaborative curriculum planning. One teacher said of the interdisciplinary planning: “I love having to work in a team. It’s definitely not easy, but I feel like I’ve learned so much from my co-workers. And also I don’t know what I would do without my co-workers in terms of creating a curriculum. I work with the English department to create everything I do.” The teams are also used as opportunities to discuss the individual needs of students. At Bergslunden Gymnasium, students are assigned both a base-group leader and a mentor; these two teachers coach students through projects and assignments. Both schools in New York City have advisory programs in place whereby small groups of students are assigned to a teacher who serves as a mentor and coach to students as they navigate through high school. An English teacher, expressing sentiments that existed across all four sites, described in detail the way in which the teams serve to deepen the understanding of students’ learning challenges and to strategize solutions to better meet the needs of each student:

All the teachers in our team get together and we, you know, discuss students’ behavior, academic improvement, and being there with their advisors and their teachers I really feel like it’s a great way to combat, you know, problems that the kids have, and really kind of identify struggles that the kids have. And that’s, to me, one of the most amazing things that we do. That the teachers really have a time every week when we sit down and talk about it. So, what we do in guidance, we bring up kids that we’re having problems with usually. And we talk about what’s going on and ask each other if anyone is more successful with them, like what they’re doing. And so, we try to figure out ways to work with the kid.

A ninth/tenth-grade teacher at World Citizen High explained that the team meetings, along with the advisory program, play a critical role in the school’s high graduation rate: “We need to know everything that has been done [and] want to make sure that the kids are getting all the help they need.” The school structures are organized at these sites in such a way that teachers have time to systematically communicate about students and collaborate around curriculum development and teaching. This allows a spirit of collaboration between colleagues and a collective focus on the needs of the students.

Enhancing Positive School Climate

All the schools work intentionally to create a school climate where students feel welcome, respected, cared for, and safe. The advisory groups clearly help to foster a connection among students as well as between students and teachers. A twelfth-grade math teacher at World Citizen High School summed up the school’s ethos by saying: “I think our school . . . it expects us to know our students, and push them. And to care about them.” And another teacher echoed this sentiment: “One of the things that I love about this place, . . . it’s so much based on relationships, your personal relationships with kids, building that relationship, and being there for the kids, I think it’s really important. . . . I really think this school is very holistic in its approach.” Students tended to report a positive climate at their schools. Students at both Bergslunden and World Citizen High Schools spoke highly of the learning environments of their respective schools. Second-language learners at Bergslunden felt that for the most part, their teachers were great at meeting students’ needs. The second-language learners did not merely feel that their teachers were facilitating linguistic competencies but were also sensitive to how students were or were not adjusting to their new homeland. During interviews and conversations, students reported that they could approach their teachers not just for help with language improvement, but for other types of assistance. One female student enthusiastically explained, “When I have problems in my studies, I am free to go to my teachers and tell them. . . . I am free to go to the teachers, the nurse, everything. . . . I can talk to them and I feel comfortable.” Generally speaking, second-language learners felt immersed in a supportive learning environment and were eager to follow the directives of teachers. At World Citizen High, similar to Bergslunden, the second-language learners expressed positive sentiments about teachers always being accessible to students. For example, students knew that they could get assistance from teachers during teachers’ “down time” like lunch breaks, breaks between classes, and even after school. Our observations and interviews suggest a high degree of trust between teachers and students at both schools.

Likewise, during a focus group with ninth graders at World Citizen High, one student mentioned that she was motivated to do her work to please her teacher: “I like doing work for this class because I like my teacher. . . . I like [her] because although we all come from different countries she tries to explain so that we understand each other.” To this, another participant added, “Yeah, some teachers, they always try to help you, and they respect you. They make you really want to come to school.”

This climate of support extends to a philosophy of encouraging students to support one another. Students noted that they liked learning when there was a mix of levels so that the more advanced students could help the beginners. Teachers encouraged active collaboration. For example, at Progressive, we observed teachers advising their students to help one another through the rigorous exhibition process: “Identify someone in the advisory to check in with you later in the week . . . read your draft, give you feedback and encouragement.”

Notably, unlike in many schools that serve diverse populations in the United States, students at these schools overwhelmingly reported feeling safe (Johnson, Arumi, and Ott 2006; Zeldin 2004). At Bergslunden, students spoke repeatedly about the amount of diversity, the lack of bullying, and how Calm Streets—a program within the school that uses youth workers from the community to maintain discipline—does a great job of preventing and mediating disputes and fights among students. A sentiment frequently expressed across student interviews was that the reputation of Bergslunden as a “bad school” with a lot of criminals and fighting is unjustified; in their view, there are few to no criminals and far more interactions based upon friendship than fighting. A second-language student in Bergslunden’s program for newcomer immigrants explained that when she first got there, she asked to transfer because she had only known the school through its reputation. A few months later, she got a letter saying she could go to another school with fewer immigrants. At this point, however, she told us: “I didn’t want to leave. . . . The reputation of [Bergslunden Gymnasium] is not true.”

At Ekdalsskolan, the students were very proud of how their diverse population got along so well. For example, two friends from different backgrounds explained in an informal interview: “We have been best friends since third grade. We study Arabic together. We are different religions but it doesn’t matter to us. The people at this school are really different, from all over the world, but they all get along really well. There are not many fights here. We are family here.” Another student, whose family is from Sri Lanka, transferred from an elite school—where she was academically successful—to Ekdalsskolan even though she would be required to repeat her first year. Her reasons were based on a desire for a school that was, as she describes, “more than a school”—that is, somewhere where the relationships between teachers and students were personalized. As she explains, “You should be where you are comfortable . . . the environment and teachers are better at Ekdalsskolan . . . students have a more special connection with the teachers and students here, I feel.” Positive student sentiments, like those presented above, were frequently expressed across all four sites.5 The sense that teachers and administrators cared, served to keep students connected and engaged.

Assessment Approaches

Complementing progressive approaches to content and delivery is a corresponding approach to student assessment. The decisions about what to assess have been adapted to match instructional goals. Yet each school also recognizes that students are required to show certain forms of competency as demonstrated through high-stakes national (Sweden) or statewide (New York) exams in order to graduate. Consequently, the schools employ various ways of assessing students in line with their visions, while at the same time working to prepare students for standardized exams.

In day-to-day coursework, students have opportunities across all the school sites to be assessed in multiple ways intended to allow them to display competency and to accommodate different learning styles, or to be more representative of what students may find in the “twenty-first-century” world. These multimodal assessments have included student-created video documentaries, graphic novels or other multimedia representations (Progressive, World Citizen, and Bergslunden); classroom presentations using PowerPoint (all four schools); laboratory experiments; portfolios; and, of course, traditional papers and exams.

Several of the schools used portfolio assessments as a way to evaluate student progress. A chemistry teacher at World Citizen High told us:

We have a portfolio presentation at the end of the semester, where we have different panels. Each panel will have four students and the teacher for the advisory group. So each person will actually sit there and then defend him or herself . . . [and] explain what they did for the particular category. So, for example, for the research and reporting category, they have to put an entry sheet, . . . explaining why did I choose this work for this particular category. And what kind of work is that . . . basically explain their work . . . the rest of the students will be asking questions. Why did you choose this project for this category? What did you learn from this project, and so on and so forth.

Several of the schools also require each student to complete a culminating project that has been initiated and carried out entirely by him or her. In the natural-science research program at Ekdalsskolan, for example, students are mentored by doctoral students from the Karolinska Institute, an internationally renowned medical school and research center, as they work on self-initiated science projects that begin in their second year of the program and are completed in the fall of their final year. One of Ekdalsskolan’s most highlighted job-work partnerships is in this program, where students have the opportunity to work with professionals in the science discipline of their choice.

Students at Progressive High School complete self-initiated projects known as exhibitions, which are designed to be akin to a “mini-thesis defense.” At the end of each year, students write extensive papers to demonstrate both knowledge of a particular content area and the ability to think deeply about a selected topic using higher-order skills. The projects in Ekdalsskolan’s science research program are similar, involving a thesis that is defended during the fall of the student’s third (and final) year of school. The formal presentation takes place in a public forum at the Karolinska Institute’s amphitheatre, where students present their research and, as at Progressive, then take questions from the audience of students, teachers, and Karolinska mentors and professors who participate in the partnership.

Ideally, high-stakes standardized exams are a way for students to show that they have mastery over required content. For a number of reasons, however, students who are in the process of acquiring a second language may not be able to demonstrate their knowledge on standardized tests though they may well understand the content knowledge. The reasons are varied and include issues related to lack of cultural familiarity with the testing format (Solano-Flores 2008), language acquisition, vocabulary knowledge, timed-testing (Amrein and Berliner 2002; Menken 2008; Solano-Flores 2008), and stereotype threat (Steele 1997). Second-language learners are particularly disadvantaged when taking standardized exams; hence, time spent explicitly in preparing students for exams can make a difference in how they perform, regardless of their knowledge of the content being tested (APA 2012; Menken 2008).

At World Citizen, for example, in a history class we observed, a quiz incorporated questions resembling the format of questions on the state-man-dated Regents exam (multiple choice, studying a document and answering questions related to it, requiring the student to state an opinion with supporting evidence, etc.). At Progressive, portfolio assessment is privileged over standardized exams as a way to evaluate student competency. That said, teachers still set aside time to prepare students for exams, generally in the form of practice tests that are reviewed in class. Likewise, teachers at Bergslunden Gymnasium set aside time to give students assignments and pretests that will help prepare them for the National Tests.

While test preparation was viewed as instrumental and important, many teachers chafed at simply “teaching to the test.” Two English teachers at World Citizen talked about how they tried to teach beyond the exams: “I think the two of us are here to give a real kind of steroid to their literacy, so that they can do well on all their exams. Not because all the exams are great but because they have to pass them to graduate from high school.” Thus, the teachers in the schools were not happy about having to use precious teaching time to prepare their students for the high-stakes tests; nonetheless, they conscientiously took on the challenge, viewing it as another learning opportunity. In addition, they sought alternative assessment strategies and taught their students to present publicly—a skill that should serve their students well in the world of work.

Providing Academic Supports and Enrichment Outside of Class

All four schools provide supplementary academic support in some form for their students. In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in the role of after-school programming (Noam 2004). The students in several of the schools in this study were encouraged to participate in multiple after-school activities. The most common types of academic support provided by the schools in our study are formal and informal homework support and tutoring; enrichment opportunities including field trips, arts-related programs with community partners, and discipline-related clubs such as a national science club, or author’s club; and clubs related to students’ ethnic or cultural backgrounds.

At World Citizen, for example, extracurricular activity clubs included Chinese language classes, Chinese calligraphy, and Brazilian martial arts. When these clubs hosted events such as a lunch celebrating Bengali Independence Day or Chinese New Year’s Day, the guidelines were that everyone in the school is invited, and that the hosts/hostesses of the event share their cultural knowledge with others in the community. As a counselor at World Citizen noted: “I think the more students do outside of class, the more they’ll be ready for college.”

The school day alone rarely gives these students enough time to catch up with their peers; and immigrant parents dealing with language challenges are often unable to help their children academically. After-school academic programs, where immigrant students work individually or in small groups, represent a critical resource that may make all the difference in their academic trajectory. After-school activities provide immigrant-origin students the opportunity to receive personalized assistance with schoolwork and structure their time.

Preparation for Higher Education and the Workplace: Navigating Life-Stage Transitions

Explicit in the educational visions across the four school sites are the goals of preparing their students for the “twenty-first century” and a “global world.” A social studies teacher at Progressive spoke of the school’s focus on global consciousness and the students’ keen interest in this area: “They’re very current-event conscious and focused on the world and how to change it; how they can be an active participant in the world.”

The goals of this preparation agenda are operationalized in specific strategies employed at each school, and are particular to the local and national contexts in which the schools reside. The processes of both applying to university and learning skills for the workplace in the host country require explicit and dedicated instruction by secondary schools. All four schools have programs to help students apply for the university and to gain the “soft skills,” or work-place behaviors, that are culturally expected in each country and considered critical for the twenty-first century—such as the ability to work collaboratively with others. In the following paragraphs, we describe some of the practices the four schools employ to help their students navigate the transitions to university and the workplace.

Preparation for University Studies In both the United States and in Sweden, there are specific processes to follow to apply and gain acceptance to the university. These processes require what is referred to in the US literature as “college pathway knowledge,” or the tangible know-how to successfully navigate the process into the university. College-pathway knowledge is often seen among the privileged dominant group as something that is “self-evident” or “common sense,” but schools that work with immigrant-origin youth or marginalized populations understand that for newcomer families, especially those with no experience with higher education, how to get into a university can be a mystery.

While both Sweden and the United States offer multiple pathways, full of “second chances,” to higher education, the college-pathway process in Sweden is much more transparent and easier to follow than in the United States. It is based on a point system calculated in terms of courses completed in high school and performance in those classes as measured by the national exams. While the process is fairly straightforward, there are nonetheless a number of hurdles students must cross to get to a college or university. For example, immigrant-origin students might need to learn more about the kinds of options they have for higher education as well as about the schools themselves, have a clear understanding of the kinds of courses they need to take and the grades they will need to be accepted at the school of their choice, and get help completing the applications. Further, they need exposure to the expectations and culture of college/university life, which may be quite different from their personal experience.

At Ekdalsskolan Gymnasium, explicit preparation begins in the senior year. Each student meets with one of the college counselors to discuss options and the application process. At the beginning of the second semester, the school holds a university fair during the school day. Universities, technical colleges, and vocational schools from across the country send representatives to encourage application by immigrant-origin youth. After an initial presentation, the representatives disperse to classrooms, and students can choose three different schools to check out through question-and-answer sessions. In addition, the college counselor schedules campus visits for students. During our interviews with seniors, we asked them about the process for getting into a postsecondary school in Sweden. All appeared quite familiar with the online process and what they needed to do, even if they were less certain of their own plans.

At Berglunden, the process of providing information about college is also explicit and built into the curriculum. For example, in the social science program, teachers arrange for students to visit colleges. More generally, guidance counselors make themselves available to answer questions and work one-on-one with students interested in attending college. Also, Bergslunden provides a special college-pathway course for newcomer immigrant students who already have high school diplomas from their country of origin but need additional preparation to transition into the Swedish postsecondary system. Thus, promising students are provided with both advice and coursework needed to supplement their high school degree.

In the United States, students need to learn all of the above and more. Unlike Sweden, getting into the university is a much more complicated process, much of it “hidden” from view, especially for the elite universities. Beyond grades and performance on college-entry exams, students are expected to sell themselves to schools. For example, students can show they possess desirable soft skills such as personal responsibility and social skills associated with success (e.g., leadership, social responsibility, etc.) in the university or workplace as a result of the extracurricular or employment positions they have held outside of school. A wide range of activities displays “well-roundedness.” In addition, students obtain recommendations from teachers and others who can attest to their abilities and personality traits, and provide personal statements or respond to prompts to attest to how they are uniquely qualified to attend certain institutions.

While marketing oneself, especially for elite universities, requires a lot of know-how on the part of students and their families, even more prohibitive is the cost of higher education. That is the biggest barrier to access to a postsecondary school in the United States; hence, knowledge about ways for paying for college, as well as tangible help in the process of obtaining financial assistance, must be provided by high schools to their immigrant-origin students.

Progressive High has a comprehensive college-pathway program designed to address all of these obstacles to college access. The college-pathway process at Progressive is publicly celebrated as evidenced by the bulletin board outside of the guidance counselors’ office, which shows off photos and names of alumni according to the colleges they are attending. The school provides both group and individualized information, clearly articulating the college’s access to the hidden “game.”

All eleventh and twelfth graders are required to take a “college prep” class, which is run by the guidance counselors. In the class, students explore options for their university education and learn how to complete applications, including applications for loans and scholarships. During their junior year, the students take a class trip to a well-known test preparation company, where they complete surveys to identify what they are looking for in college. These interests, combined with performance information provided by the students (e.g., grade point average), are matched by the company to universities in tiers, ranging from “reaches,” schools where students have only a modest chance of acceptance, to “safety schools,” where they have a high probability of getting in. In addition, the guidance counselor gives students a list of summer programs where they can take college classes, explaining that this can enhance their resumes and college applications. Other examples of in-class activities include: practice filling out financial-aid applications, searching for universities, and lessons on deciding how many colleges to apply to, on writing application essays and statements, and on procuring recommendations. Acceptances and rejections are shared and discussed in the more intimate setting of the advisory program with their peers.

Formal instruction in college-pathway knowledge stands side by side with a structured approach to providing individual support not just to the student but to the parents as well, involving explicit instruction in college-pathway knowledge and tangible help while fully engaging them in the process. This approach also begins in junior year. A guidance counselor meets with every eleventh grade student and his/her parents for thirty minutes in the spring to discuss the application process/questions/next steps/how to choose a college. One guidance counselor we interviewed explained that immigrant parents often want their children to go to big-name schools. But he also noted that Hispanic parents probably knew less about the process and the names of schools than did Asian parents, who seemed to enjoy better exchange of college information across socioeconomic class lines (Louie 2004). Thus, he confided that he strove to focus particular energies to helping lower-income immigrant families. He also told us that while it was often difficult for immigrant parents to come in to see him during the workday, he estimated that, nonetheless, 85 percent of the parents managed to make a daytime meeting.

The costs for university entry start at the very beginning of the process with fees for standardized tests (SAT or ACT) and application costs. In addition, middle-class students in the United States often take expensive test preparation courses that give them an additional advantage on test day. To level the playing field, Progressive High School subsidizes SAT test preparation courses for its students.

Preparation for the Workplace

All four schools have specific programs or strategies designed to provide students with opportunities to gain practical skills in preparation for the workplace. Primary among these opportunities are internships and explicit connections to mentors that are arranged through university or community partnerships. At both World Citizen and Progressive High Schools, students are involved in internships that build on their interests. At the time of our data collection, Ekdalsskolan Gymnasium was piloting a mentorship program through a Stockholm business association, matching seniors in the economics program with Swedish business professionals. The school was planning to expand this program in the following year to all social science seniors. In its innovative entrepreneurial program, students are matched with community members in a school-to-work program that seeks to connect businesses with students who share compatible interests. As another example, a well-known commercial law firm provides up to three students from Bergslunden Gymnasium with: (1) scholarship funds of thirty-thousand SEK that they share; (2) mentors from the law firm; (3) funds to pay for textbooks while they attend law school; (4) summer jobs after their second year in law school; and (5) guaranteed internships (praktikplats) while in school. These innovative internships and practicums help to keep students academically motivated, serve to model the soft skills of the world of work, and provide crucial networks for connections to future positions.

School Factors Particularly Conducive to Better Outcomes for Newcomer Immigrant Youth and Second-Language Learners

In addition to the practices described above, newcomer immigrant youth and second-language learners have additional academic and socio-emotional needs, different from those of the typical second-generation immigrant student. At the forefront is the need to develop both the social and academic language of their new country while mastering the content knowledge necessary to be successful in the new society. Most graduation pathways are quite unforgiving of the five to seven years it takes for most students to develop the academic language to the point of competitiveness with native peers (Cummins 2000; Hakuta, Butler, and Witt 2000). This is the level of language competence required to be competitive on a timed multiple choice test, write a well argued essay, or confidently join in a class discussion. Thus, immigrant students often are tracked into non-college-bound courses, falter in confidence, and fall behind their nonimmigrant peers (Menken 2008; Ruiz-de-Valasco, Fix, and Clewell 1998; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2008).

Further, it is important to keep in mind that immigration is a stressful event (Falicov 1998; Suárez-Orozco 2001), which removes youth from predictable contexts while stripping them of significant social ties (Suárez-Orozco et al. 2008). Many have been separated from their parents for protracted periods of time and may face emotionally complex reunifications (Suárez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie 2002). Immigrant children must contend with the particular acculturative challenges of navigating two worlds (Berry, Phinney, Sam, and Vedder 2006). They are often asked to take on responsibilities beyond their years, including sibling care, translation duties, and advocacy for their families (Faulstich-Orellana 2001), which at times undermine parental authority. These often highly gendered roles may have both positive and negative consequences for development (Smith 2002; Suárez-Orozco and Qin 2006). Children of immigrants also face the challenge of forging an identity and developing a sense of belonging to their new homeland while honoring their parental origins (Suárez-Orozco 2004). This acculturative stress has been linked both to psychological distress (APA 2012; García-Coll and Magnuson 1997) as well as to academic problems (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 1995).

Thus, we examined particularly innovative and promising practices that served to ease the emotional and linguistic transitions of newcomer and second-language learners at two school sites: World Citizen High School, which serves only newcomer immigrant youth, and Bergslunden, whose dedicated second-language-learners team gave the researchers full access to their work and their program. These schools employ the following innovative strategies to address both the academic needs of newcomer youth as well as their acclimation to their new environment: (1) support in helping students navigate the cultural transition to the new country; (2) support for students who had gaps in literacy or due to interrupted schooling; (3) language-intensive instruction across the curriculum; and (4) language-learning accommodations.

Negotiating Cultural Transitions

World Citizen High School is highly strategic in its approach to help newcomer youth adjust to their new environs. As new students come in, teacher teams meet to discuss each one, and a series of assessments are conducted and discussed in order to develop the best plan for him or her. The teachers try to meet with as many of the parents as possible. Parents are asked to bring in signed forms/health records at the beginning of the school year. Teachers also meet with parents sometime around the end of the first grading period in late October. This is when students first get to see their report cards, and it is an opportunity for teachers to get a sense of what their students’ home and family situations are like. The information gleaned from these conferences is then shared when teachers meet across the teams working with each student.

The ongoing transition is primarily the responsibility of the advisory program, which helps students to adjust to their new school under the guidance of an advisor who is looking out for them. One of the guidelines for forming advisory groups is to have a newcomer/beginning learner of English in the same group as at least one student who shares the same native language and is also proficient in English so that the more advanced English speaker can translate. In advisory groups, students are encouraged to talk about anything they like. According to a mentor teacher, her advisees talk about anything from difficulties with a class, missing families and friends back home, to boyfriend/girlfriend issues:

I think… that the culture of the classroom is very important.… At the beginning, it’s a tradition in our school, you spend a lot of time on community-building activities, where they get to know each other as students.… Like background, and through that, what comes out is that some of them went to school so much longer… because of war or whatever. Some of them didn’t get to go to school [at all]. So they start seeing and understanding much more about why some of them are more advanced than others.… Then the other kids help [each other because] they understand why.… It is very important that… you develop that trust and you make them comfortable.

TABLE 6.4. Cross-Case Comparisons of Two Schools with Innovative Practices Specific to Newcomer or Second-Language Learners
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Further, aligned with the language-intensive and student-centered-learning approaches, instructional tasks, in particular writing tasks, encourage students to share their personal experiences both in their old and new countries and in the transition from one to the other. For example, in one English assignment, students were given the task of sharing their experiences of moving from their native country to the United States. They are encouraged to share their stories with each other. Such activities help them to recognize that they are not alone in the difficulties of transition.

Supports for Gaps in Interrupted Schooling and Literacy

Some students enter secondary school with limited prior education or significant interruptions in their schooling. These may occur for a variety of reasons including socio-economic or gender inequities in original educational access, political strife that could have interrupted schooling, or hic-cups in the migratory process that may have led to a sustained period out of school before reentry in the new land. Whatever the cause of an interruption in schooling, the consequence is often students who are over-aged and under-skilled and have considerable catching up to do in the classroom. This takes significant creativity, flexibility, and sustained effort on the part of school administrators and teachers. Students with interrupted formal education (SIFE) are encouraged to use every learning opportunity: “I tell [SIFE students], if you are on the subway, and you are just sitting, do your onesies, twosies, and threesies in your head till you can say it… and I suppose that’s a form of homework.” Understanding is shown for these students’ sensitivity about being over-aged. They are encouraged to be as independent as possible and to constructively seek help from peers. A math teacher at World Citizen High School said:

When a kid comes to me with… asking for help, I’ll say who have you asked to help you first?… I want them to be independent.… This SIFE student, for a long time, I couldn’t get her to work with anyone else… and I think a part of it was that she was embarrassed of how much she didn’t know, and I finally got her to a point where she is now reliant on two or three other people in the class that she relates to and can get assistance from.

SIFE students receive the same supports provided to other newcomer students and more. Particular emphasis is placed on literacy. Typically, these students take longer than the standard four years to graduate from high school—often stretching to seven years. With the right amount of scaffolding, the daunting tasks of learning a new language, acquiring literacy, mastering content knowledge of a new culture, accruing graduation credit courses, and passing high-stakes tests are achievable for many students who would have given up in another setting.

Second-Language Learning

While not all immigrant students are second-language learners, many if not most are; and, in some cases, immigration requires learning three or more languages. As noted earlier, learning a second language to a competent academic level takes considerable time (Christensen and Stanat 2007; Collier 1995; Cummins 2000; Cummins, Brown, and Sayers 2007; Hakuta, Butler, and Witt 2000; Thomas and Collier 2002). Students with limited literacy in their native language will need further time to solidify their academic skills in a new language. An English teacher at World Citizen High School voiced this as one of the challenges that teachers face on a regular basis:

We have students who are reading at grade level in English and they have only been in the country for three or four years. And, we have students who still struggle with basic spelling and sentence composition issues. All in the same classroom, meeting their needs well with content that still is interesting and stimulating and kind of addressing all of these different issues; I think it is incredibly challenging.

A teacher in Bergslunden Gymnasium’s newcomer program offered a similar observation:

Some immigrant students succeed, but some need more time [to learn Swedish, English, or Math]. For example, those who come from Bosnia or China have usually been in educational systems of high quality that are comparable to Sweden and can be prepared in one or two years. But other students, like those from Afghanistan, who have grown up during wartimes when the schools were closed, come needing far more time to prepare to take the National Tests.… There is a general expectation that we can prepare all students in one base year.… [but] the needs of our students vary.

Thus, immigrant students entering upper secondary schools with little background in the language of instruction require systematic and effective long-term curriculum plans for language education. Unlike schools in Sweden, schools in the United States typically do not have systematic or consistent bilingual or second-language acquisition policies and practices; this lack places ELL students at a disadvantage.

Second-language instruction is most successful when learners are placed into a progressive and systematic program of instruction that first identifies their incoming literacy and academic skills (Christensen and Stanat 2007). Research shows that consistency of instruction is essential for students as frequent transitions place them at considerable disadvantage (Gándara and Contreras 2008). Second-language learning is most successful when high-quality second-language instruction is provided with continued transitional academic supports—like tutoring, homework help, and writing assistance—as the language learners integrate into mainstream programs (Christensen and Stanat 2007). In order to ensure a smooth transition between grades as well as the continual development of skills, teachers need to both understand and conform to the instructional model ascribed to by the school or district (Sugarman and Howard 2001). Further, assessment of skills growth should be done annually using portfolio assessment as well as testing in order to measure progress and adjust interventions (Christensen and Stanat 2007). In Sweden, these supports are consistent with government policy; we also found these supports available at World Citizen High School though they are certainly not the norm in US public schools.

Teaching across Content Areas

In addition to developing communicative proficiency in the language of their new country, second-language learners (SLLs) need to simultaneously build content literacies; many of them also have low cognitive academic-language proficiency skills (CALP). Second-language acquisition programs (e.g., bilingual education, self-contained SLL programs) primarily focus on literacy development in terms of language proficiency, with only limited attention to academic second-language acquisition in content areas (August and Hakuta 1997; Chamot and O’Malley 1994; García 1993). It is a challenge for students to learn content across the academic disciplines while at the same time acquiring new language and literacy skills, and it poses an instructional challenge to many teachers as well (August and Hakuta 1997; Chamot and O’Malley 1994; García 1993; NCES 1999). The teachers at World Citizen High in particular were able to draw on the rich experience of the network of World Citizen schools. The network had developed a well-thought-out, rigorous teaching approach with an excellent track record of success over its decade and a half of operation.

A mentor teacher at World Citizen High School explained the school’s strategy to teach the new language across subjects to new second-language learners:

You bring in articles about the topic you’re covering.… Teach them explicitly how to summarize, and what it means to summarize, what it means to paraphrase.… We explicitly teach, what does it mean to analyze something. We go over the steps for different ways you can analyze in different content areas. Sometimes different teachers in the team would say they want to target this word… it’s a skill, it’s a process-type word, and they need to know what it means, so we’d all do it in our classes.… And we found that when we ALL do it, and we all show them how to use it in different content areas, in different content, they are able to get it better. But it has to be explicitly taught, like we are studying this now. And tell them how we’re going to do it. And ALWAYS bring it into the lesson that particular word so they keep seeing it.… Tons of writing, tons of presenting.

All teachers in the World Citizen network receive extensive training in language-intensive curriculum, where language learning is embedded across the entire curriculum. Writing is not simply an activity for language-arts classes. Students are pushed daily to write and use their developing language skills in every class.

A twelfth-grade math teacher stressed the importance of pushing the second-language learners to be constantly writing in every class as a way to develop their new language skills. Notably, teachers push kids to write in essay format in preparation for their transition to college. Thus, second-language instruction is embedded across every subject in every possible learning opportunity throughout the high school experience. In this way nothing is taken for granted, language learning is constantly reinforced, and students are explicitly prepared for college entry.

Language-Learning Accommodations

At World Citizen High School students are encouraged to use their first language to help them learn the second language, even if others don’t know their mother tongue. Informally, students are encouraged to translate for the newest immigrants, read and write in their first language during silent reading times, and carry bilingual dictionaries, but gently prodded toward English over time. The mother tongue is thus used strategically to aid the development of the new one. As one teacher at World Citizen High explained: “We encourage our kids to continue to develop their native language. [We encourage this] because we believe it develops the second language and it [acknowledges that] the base is the native language, and… it becomes so much more difficult to build their second language if there is no foundation. So because we encourage our kids so much, our kids feel free to speak whatever language they speak.” Examples of the use of first languages are commonplace at World Citizen and Bergslunden. At World Citizen, after one small-group assignment, students were told to assess their group with a twist; they had to answer questions such as “What worked well in your group?” and “Who made the group work particularly successful?” On one side of a sheet of paper, students first had to translate the questions into their native language; on the other side, they answered the questions in English. At Bergslunden, second-language learners are not only encouraged but expected, during Problem-Based Learning assignments, to write key concepts in both their first language and Swedish. Teachers encourage and expect individual students to maintain first-language fluency. The tolerant attitude facilitated by Bergslunden teachers has had an unanticipated, yet welcome consequence. The diversity of language backgrounds means that Swedish becomes the lingua franca, the language spoken in the hallway that allows students to converse with one another. In other words, speaking Swedish to friends becomes something that second-language learners do by choice instead of by force.

In addition to the use of first languages as a teaching/learning tool, a ninth/tenth-grade math teacher shared her strategy for making sure that every student is keeping up and understands: “I think it helps if I spend five minutes before the end of the class, reading the question, or the writing prompt, reading it to them… and have them talk amongst themselves to make sure that they understand it, and have other kids translate for the ones who may not understand English. So make sure they understand the homework, and… think about where kids are going to get stuck.”

Assignments are continually modified to make them accessible to students. An eleventh-grade science teacher explained:

We have team meetings where we sit down and talk.… You know, we’ll talk about our students and we’d pick… we study five students. It’s something that we do for each team, where each team will identify five students, where they have very, very low literacy skills and they pretty much struggle with every single class. And then we’ll take out the work from each content area and then we’ll put them together and we’ll talk about the questions, the assignment itself, and also the way students respond, and we also talk about how could we modify this particular assignment, and then we’ll set up a model of, in general, how we are going to modify this.

These accommodations provide the much-needed scaffolding to newcomer students as they make the transition to their new educational setting. They begin to gain confidence in themselves and take the necessary strides in their new language to gain the academic skills they will need to be successful in their new land.

Implications for Policy and Practice

Immigrant-origin students bring a myriad of challenges to the classroom, which are compounded by the late twentieth-century climate of school reforms (Meier and Wood 2004), which has had a series of unintended consequences for this population. Clearly there are no facile solutions to the complex problems facing many of these students. The four schools examined in this chapter, however, exemplify beacons of opportunity. Our multiple-case research strategy revealed a number of common denominators of promising practice.

Many of the principles essential to serve immigrant students, highlighted in this chapter, are simply sound educational practice. At the very core is a confluence of rigorous standards and high expectations coupled with a “pedagogy of care” (Noddings 2003). Rather than taking a remedial approach, this education is preparatory in nature. Rather than an education that is good enough for “other people’s children” (Delpit 2006), it is an education that one would be happy to see provided to one’s own children. Further, the education is framed within an ethical, relational, caring context. These principles, we would argue, are sound canons of pedagogy to serve all students, whether or not of immigrant origin. In addition, the schools described here provide an added layer of services that address the specific needs of students from immigrant families.

Preparing Students for the Twenty-First-Century Global Era

More than ever before, education in the twenty-first century requires the development of higher-order cognitive skills in order to be able to engage with the marketplace realities of our global era (Bloom 2004; Suárez-Orozco and Qin-Hilliard 2004). However, the educational practices we presented in this chapter are not limited to providing students with skills for the marketplace. Teachers diligently work to prepare students for life in general, regardless of whether they are interested in going on to college or taking other professional paths.

The four schools we studied are rich with innovations that allow youth to develop the ethics, skills, sensibilities, and competencies needed to identify, analyze, and solve problems from multiple perspectives. These schools nurture students to be curious and cognitively flexible, and to synthesize knowledge within and across disciplines (Gardner 2004; Schleicher and Tremley 2006; Suárez-Orozco and Sattin 2007). The schools have an explicit agenda to prepare their students to successfully navigate in a multicultural world and impart skills deemed essential not merely to survive but to thrive in the global era (Bloom 2004; Gardner 2004). These promising schools put rigor, relevance, and relationships (Gates 2006) at the core of their pedagogy. What we found in them was the standard of rigor that we would hope for our own children. Unfortunately, however, rather than featuring such a preparation agenda, all too many schools serving immigrant-origin youth, like schools that serve other disadvantaged students, are those that are relegated to teaching “other people’s children” (Delpit 2006)—such suboptimal schools typically offer the very least to those who need the very most (Kozol 1998, 2006).

In all of the schools we examined, we found a commitment to marginalized and disadvantaged students. The schools offer a stimulating, rigorous, and relevant curriculum but also provide a number of supplemental resources (such as after-school programs, tutoring, high-stakes test preparation, homework help, explicit college entry information, and so forth) to at-risk students in order to ease their educational transition and ameliorate their outcomes. Teachers make their pedagogies transparent, and there is a wealth of initiatives taken from different levels in the school system as a whole. The schools promote an alignment of instructional methods, content, and assessments and foster collaborative efforts to raise students’ achievement levels and reduce barriers to educational equity. Notably, these services are helpful not only for immigrant-origin students but for other at-risk youth as well.

Our findings reveal that the four schools are learning communities with regular, rich encounters of exchange between students and teachers, teachers and teachers, and students and students. Teachers meet frequently to discuss student well-being and encourage their students in managing their learning and personal development. Students are treated as valued members of the learning community. The preparation agenda emphasizes a “caring” approach to teaching (Noddings 2002), whereby teachers’ concern about students transcends mere subject matter. Essential values that are often stressed as part of the schools’ ethos include: openness, communication, trust, respect, empathy, truth, participation, and a sense of justice. These values are not simply encouraged in school but are to be carried into life as a basis for nurturing ethical relationships with others. Notably, these core values are consistent with the kinds of values endorsed by John Dewey a century ago as fundamental for a participatory democratic society soliciting the full civic engagement of all citizens (Dewey 1909/1975).

These promising schools place positive relationships at the very core of the educational enterprise. Relationships between the administration and the faculty are respectful and teachers work in collaborative teams, reducing the sense of isolation that so often plagues the classroom teacher. Students are encouraged to support one another’s learning and develop collaborations as well. The class and school environments of collaborative learning play a critical role in sustaining effortful student learning (Pianta 1999; Suárez-Orozco, Pimentel, and Martin 2009). The educational enterprise is characterized by reciprocal interactions between teachers and students, in which teachers see their own destinies linked to the success of their students (Dance 2002).

In the schools we have highlighted, we saw students reflected daily in the eyes of their teachers. In addition, these promising schools all have faced head-on the specific challenges that immigrant-origin students bring to schools that must operate within citywide and nationwide contexts of sometimes-heedless school reform. In this chapter, we pointed to a number of fundamental ways by which accommodations were made for newcomer immigrant students and second-language learners, providing them the opportunity to catch up with their native-born peers. These efforts include assisting immigrant-origin students in making psycho-social and cultural adjustments during their initial transitions. They also involve tangible aid to make up gaps in interrupted schooling. Further, these schools provide a series of language-based accommodations while the academic language of the new land is being acquired.

Though we have found most teachers and other school officials at the four schools eagerly engaged in the implementation of the preparation agenda, there are still challenges and obstacles to be overcome. For example, the needs of immigrant students and the expertise of their teachers, which are central to the preparation agenda, are not the ultimate arbitrators of pedagogical practices and curriculum content. Instead, due to the requirement that schools conform to standardized and/or national test regulations, it is the state/nation-centered testing mandates that have the final word. Even worse, the tests are not designed with the unique needs of second-generation or newly arrived students who are second-language learners in mind (APA 2012; Menken 2008). The demands of these standardized tests interrupt and hinder teacher efforts to achieve the goals of the preparation agenda.

Successful schooling that encompasses a preparation agenda is not facilitated by standardized examinations, which privilege superficial knowledge, skills, and competencies. Successful schooling goes “beneath surface meaning, first impressions, dominant myths, official pronouncements… to understand the deep meaning, root causes, social context, ideology, and personal consequences of any action… text, subject matter, policy, mass media, or discourse” (Shor 1992, 129). A preparation agenda relies upon ethical and dialogical pedagogical processes between teachers and students that empower students (Delpit 2006; Freire 2000, 2004; Shor 1992).

The best efforts will be those that will take a systematic approach to incorporation. In Sweden, there is a clearer recognition of the importance of providing systematic services to those with greater need, with promising if somewhat uneven results, as policy alone cannot eradicate marketplace discrimination. Nonetheless, it is an important first step. In the United States, there is no systematic strategy to ease the transition of newcomer immigrant-origin youth into secondary schools or colleges or to the labor market. This current “non-policy” of integration in the United States fails our neediest immigrant-origin students; it also robs the economy and other important societal sectors of many promising future contributors (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2008). World Citizen High School (embedded within a network of such schools), however, provides a tangible example of a model school that takes a systematic approach with remarkable success, despite the national absence of policy (MPI 2009).

To best serve immigrant-origin students, policymakers and educators should work together to face head-on the challenges that have been created by a combination of structural barriers, cultural and linguistic challenges, schoolwide problems, and school reform efforts. Immigrant-origin students arrive with optimism and hope for the future that should be cultivated and treasured—they are the first to understand that schooling is their key to a better tomorrow (Kao and Tienda 1995; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2008). Harnessing their energy, optimism, and faith in the future is arguably one of the most important challenges to our countries’ democratic promises. Providing the kinds of promising practices offered by the innovative schools highlighted in this chapter is essential to help immigrant youth become incorporated into the fabric of their new lands.
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1. In Sweden, these students are referred to as students with Swedish as a second language (S2 students) and in the United States as English-language learners (ELLs).

2. The Swedish Government mandated, via “Propositionen om valfrihet och fristående skolor (Prop. 1991/92:95)” that students had a right to choose elementary and secondary schools.

3. Due to language constraints and the school administrators’ preference, this program was not included in this research study.

4. “Metrocity” is a pseudonym. We learned about this project while holding follow-up meetings at Bergslunden during the spring of 2008 and thought it typical of the effort that second-language teachers invest in integrating language and content.

5. We should note, however, that there were small groups of students to whom we did not gain adequate access—namely, those students who were frequently absent from class. Though they were a clear minority, their opinions and experiences are important, yet we have no data on how these students viewed their relationships with teachers.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The Children of Immigrants at School: Conclusions and Recommendations

Richard Alba and Jennifer Holdaway

In what follows, we outline the main conclusions and recommendations that we have drawn from our investigation over a four-year period of how receiving-society educational systems and processes impact on the children of immigrants. It must be noted at the outset that our research was not designed to test policies affecting the educational opportunities of the children of immigrants. Consequently, our recommendations should be understood as inferences about the amelioration of existing inequalities that we have drawn from observations concerning the impacts of current school systems on the children coming from immigrant homes. Our focus remains on children who face the greatest challenges because their parents have limited educations and occupy the position of low-wage workers or are unemployed in the receiving society and because they belong to groups that are ethnic, racial, or religious minorities there.

For greater clarity in this discussion, we use the examples of Britain, France, the Netherlands, and the United States to highlight system-level differences. This choice also reflects the fact that the research on these countries focused on institutional differences and used quantitative analysis to consider how they relate to differences in outcomes. We draw on the studies of schools in Catalonia and California and in Sweden and New York to consider what we can learn about how institutional differences and policies play out at the school level.

Achievements and Gaps: The Overall Situation of Students from Low-Status Immigrant Homes

In the introduction we reviewed data from the PISA program, which show significant differences in school-related skills between children of immigrant and native-born parents. While informative, the focus on skills has two drawbacks as a basis for assessing the effectiveness of education systems in educating children of immigrants.

The first is that the skills differences among children of a similar age arise not only from their different experiences in educational systems but also from their home and community environments, in particular the language at home and the educational background of parents. Few native-born parents speak a language different from the host society with their children, and those with similarly low educational levels are generally both few in number and challenged in other ways. At the same time, it is difficult to capture differences in the social and cultural capital of households and communities in ways that can be introduced into statistical models. For this reason, family and community effects cannot easily be controlled in analyses of skills. There is a risk therefore of attributing to schools inequalities that stem from other sources, and in particular to the selectivity or particular resources of different immigration streams.

Because educational credentials are necessary, if not always sufficient, for entry into the labor market and particularly the highly skilled occupations to which we have argued it is increasingly important for children of immigrants to have access, credentials are another important and often-neglected educational outcome. The importance of final credentials, especially for immigrant-origin students, has been demonstrated by the long-term outcomes of open-admissions systems in higher education in the United States. The most recent study of the City University of New York’s open-admissions program (Attewell and Lavin 2007), which beginning in 1970 allowed many students to attend college who previously would have been excluded by their school records and test scores, shows that: (1) many of these “new” students eventually earned baccalaureates, though this process frequently took considerably longer than the normative four-year period; (2) these college degrees paid off by qualifying the graduates for jobs they would not otherwise have obtained; and (3) the degrees also brought benefits to the next generation, the children of the open-admissions students, whose aspirations and performance in school were in turn lifted as a consequence of their parents’ educational experiences. That both credentials and skills contribute to the subsequent labor-market position of young people has also been shown with the data of the International Adult Literacy Survey (see OECD 2001, 20).

Table 7.1 presents a comparison of credentials earned by young adults for four of the countries in this study. Gathering data on educational outcomes is not a simple task because of the variations among systems, which imply that their stages and credentials are not precise equivalents, and because of differences in national statistical systems, especially in the ways they keep track of ethnic background and generational status. For the table, we have selected the second-generation groups on which the teams focused in their research, such as Moroccans in the Netherlands and Maghrebins in France. As a glance down its rows will reveal, the table was constructed with a strategy of capturing relevant data however we could, and numbers are not precisely comparable from one country to another. In two cases, notably Spain and Sweden, we could not find data that were consistent in format with those we report in the table for the other countries.

In all cases, some of the students coming from immigrant-origin families are doing remarkably well, at least in comparison to their parents. Not at all uncommon are young people from families in which immigrant parents have primary-school educations (or less) who themselves have earned university diplomas; and many students from such backgrounds have achieved some degree of postsecondary education.

Yet it is also true that in all of these systems immigrant-origin students are disadvantaged on average when compared with those coming from native families. Moreover, the rough magnitude of the immigrant-native gap is similar in some systems with very different structures and features. The credentials data indicate in general an advantage for the children from native families, though not with the consistency of the school-based skills as measured in the PISA data. These findings show the relevance of theories of persisting educational stratification by origin, such as maximally or effectively maintained inequality (Lucas 2001; Raftery and Hout 1993).

The advantage for native young adults appears most consistently at the lower end of the educational spectrum, in the departure from school without a final secondary credential. The young adults from immigrant families are generally more likely—and by a large margin—to have left school without any credential useful in the labor market. The margins of advantage for the offspring of native families frequently approach two to one, and in the case of Mexican American versus Anglo youth in the United States, they are larger. Typically, the dropout rates are higher for males than for females, with the consequence that many young immigrant-origin men are condemned to the bottom of the host-society labor market.

Though there is less consistency at the upper end, there is generally a visible advantage for young adults from native families. At an extreme like the differences between Mexicans and Anglos in the United States, the margin of that advantage is on the order of two to one when it comes to acquiring university credentials. (The advantage of Anglos over US-born Dominicans is smaller than this because the Dominicans are concentrated in and around New York City, where large public higher-educational systems offer an unusual degree of opportunity to pursue post-secondary education.) There is a sizable advantage also for native youth in France and the Netherlands. However, in Britain, it appears that the second generation of the most disadvantaged South Asian groups, exemplified in the table by the Pakistanis, has closed the gap in terms of rates of attending universities and earning university credentials (see chapter 4; also Modood 2011).

As noted in the chapter on Great Britain and the United States, the inequalities in quantitative educational attainment are typically amplified by differences in the quality of the institutions where members of majority and minority groups are concentrated. In the United States, Dominicans, for instance, are more concentrated than native whites and most other groups in the less selective colleges of the public-university system, whose credentials carry less value in the labor market (see chapter 2; also Kasinitz et al. 2008). Children of immigrants are also far less likely to obtain the postgraduate and professional qualifications that are increasingly required for entry into highly skilled occupations in the United States. In Great Britain, differences in favor of white natives appear when the status hierarchy of universities is considered because the children from immigrant families are relatively more concentrated in the newer and less prestigious universities that have emerged from the former polytechnics. In less open systems such as the Netherlands, the percentage of children of immigrants entering university and the higher levels of vocational education is actually quite high and, given the greater selectivity of these systems, the quality and value of the education they receive is more likely to be similar to that of children of native-born parents. This suggests that where postsecondary education is more universally accessible, the locus of competition shifts in the direction of the “quality” of the credentials obtained, as the theory of effectively maintained inequality holds (Lucas 2001). Although we are not in a position to analyze the implications of this for labor-market participation, it seems likely that more open systems enable a large number of children of immigrants to enter paraprofessional and pink-collar occupations, while excluding them from the most prestigious and highly paid professions. At the same time, more-selective systems leave a greater number of children of immigrants in blue-collar and service industries, but enable a small number to enter elite occupations.

TABLE 7.1. Educational Outcomes for Native and Second-Generation Youth in Selected Countries Basic Secondary Credential
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Note: These data come from the analyses prepared for the various chapters of this volume, and readers should refer to the discussions there for the sources and descriptions of limitations. In the case of the British data, the figures are compiled from two different, not fully compatible, data sets—to avoid confusion, only the lowest and lightest categories are reported.

“Reactivity” of Educational Systems

Our in-depth analysis of educational systems in six different countries reveals that, in political and organizational terms, educational systems are “reactive”—they are not pliable, neutral materials that policymakers can simply shape to their ends. These are systems in which privileged groups—most notably, socially advantaged parents—seek to achieve their own ends, which include bestowing advantages on their children through education. Hence, these actors respond to attempts at reform, often in ways that weaken, if not undermine, their thrust. We believe that, borrowing from Newton, the reactivity of educational systems justifies a Third Law of Educational Inequality: for every initiative to reduce inequality, there is an opposing (but not necessarily equal) reaction to preserve it. In this respect, our research contributes to the theories of persisting educational stratification by sketching some of the mechanisms behind maximally and effectively maintained inequality. However, in our view, the Third Law does not mean that attempts to reduce the inequalities among students are hopeless. The ability of privileged actors to work against reforms may be constrained by law or ideology or, perhaps more important, these changes may also offer benefits to them. It does imply that policy cannot simply be made by imposing a reform intended to reduce inequality under the assumption that the system will otherwise remain the same.

This reactivity becomes clear in our analysis of the French system, where we noted the responses of middle-class parents and school administrators to the democratization efforts undertaken starting in the 1980s. In reaction to the initiatives of the state to promote greater equality of educational opportunity through, for instance, the ZEP policy, which offered additional funding to schools serving socially disadvantaged student populations, parents and to some degree local authorities reacted by creating new mechanisms that give more latitude for social inequalities to assert themselves in and through educational institutions. Examples are the hidden curricula, which offer difficult modern or ancient languages (e.g., Japanese, classical Greek) or other unusual courses that have been established by schools to attract middle-class students and create differentiation within and across schools; and the status hierarchy that has emerged, and continues to evolve, among the different types of baccalauréat, the high school credential that leads to the university.

The Netherlands and the United States also illustrate the challenges facing efforts to address the effect of residential segregation on schooling. The bussing of students in the United States and zoning policy that forced parents in the Netherlands to send their children to local schools both led to unintended consequences, with middle-class parents either moving out of the area or, in some instances in the United States, sending their children to private schools. It is worthy of note that in the British case, the native born seem to have been less successful in preserving their access to preparation that will enable their children to monopolize the higher echelons of the postsecondary system. Why this is would require a closer analysis of school reform in that country, as well as attention to the precise role of class inequalities in the native white population.

More generally, however, the Third Law of Inequality suggests that policies intended to ameliorate inequality must be carefully formulated with an eye to whether they will be perceived in a zero-sum manner (i.e., enhancing the opportunities of socially disadvantaged students at a cost to socially advantaged ones). Jennifer Hochschild and Nathan Scovronick (2003, 2) observe in their study of US education:

Many issues in educational policy have therefore come down to an apparent choice between the individual success of comparatively privileged students and the collective good of all students or the nation as a whole. Efforts to promote the collective goals of the American dream through public schooling have run up against almost insurmountable barriers when enough people believe (rightly or wrongly, with evidence or without) that those efforts will endanger the comparative advantage of their children or children like them.

Policies that are non–zero sum in character, that offer improvements to the educations of most or all children, while contributing relatively more to disadvantaged students, probably have the greatest chances for success. For instance, in countries where preschool education is not universal, a policy to create high-quality preschool education could offer something to families from a wide variety of backgrounds. Obviously, it will not always be possible to craft policies in this way, but in considering options for reform policymakers should attempt to anticipate the innovations that privileged parents and school administrators might introduce in reaction.

Factors That Affect the Educational Success of Immigrant-Origin Children

Our in-depth and comparative analysis of school systems has illuminated the importance of particular factors in facilitating or hindering the progress of children of immigrants.

The Balance of Responsibility among Schools, Communities, and Families

As we have seen, formal education in schools is always complemented by learning in the home and community. Immigrant parents with limited education and knowledge of the host language are often disadvantaged in their ability: to prepare children for starting school, for example by reading to them in the host language; to assist them during their school careers by help with homework or guidance on important decisions about schooling; and to pay for ongoing supplemental education such as tutoring, educational summer camps, or cultural trips and activities.

Immigrant-origin children in several countries are likely to benefit from a shift in the balance of educational responsibility among schools, families, and communities. There are a number of ways of moving this balance in a favorable direction:

1. In some countries, like the United States, more days in school each year would reduce the weight placed on families and communities and ameliorate the inequalities among students that stem from the variations in educational and cultural resources in homes and neighborhoods.

2. Schools need to reach out to parents whose native language is not that of the receiving society, to engage them in the educational process. Notices sent home from school, for example, should be translated into the main home languages of immigrant-origin students. For occasions when immigrant parents come to school for meetings, translators should be available to help them to follow and participate in the events.

3. Communities can be given more resources to help immigrant-origin students and relieve some of the weight on immigrant parents. Studies of some Asian communities in the United States have identified community institutions as playing a critical role in the educational mobility of children from working-class homes—they perform such tasks as teaching children how to study and disseminating information about educational opportunities (Zhou and Kim 2006; Zhou and Li 2003). Maurice Crul’s (2011) research in the Netherlands indicates that those children who happen to have academically successful older siblings are in a better position to surmount their parents’ lack of familiarity with education in the receiving society.

These findings suggest ways that communal organizations could come to the aid of families facing disadvantages in helping their children to do well in school. For instance, with the help of outside funding, after-school programs have been established in the Netherlands in which young people who come from the same groups and have been successful in school serve as mentors, assisting young people in doing homework and consulting with students and their parents about educational decisions. Since the advanced students from immigrant groups often need to work while they pursue their studies, such a program could satisfy multiple needs at once.

4. Another way to alter the overall balance of responsibility among schools, families, and communities is to enroll children from the age of two or three in preschool programs. An early entry into an educationally rich context can help to compensate for the school-relevant inequalities, in language and other aspects of school readiness that children bring to school from their homes.

One of our researchers, Maurice Crul, has argued that the universal maternelle experience in France has helped Turkish youngsters there to improve their educational outcomes compared to their coethnics in other European countries (Crul and Vermeulen 2003). This experience undoubtedly also contributes to the high levels of fluency in French exhibited by the children of North African immigrants (Tribalat 1995). In the United States, attendance in preschool programs has been shown to narrow school-readiness gaps for minority children from low-income families. However, the inequalities among children from different backgrounds in preschool exposure are probably adding to those gaps, since Hispanic children are less likely than white and black children to be in preschool. One estimate is that universal preschooling could reduce the gap between Hispanic and white children at the beginning of graded schooling by a third (Magnuson and Waldfogel 2005).

To be sure, the quality of preschooling is a critical variable. Simply placing children into a collective child-care setting at an early age will not have a large impact on their school readiness. The quality dimension includes, at a minimum, a requirement that the adults in a preschool setting have appropriate in-depth training in the education and nurturance of young children, but this dimension needs more specification and empirical research. In the United States, projects with demonstrated success, such as Perry Preschool program in Ypsilanti, Michigan, and the Abecedarian project of Chapel Hill, North Carolina, offer models.

Research in the United States also indicates that the effectiveness of pre-school programs can be enhanced by simultaneously working with parents to assure that their activities with their children support early learning—for example, by encouraging them to read more to their children.

Inequalities among Schools

There is substantial evidence that immigrant-origin children are concentrated in schools that are, in various ways, inferior to the schools attended by children from native families, especially those of the middle class. These differences probably exist in all countries with immigrant populations, but they are clearly worse in some than in others. Here we consider the implications of school financing, teacher quality, and class size.

The United States stands apart from the other countries we have studied because of its system of school financing, which is heavily dependent on local and state sources, with limited involvement by the federal government. This results in differences in funding of the order of two to one between the lowest and highest spending districts—differences that broadly correlate with the social origins of students, including whether they come from native versus immigrant backgrounds. The inequality of funding is being exacerbated by the dispersion of many immigrant families from central cities, which contain a diversity of income groups, to inner suburbs, smaller jurisdictions whose tax revenues may depend disproportionately on working-class families. Disparities are less marked in countries, such as France and the Netherlands, where funding is more centralized, but it is clear that wealthier areas nonetheless benefit from donations made by parents for additional facilities, trips, and activities. Better-trained teachers also gravitate toward schools in more affluent areas. Although more severe in some countries than in others, variation in school quality is underpinned in all cases by residential segregation, which results in children of immigrant origin, who have the most educational needs, being concentrated in schools that generally have fewer resources and less experienced teachers.

Issues of funding and “school choice” are of course thorny ones for which there is no easy solution. However, analysis of the countries in this study suggests that:

1. Efforts to desegregate schools either by bussing students to schools in other neighborhoods, as was done in the United States in the 1970s, or by zoning restrictions that require students to attend schools in their neighborhoods, as in France and the Netherlands, have not done much to reduce segregation, resulting instead in exit from public school systems or urban neighborhoods by more affluent native parents.

2. Increasing opportunities for parents to choose their children’s schools have become the most common method of trying to reduce segregation, at least in France, the Netherlands, and the United States, but choice will only lead to improved educational opportunities for immigrant origin children if:(a) there are enough places in “good schools” to meet demand, which is rarely the case; (b) those good schools are close enough to immigrant neighborhoods for families to be willing to allow their children to travel there; and (c) immigrant families have access to information and a sufficient understanding of the school system to make choice work to their advantage, a condition that is also not universally the case.

3. It therefore seems that efforts to improve the quality of education available to children of immigrants must start with existing schools. In countries like the United States where sizeable disparities exist in basic school funds, equalizing these through federal subsidies or by obliging states to ensure equal provision (as has already happened in a number of states) would be an obvious first step, and one that would benefit all students in the less-favored schools.

4. However, given that the needs of immigrant students in terms of language instruction and academic preparation are often greater than those of the native born, equal funding is unlikely to be sufficient. The experience of the Netherlands, which has made the greatest effort to invest in schools serving immigrant-origin students, gives an indication of the magnitude of the investment that might be necessary to level the playing field. Providing almost two–to-one funding for these students, as the Netherlands did for a time, allowed for smaller class sizes and additional teachers’ aides, which were factors in the shrinking the gap in educational outcomes between native-born and immigrant-origin youth and were also reflected perhaps in the relatively high scores on the PISA assessments achieved by second-generation students from educationally disadvantaged homes (see Table 1.1 in chapter 1). Yet, even this policy was not enough to close the gap.

Whether similar schemes would be politically acceptable elsewhere is, of course, open to question given the strong reactions of middle-class, native parents to compensatory policies that might reduce the educational advantages of their children. The situation is particularly complicated in the United States, where the long history of the segregation of native-born black students, and the (largely failed) efforts to overcome it must also be considered. In this context, any efforts to assist children of immigrants would certainly have to be extended to native-born minority students.

5. Aside from targeted funding, which may not be politically feasible in many contexts, investing in teacher training is a strategy that would have benefits for all students. It seems apparent that not only has teacher quality declined on average as the result of alternative employment options for women, but also that the strongest and most experienced teachers often gravitate to schools in more affluent districts. The evidence on teacher salaries from the United States suggests that large salary differentials may be required if the goal of policy is to alter the sorting process that moves better teachers to more advantaged schools. However, it does not speak to the question of whether stronger cadres of young people can be attracted to teaching by improvements in teacher earnings. Moreover, it may be that strong teachers will be as attracted by other features of their work situation—e.g., smaller classes, challenging curricula—as by monetary incentives.

6. Small class sizes also make a difference for learning. In the United States, this has been demonstrated by, for example, the Tennessee STAR experiment, and in France by the analysis of ZEP outcomes. It is not clear that immigrant-origin children are disadvantaged by comparison with children from native homes in terms of the sizes of the classes in which they are typically found, but because they often have greater needs than native-born students, reducing class size could be an effective way of helping them. The evidence in chapter 6 from the innovative schools in New York City and Sweden reveals the positive impact for both academic attainment and social integration of a low teacher-to-student ratio for youngsters from immigrant backgrounds.

Educating Students from Minority-Language Homes

Language education is one of the most controversial topics in the education of immigrant-origin students, raising as it does complex issues about the value and feasibility of bilingual education. But these issues aside, it is clear that many countries are struggling to meet the basic goal of enabling immigrant-origin students to acquire an academic level of competence in the mainstream language, the one that is taken for granted as the language of instruction in schools. This process can take as long as five to seven years.

Our research, particularly in chapter 3 on California and Catalonia, identifies some approaches that do not work. Segregating minority-language students for long periods of time in special classes has a negative impact, as does stigmatizing speech in their home language. Offering these students a watered-down curriculum in order to emphasize their acquisition of language skills also fails because they are then not engaged by their schoolwork.

Though it is clear that many common approaches fail these students, it is not apparent what approaches offer a general solution. The subject of educational programs for English-language learners has been the focus of a lengthy and too-often-tendentious literature in the United States. The persuasive conclusions to come from this literature have been few, although there is an emerging consensus from meta-analyses that some instruction in a child’s home language is helpful and contributes to better learning of the mainstream language (e.g., Goldenberg 2008; Greene 1997; Slavin and Cheung 2005).

Translating this conclusion into specific programs for the classroom is not easy. For example, there is good evidence for the educational benefits of two-way bilingual schools, in which the school day is divided between two languages and students who speak each language at home are mixed in the classroom (Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, and Todorova 2008). But such an approach is expensive because it requires fully bilingual teachers and can only be implemented for languages that native parents view as desirable for their children to learn and that are shared by a large enough student population.

The French experience with the maternelle system, which brings children by the age of three into a school-like setting where the mainstream language predominates, suggests that universal preschool education could ameliorate the mainstream-language handicaps of minority-language children in their primary-school years. But universal preschooling cannot solve the difficulties faced by 1.5-generation students who arrive in the receiving country after having spent their early childhoods elsewhere. Chapter 6 on promising practices identifies approaches—for example, mixing students from different immigrant backgrounds in the classroom and thus encouraging them to use the mainstream language as a lingua franca—that can help these students as well as those of the second generation. These approaches have been shown to work on a small scale, with innovative school leadership and a dedicated teachers corps. It is not clear, however, how well they would translate onto a larger scale. For instance, one would not want as a general strategy to segregate immigrant-origin students from other students, even though this can work under the right set of circumstances.

The main conclusion we draw from our research is that public policy should encourage innovation and small-scale experiments to improve educational opportunities for minority-language students. The enthusiasm and commitment of teachers and administrators appear to count for a lot when it comes to the engagement and learning of these students, and they should be actively involved in designing programs suited to the particular student populations with which they work. In addition, it is critical for teachers to be trained to meet the educational needs of mainstream-language learners; and they should be strongly encouraged by pay and other incentives to become competent in at least one language of the major immigrant groups.

Selection and Tracking Mechanisms

Other ways that systems vary concern the formality—and rigidity—of the differences between educational tracks and the age at which students are selected into them. At one extreme is the United States, where, generally speaking, little formal selection takes place prior to college entrance, and postsecondary education of some kind is open to all students who successfully complete high school, regardless of the age at which they do it. At the other end of the spectrum, at least among the countries we have studied, is the Netherlands, where at the age of twelve, students are sorted into vocational and academic tracks that separate them into different schools with distinct programs and educational endpoints.

Tracking has been rightly criticized as a practice that requires premature judgments about students’ abilities on the basis of unfair criteria and that curtails their expectations and therefore their potential to achieve, but there are rationales for it that should be taken seriously. Tracking is a response to the reality of highly differentiated labor markets, in which diverse occupations require different lengths and kinds of training. Given this, educational policy makers need to consider how tracking processes can be made more transparent and fair. This would include consideration of the best age at which specialization should begin, the selection mechanisms that determine which children end up on which trajectory, the educational means to ensure that children with different combinations of abilities and interests can thrive, and the provision of sufficient second chances to students who start out on lower tracks to allow them to move up when they have the ability. The last is particularly relevant to children from immigrant homes who may have linguistic and cultural knowledge not recognized in regular curricula, and who may also need more time to catch up with native-born children in many subjects.

The need for some occupational specialization within the educational system is almost universally accepted, but the timing of it has been a major subject of debate and of educational reform in most countries, which have seen a general trend toward later specialization as the total length of the educational pipeline has extended into the mid-twenties and beyond. A source of deeper tensions has been the fatefulness of tracking with respect to ultimate labor-market position, between, for example, tracks that lead through postsecondary education to high-status, well-paid jobs or those that lead through earlier school credentials to lesser-skilled and lower-paid work. The implications of holding a low-wage job do vary across countries depending on the degree of overall variation in income and the provision of public services that can make earned income less determinative of quality of life; however, returns to education have increased over time in all countries, linking it more closely with both lifetime income and social status. This means that currently privileged families have a greater incentive to preserve their grip on higher educational credentials, and disadvantaged families suffer more from their lack of them.

In fact, tracking still takes place even within very open educational systems. In the countries we studied, the nature of tracking varied from the formal and quite rigid test-based process in place in the Netherlands, to more subtle and informal processes at work in France, Britain, and the United States, where education is ostensibly comprehensive for most students, but differences in the prestige of different credentials and schools in fact lead to very different opportunities in further education and the labor market.

Regardless of the mechanisms at work, tracking continues to work to the disadvantage of less advantaged groups, despite efforts to reduce inequality. As a consequence in part of tracking mechanisms, in none of the countries we studied were children from disadvantaged immigrant families receiving access to a similar average quality of education as those from native families. Effectively maintained inequality appears to be in operation in this respect, so that efforts to secure greater equality of educational outcomes are thwarted as privileged families find ways to circumvent them. If one considers the successful completion of a secondary-education credential that allows the option of proceeding into the tertiary system to be the minimum bar for achieving “the essential prerequisites for adult participation in society,” then none of these systems is succeeding in bringing the students from low-status immigrant families up to the mainstream norm.

How can the disadvantages created for immigrant-origin students be reduced? For formalized systems of tracking, one set of recommendations is appropriate:

1. Postponing the Point of Selection The case of the Netherlands shows the disadvantages of early, rigid tracking, which involves segregating students in different schools. The young age of this tracking puts children of immigrants at a clear disadvantage because they have not had enough time to catch up to native peers in terms of language preparation and familiarity with the mainstream institutions, norms, and practices that govern school processes. Once placed in second- and third-tier tracks and schools, immigrant-origin students are exposed to low expectations that are tacitly if not overtly associated with their class and ethnic backgrounds, and to an uninspiring curriculum. Understandably, many become alienated from school. If children of immigrants are to have an equal chance, selection needs to take place later in the educational career.

2. Improved Preparation for Selection Processes Immigrant-origin children and their families also need to be prepared for any crucial fork in the educational pipeline. Because the parents usually have less familiarity with host-society educational institutions than do the parents from native families, they need to be made aware of the implications of a selection process in terms of later career opportunities, and they need to have as much support as possible in preparing their children for testing. Additional funds and support for community and school-based mentoring and other supplemental education programs seem to have been a factor in narrowing the gap in the Netherlands between natives and children of immigrants, although more rigorous evaluation would be needed to determine the precise impact of different kinds of programs.

3. Second Chances for Students to Enter Higher Tracks One of the most disturbing aspects of formal tracking is that decisions made when children are young hold such potential fatefulness for their adult status. Those students who, in early grades, academically mature more slowly than their peers can be placed at a permanent disadvantage regardless of their talents, and the risk of underplacement is especially severe for immigrant-origin students because they come from non-mainstream homes and communities. Tracking systems need to provide escape hatches that allow later-maturing students to transition into higher tracks.

4. Scaffolding the Transition from School to Work Even within the vocational tracks in which they are disproportionately found, the children of immigrants appear to be at a disadvantage in relation to native students. In the Netherlands and France, children of immigrants have less chance to gain those apprenticeships that provide the best bridges to secure, well-remunerated employment. In addition, vocational programs often are not sufficiently sensitive to changing labor market needs, and the children of immigrants are at greater risk of consignment to dead-end vocational training. Greater efforts need to be made to ensure that children of immigrants in vocational programs can gain meaningful work experience that will prepare them for adult employment. Otherwise, it might be preferable to provide more general education and leave training to employers, as has been the norm in the United States.

Informal tracking has the advantage of being less rigid than institutionalized systems but is not without its disadvantages. Informing children at the age of twelve that they are destined for no more than a blue- or pink-collar job may be harsh, and underestimate their potential in many cases, but at least such a clear turning point can focus students and families on what they need to do, and on the implications of success or failure. This clarity has also enabled reforms in the Netherlands to prepare students for the key test, with measurable improvements. In the United States, students are rarely told explicitly that they are on a low track and often have unrealistic expectations about their future. They may be unaware that although there is no one decisive test, key turning points do exist—for example, they need to take certain courses in order to prepare for college-level study. There also are few programs to prepare young people who cannot or do not want to attend college for work, and those who leave before the end of compulsory education do so without meaningful qualifications (Rosenbaum 2001). Hence, the following points are in order:

1. Better Information about Educational Qualifications and Career Options Immigrant parents are rarely in a good position to navigate the complexities of informal tracking processes. Schools should provide more information about the different programs and opportunities that may be available, including the types of early preparation that are necessary if their children wish to pursue certain careers. As much information as possible should be provided in the parents’ language. The Dutch case suggests that mentoring programs can be helpful not just in assisting immigrant students with academic preparation but also in informing them about educational and career options.

2. Better Preparation for Employment The rhetoric of equal opportunity and the possibility of college for all should not preclude encouraging young people to think seriously about alternatives to postsecondary education. And, even though much job-specific training may take place in the workplace, more provision should be made in high school to prepare young people for employment, perhaps through the kinds of cooperative education programs that are run at certain US community colleges, which offer internships and exposure to the workplace.

3. Strengthening Relationships between Communities and Schools In some countries, community-based organizations already play an important role in providing services for immigrant families and their children, including educational support, counseling, and other programs. In the Netherlands, in particular, state investment in these programs seems to have been quite effective in improving educational outcomes. It seems that these links could be strengthened so that community-based organizations could serve as more comprehensive liaisons between schools and immigrant families, offering advice to teachers and school administrators on how best to organize cultural activities for immigrant students, mediating disputes, and perhaps working with the classroom assistants to help to make immigrant students feel more welcome. This would help to compensate for the fact that immigrant parents often find it difficult to take time away from work to participate in the life of the school and may have different conceptions of the division of labor between families and schools.

Postsecondary Education

Higher-education systems in the countries we studied vary in terms of the barriers to entry, the degree of differentiation between vocational and academic training, the timing of specialization, and the quality of institutions. Broadly speaking, the US system can be characterized as having a low barrier to entry, in the sense that all students who graduate high school can enter some kind of university or postsecondary institution. However, there are large differences in the quality of institutions and the kinds of opportunities the credentials they offer will lead to. European systems are generally more selective at the point of entry, but the quality of the education varies less. In general, specialization takes place earlier in Europe than in the United States. Finally, systems differ in terms of cost, with university fees being much higher in the United States than elsewhere, with the consequence that some students from poorer families are unable to afford their academic aspirations, though they have demonstrated the ability to do so (Goldin and Katz 2008).

The implications of these various arrangements for children of immigrants are complex. In the United States, immigrant-origin students tend to be concentrated within public two-year or local colleges, where rates of dropout are frequently high and the chances of ultimately gaining a baccalaureate or a professional degree are low. The labor-market returns to credentials from these institutions are also unlikely to be equivalent to degrees from more-prestigious four-year colleges and universities. Meanwhile, college remains a serious financial investment that often strains the resources of immigrant families. However, the system offers a lot of flexibility in terms of transferring across different institutions and of opportunities to reenter education or pursue degree programs part time while working that are not available in other systems.

By contrast, in the Netherlands, direct entry into university is possible only to students who have attended academic high schools (VWO). As few youth from immigrant backgrounds are able to test into this track, they are often obliged to take what has become known as the long route to university, completing four years of lower vocational education (VMBO) followed by four years of middle vocational education (MBO) and one year of higher vocational education (HBO). Once there, however, the quality of universities is more uniform. Higher-level vocational education also provides training for many careers that would be accessed through four-year degree programs in the United States, including teaching, social work, and many technical occupations. In the Netherlands, postsecondary education is free, and the financial penalty for students who take the long route is not heavy.

The situations in France and Britain fall somewhere between these two poles. In Britain, earlier distinctions between universities and technical colleges have blurred, but there remains clear stratification across institutions, and children of immigrants are overrepresented in the newer, generally less prestigious institutions (see chapter 4). In this respect, Britain resembles the United States, and the recent lifting of the ceiling on university tuition fees has increased the similarity, but it differs (and more resembles European systems) in also offering a range of occupation-specific qualifications—for example, Higher National Diplomas. In France, by comparison, the quality of the universities is more uniform, but a critical distinction lies between the university sector and the grandes écoles, which provide an elite form of training. Few children from immigrant homes enter the grandes écoles.

Given the variations among, and the complexities of, these systems, it is perhaps less easy than with secondary-education systems to identify all the implications of these arrangements for immigrant-origin children and to develop recommendations for ameliorating the disadvantages they face. What can be said with certainty is that in all of them, children of immigrants are clustered at the lower end of the spectrum, and their career opportunities are therefore limited compared with those of native youth. To a considerable extent, this clustering should be viewed as the accumulation of numerous disadvantages that accrue to immigrant-origin youth on their way through the prior stages of education.

It is also clear that students from immigrant homes who do manage to get to university often take longer to complete their degrees—for example, the Dutch students who of necessity pursue the long route through middle and higher vocational education to reach the university, and the US students who pass first through community college or must work while attending school. In the United States, the percentage of immigrant-origin youth from low-status backgrounds who complete the postgraduate programs necessary to enter the highest-paid professions (such as law and medicine) is low. In Europe, the second generation tends to cluster in law, medicine, and economics, which lead to financially secure careers, rather than the social sciences and humanities.

What can be done? We see several ways to improve the chances of immigrant-origin children:

1. The longer time it generally takes immigrant-origin students to acquire university credentials needs to be addressed. Some American research indicates that financial considerations, along with the difficulties in balancing school and work, play a role here (Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway 2008). Obviously, this is especially true in the United States because of the costs associated with postsecondary education, but it can also apply to low-cost European systems such as that in Sweden, where there are no tuition costs, because of the wages families must forego while their adult, unmarried children are studying. Increasing the financial support available to low-income students would make it easier for children of immigrants to attend and complete higher levels of postsecondary education.

2. The poorer secondary-school preparation of immigrant-origin students (as shown for example by the PISA studies) is a major barrier to their entering and completing postsecondary education. In postsecondary systems that are quite open, like those in France and the United States, many children of immigrants enter colleges and universities but fail to finish. Research on student attrition in general (for example, Tinto 1994), and on immigrant students in New York City (Kasinitz et al. 2008) has found that many of these students struggle with college-level work and must either waste time (and money) taking remedial classes or drop out. Until high school preparation improves, students who are admitted with marginal preparation need to be given more academic support through tutoring or other supplementary programs to improve retention and completion rates.

3. In a context where educational opportunities along the educational pipeline are likely to remain unequal for some time, the disproportionate concentration of immigrant-origin students in the lower strata of differentiated systems can be ameliorated by programs of positive discrimination that provide opportunities to students from poor and/or minority families to gain more elite forms of education and the careers that ensue from them. Affirmative action in US higher education, though it is under legal attack and in some states has been dismantled in publicly funded universities, has demonstrated that minority students make very good use of these opportunities (Bowen and Bok 1998; Massey, Charles, Lundy, and Fischer 2002). However, such programs need to go hand in hand with initiatives to level the playing field and, over the longer term, enable children of immigrants to compete for university places on their own terms. Otherwise, these programs will draw increasing hostility on the grounds that they unfairly displace other students.

Successful Practices within Schools

So far we have discussed the ways in which national-level differences in educational systems and policies affect immigrant students. But whatever policies are in place, their impact is mediated by the way in which they are implemented in the classroom. In this process, teachers and school administrators play a crucial role. In this section we discuss what we have learned from the in-depth study of a number of schools in California, Catalonia, Sweden, and New York.

Chapter 3 compared six high schools and found remarkably similar processes at work. Although all the schools espoused a rhetoric of inclusion and high expectations for all students, the reality was disappointing, both in terms of academic preparation and the degree to which students felt included in the school community. Teachers and administrators were in most cases well meaning, but they knew little about the challenges their students faced in terms of language and social adjustment and in many cases did not see them as entitled to, or as able to benefit from, an education equal to the one the teachers would want for their own children. As a result, they failed to recognize the skills and potential of their students and tended to approach education as a process of remediation rather than preparation. Not infrequently, they assumed that their students were suited only to vocational education. Although multiculturalism was described as a goal, schools’ efforts to be culturally inclusive were clumsy and tended either to ignore students’ ethnic backgrounds or to organize events and activities that were tokenistic or essentializing (i.e., assuming that all students from the same background held similar religious beliefs and practiced similar ethnic customs). In too many ways, these schools ended up reinforcing cultural and linguistic boundaries and hierarchies present in the larger society.

The result of these subtle and not-so-subtle forms of discrimination was that immigrant students were marginalized socially and received educational support only in the form of segregated classes for ESL or with less rigorous curricula. They felt excluded and in some cases highly stigmatized, internalizing the low expectations they encountered from adults. Most reported feeling uncomfortable at school and with their native peers, and many had come to feel that they were less able than other students.

The study of innovative schools in Sweden and New York focused on the other side of the picture and considered four schools that have been quite effective in enabling children of immigrants to succeed academically. They sum up the approach as an emphasis on “preparation practices” that teach students strategies for learning and living, rather than just content knowledge, and that stress the three Rs of “rigor, relevance, and relationships.”

This includes second-language learning that is embedded in content and geared toward enabling students to express themselves in real-life situations; assessment techniques that enable immigrant students to show their strengths through cross-disciplinary research projects rather than standardized tests; and teacher-student relationships that involve small groups and mentoring rather than didactic interactions. Teachers and administrators made an effort to find out about the backgrounds and family circumstances of their students, and encouraged engagement with the local community through volunteering and participatory research projects.

While the authors stress that many of these approaches are beneficial to all students, their flexibility and responsiveness to the needs and aptitudes of different students make them particularly effective in bringing out the potential of immigrant students, who are very diverse in their levels of preparation and needs. All of the schools achieved very high rates of graduation and college entry, and enthusiastic endorsements by students and teachers, who clearly felt a strong sense of commitment and respect for each other.

But these schools were also the beneficiaries of programs that provided funding for low student-teacher ratios and innovative curriculum development. Replicating this kind of success would require investment, particularly in teacher training, on an order of magnitude that has not been considered in any of the countries in this study.

Final Thoughts

One of the great challenges to be faced in this century by the wealthy societies of the West involves the impending, demographically driven transition to increasing diversity. Broadly put, because of the shrinking numbers of the native majority in young age groups, these societies will almost certainly have to depend increasingly on young people from immigrant backgrounds to assume positions of leadership, in the labor force and elsewhere. During the next several decades, this transition will manifest itself acutely for an additional reason: the retirement of very large post–World War II birth cohorts, dominated by the native majority. If these societies are to avoid economic, political, and cultural sclerosis, they must successfully integrate the second generation.

This situation places an obvious spotlight on the performance of educational systems in their role as integrative institutions. Our review of the success of the children of immigrants in six quite different educational systems appears to indicate that schools are failing to bring immigrant-origin students to parity. Indeed, with occasional exceptions, such as the South Asians of Great Britain, the general conclusion could be summarized as “different systems, similar results.”

One response to these findings could be that they are unsurprising: after all, the immigrant students on whom we have focused come from low-status backgrounds and from families where the parents have little or no education and work at jobs at the bottom of the labor force. One of the most consistent findings from the literature on education, and on social and economic inequalities more broadly, concerns the large impacts of social-class background on outcomes.

Yet we think that this response is not satisfactory. As this comparative study has revealed, the social reproduction of inequality does not proceed in the same way or to the same degree in all societies, and experience shows that there are windows of opportunity for educational reforms that can improve opportunities for disadvantaged groups. Nor does social reproduction proceed in similar fashion for all disadvantaged groups: the children from immigrant homes, even low-status ones, usually possess optimism and ambition to an uncommon degree; these characteristics, under the right circumstances, can enable them to succeed to an extent that is surprising given their low starting points. Since the rich societies’ future vitality, in all senses of the word, seems to depend on a better integration of young people from immigrant families than their schools are now achieving, the price of a mistakenly fatalistic attitude toward existing inequalities will be exceedingly high.

Another way of understanding the near universality of unequal outcomes is to see the institutional arrangements of school systems as reflecting broader power inequalities in society. Certainly, hypotheses such as maximally or effectively maintained inequality (Lucas 2001; Raftery and Hout 1993), which depict educational systems as resistant to opportunity-enhancing changes, capture a fundamental truth. The explanation is not hard to grasp—namely, that in democratic societies, middle-class and upper-middle-class native parents have the potential to influence educational policy and institutions, a potential that remains invisible as long as those institutions function in expected ways to give cumulative advantages to their children. Where the advantages of these children are threatened—for example, by egalitarian reforms—their parents will intervene politically.

But all may not be as hopeless as this formulation implies. The coming demographic changes, and in particular the shrinkage of the youth group from the most advantaged populations, suggests that opportunities to alter the balance of power in these societies will arise. These opportunities could come about through what Alba (2009) has called “non-zero-sum mobility”: chances for the children of disadvantaged groups to move up without appearing to threaten the position of the children of advantaged ones. The reduction in threat could allow a relaxation of the boundary-protective mechanisms that normally rule in ethno-racially diverse societies, like the United States, where a huge literature documents them. Alba points to the mass assimilation in post–World War II United States of previously excluded white groups, Catholics and Jews of Southern and Eastern European origins, as an historical instance of the potency of non-zero-sum mobility.

Non-zero-sum mobility, engendered by the demographic shrinkage of the native majorities of Western societies, is highly likely to enhance the educational life chances of immigrant-origin groups to some degree. At the post-secondary level, most importantly, institutions are likely to experience difficulty recruiting sufficient students as their traditional pools subside. This may lead them to make more-intensive efforts to recruit students from non-traditional groups. In the event, it should lead to more places at universities that are accessible to the children of immigrants. However, unless these young people from immigrant homes are better prepared by the earlier stages of the educational system, this seeming opening up will engender more sorting by social origin among the tracks and institutions in postsecondary education, with an increased emphasis on the “quality” of the school attended and the degree attained, just as the theory of effectively maintained inequality suggests. In short, Western societies cannot afford to stand pat, under the assumption that future non-zero-sum mobility will more or less remedy current educational inequalities. These inequalities must be addressed by public policy and educational reform.

To be sure, one cannot expect wholesale reorganization of educational systems to facilitate the success of immigrant-origin children. But much more modest policies promise some amelioration. For instance, the Dutch policy of giving schools additional funding for every immigrant-origin student in attendance seems to have yielded beneficial results, in terms of narrowing test score gaps (Crul and Holdaway 2009). Granted, the apparent inefficacy of the ZEP policy in France, which also involves extra funding for schools, shows that money is not a magic formula. Additional analysis is required to determine appropriate levels and delivery mechanisms of such funding. Also intriguing is the Dutch policy of subsidizing community organizations to help immigrant-origin students with homework and educational guidance. Since the weakness of mainstream cultural capital in immigrant homes is a major source of disadvantage for these students, this policy suggests ways of providing counterweights.

The coming period is one where the different educational systems can profit by adopting opportunity-enhancing innovations from each other. Each has features that tend to disadvantage the students coming from low-status immigrant families. But these are students who will be as critical to the labor forces of the advanced economies as any others. All of these systems will have to meet the challenge of integrating them.
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