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Abstract

This paper considers how first generation immigrant children contribute to processes of capital accumulation through their negotiation and positioning in Irish schools. Drawing on the concepts of social and cultural capital, as well as inter-generational analyses of children’s role in the structuring of everyday life, the paper highlights migrant children’s strategic orientation to their primary schooling, positioning themselves in order to maximise the exchange value from their education. Social class, gender and ethnic/migrant status were identified as significant to the strategies adopted, and how children coped with their  positioning as ethnic ‘other’ in school.   
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Introduction

While the boundaries between ethnicity, national identity and migration overlap, giving rise to some confusion and lack of clarity over the precise meanings of these terms (Reynolds 2006), much of the research on immigrant/minority ethnic children focuses on patterns of academic achievement (Archer and Francis 2007, OECD 2006, Demie 2005), the experience of racism and the intersection of ethnicity, class and gender in peer relations and accommodation to school (e.g. Faas 2008, Gillborn 2006, Connolly 1998).  While a rhetoric of inclusion and recognition permeates many government policy documents, the reality of practices in schools suggests a surface treatment of cultural diversity and an absence of deep engagement with the perspectives of minority ethnic communities (Crozier and Davies 2007, Baraldi 2005, Cummins 2001).  While there is some research on minority ethnic pupils’ perspectives on the curriculum and learning (e.g. Archer and Francis 2007, Chan 2007, Sewell 1996), studies of first generation immigrant children’s voices in relation to schooling are rare, with the exception of  some research in the area of refugee children (e.g. Pinson and Arnot 2007, Bash and Zezlina-Phillips 2006, Rutter 2006). Such research highlights the resilience of refugee/asylum seeker children in making the transition to the ‘host’ society, and the tensions they experience in identity and belonging as they seek to overcome the tendency to construct them in ‘deficit’ terms.

Ireland has undergone intensive demographic change in the past ten years, with the latest census conservatively estimating the number of ‘non-Irish’ nationals at 10% (CSO 2008).  While Irish schools have never been ethnically homogenous, the rapidity of change has given rise to a substantial change in the demographic make up of many schools.  Previous analysis has identified the impact for teachers (Devine 2005) and of the classed and racialised discourses that can inform their narratives about migrant children, in a system centred on mainly Catholic, white and sedentary norms. This paper considers the perspectives of migrant children, exploring how they contribute to processes of capital accumulation through their negotiation and positioning in school.

Capitals and social positioning in education 

Much of the literature on migrant children emphasises the key role of bonding and bridging (Putnam 1995, Coleman 1988) to processes of social integration and of how tight kinship systems within immigrant families has led to the positive orientation of many immigrant children to schools (Reynolds 2006, Noguera 2004).  While such work highlights how social capital functions to ameliorate human capital in community contexts (family, school and neighbourhood), absent from such analyses is a recognition of the importance of power in mediating social relations, and how access to such power is itself influenced by broader social structures. For immigrant families then, the question becomes how do they as newcomers negotiate their everyday lives in the host society, and what resources do they draw upon in the process of integration and accommodation? Bourdieu’s work is important here, as it provides a set of conceptual tools (capitals, habitus and field) which allow us to draw links between everyday practices on the ground, in families and schools, with broader processes of production and reproduction in the society at large.  
Central to the concept of capital is its exchange value and the capacity for both social and cultural capital, through solid investment of time and effort (Bourdieu 1986, 253) to be converted into economic capital:

Capital can present itself in three different guises: as economic capital, which is immediately and directly convertible into money and may be institutionalised in the form of property rights; as cultural capital, which is convertible on certain conditions into economic capital and may be institutionalised in the form of educational qualifications; and as social capital, made up of social obligations (‘connections’) which is convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital (ibid: 243).

Cultural capital has particular currency in the field of education comprising embodied (dispositions, sets of meaning and modes of thinking), objectified (access to cultural goods such as art, literature) and institutionalised forms (educational/academic qualifications) which are given recognition by those who are already dominant within the field. Those with the ‘recognised’ cultural capital are deemed competent in their knowledge and ‘feel’ for the ‘game’ (Lamaison and Bourdieu 1986,111), and play accordingly, confident in their capacity to generate long term benefit from their investment in education.  While the exchange value of cultural capital derives from the ultimate conversion of educational qualifications into economic reward, social capital underpins this process through being: 

Consciously or unconsciously aimed at establishing or reproducing social relationships that are directly usable in the short or the long term…implying durable obligations subjectively felt (feelings of gratitude, respect, friendship) or institutionally guaranteed (Bourdieu 1986, 249)

Recognition is central to the mobilisation of social and cultural capital – endlessly ‘affirmed and reaffirmed’ through everyday social inter-change between social actors with mutual dispositions in a given field.  Of course the capacity to recognise and be recognised is itself subject to the distribution of power with significant differences across social groupings both in the volume of capital (economic, social and cultural) agents hold and the relative weighting of different types of capital in each field (Bourdieu 1989, 17).   In this sense education as a field can be understood as a social space in which agents are positioned according to their access to particular capitals.  The gap in/between positions is core to understanding the dynamics of interaction within a field as agents define themselves in terms of their ‘mutual exteriority’ (Bourdieu 1998, 6)
 and orient themselves to maximum exchange within the field.  It is this very agency which lends a dynamic quality to the concept of field, which can be construed as a field of struggle and/or force as agents compete with one another for recognition and position.   
While agency is central to Bourdieu’s work, he has been subjected to some criticism for his failure to take adequate account of how capitals are activated in particular fields (Lareau 2003), and of the significant role of children’s role in such processes (Morrow 1999, Leonard 2005).  An inter-generational perspective highlights the social competency of children (James and James 2008) and how for example migrant children can be perceived as important ‘bridges’ between the immigrant family and the host community (Evergeti and Zantoni 2006, Orellana 2004). In so doing, they may find themselves positioned between contrasting social and cultural worlds – juxtaposing often competing definitions of appropriate forms of identity formation and presentation. As Nowicka (2006, 1073) notes, children of transnational identities are models of the individual of late modernity, representing the reflexivity and flexibility of identity of contemporary being.  They are exposed to challenges of identity and belonging that neither their parents nor their uni-cultural peers have to struggle with in the same way.   Such challenges are further mediated by social class, as well as gender giving rise to differences in the way in which migrant children cope with school.  As reflexively monitoring agents (Giddens 1984), their  life in school is deeply implicated in processes of identification, affiliation and belonging that are themselves mediated by broader ‘macro’ social structures. Structure and agency collide as questions of: who am I? and who do I want to be? (agency) are framed by, and frame the structuring of their experience in school: How am I defined and understood? (Structure). This paper seeks to explore these issues with reference to the forms of capital migrant children draw upon and generate, in negotiating their positioning in school.  How these processes are mediated by ethnic/migrant status, social class and gender is also considered.
Outline of the methodology
The data on which this paper is based draws on qualitative field work in a number of primary schools in the Republic of Ireland, all of which were Roman Catholic
, two located in large urban centres, the third in a rural town.  All were co-educational and had undergone considerable demographic shift with increasing immigration, the most intensive in Oakleaf which now has over 33% of its catchment from immigrant communities. Both Seaview and Riverside serviced socially mixed populations, while Oakleaf was located in a working class estate. Interviews (both focus group and individual) were conducted with boys (23) and girls (18) at the middle - senior end of the  schools (9 – 12 years). The analysis also draws on more intensive case study data based on a year long investigation of one classroom in Oakleaf  (Devine and Kelly 2006), as well as on-going visits by the author to the school.   Of the 41 children studied for this paper, all but five had been born outside of Ireland, and the length of time of living in Ireland ranged from 1 – 12 years, with the average being three years. A sub-sample of parents was also interviewed in Oakleaf (eight) and Seaview (five). Pseudonyms are used throughout. Detailed socio-metric analyses of friendship patterns was conducted with one class over a two year period in Oakleaf, and observation of the children in the classrooms and in the schoolyard was conducted in all of the schools.  

Integration -  the key role of family habitus and capitals

As a key site for the transmission of values through the habitus (Bourdieu 1986), family life provided the backdrop for the children in terms of their primary orientation to settling in Ireland.  While some of the children had been living in Ireland for most of their childhood, and others were relatively recently arrived, most remained connected to the country of origin through kinship networks, and for some, return trips ‘home’.  From the children’s point of view, they talked about their ethnic identities in hybrid terms, positioning themselves ‘in-between’ contrasting cultural worlds, feeling at ‘home’ and ‘different’ in both places:

I am a boy, black hair and brown eyes, and I just say I am African, I was born in Nigeria, mostly in the middle [between Irish and Nigeria].(Sam,  Oakleaf)
When I come back to Ireland I feel different…when I go there [Poland] its just weird cos I am not used to it…but all my family is there so it feels like home (Julia, Riverside)

Consistent among all of the parents interviewed was a positive disposition to education, and recognition of its value to their children’s long term future.   The children were acutely aware of the sacrifices their parents had made in coming to Ireland and of the importance of education to securing future prosperity and well being: 

My parents were born in Afghanistan and they talk about the hardships there, [they say] try your best and try and make some good for yourself (Nathalia, Oakleaf)

Differences were evident however in the cultural, social and economic resources families drew upon in translating such orientations into practice. State policy in relation to ‘legal’ (visas and work permits) and ‘illegal’ migrants (through the asylum process) had significant consequences for the capacities of families to work and embed themselves in Irish society (Fanning 2007). The relatively high levels of education within the immigrant population (CSO 2008) was borne out in the sample schools, with a significant proportion of the children coming from social backgrounds where their parents were professionals in the health and social services sectors
, as well for example as IT specialists or engineers
.   Such children were able to draw upon valuable cultural and social capital in terms of positive dispositions to learning and a ‘sense of place’ (Bourdieu 1989, 17; Lareau 2003) in navigating the education system, albeit in a new country.  In such instances at least one parent (typically the father)
 was fluent in English and systematically supported their children’s education, helping with homework or, as in Oakleaf primary, building social and cultural capital through participating in school activities: 

We have three or four [parents] who come in to do parent reading…on a voluntary basis… an Indian lady, a Chinese lady, and a Nigerian man…they joined the group help, they interacted, they became involved (Ms Macken, language support teacher)
My dad helps me when I need it – he can’t only help me with Irish, …he definitely knows his maths cos in Nigeria they are very strict and you have to know your maths (Jake, Seaview primary)

Reflecting the ‘concerted cultivation’ (Lareau 2003) typical of a middle/upper middle class habitus, many of the children within the Muslim community in Oakleaf for example spent much of their out of school time engaged in study activities, including weekends attending Saturday and Sunday school provided in a well resourced Islamic cultural centre
.  

I go to the Arabic school for five hours on Saturday and Sunday – so we do Arabic, maths, geography, science, history… my dad he gives us rewards and presents and it is for my benefit (Sarah, Libyan)

While Ms Macken, the language support teacher, described these children as ‘driven’, the highly positive orientation to education displayed by migrant children generally (Devine 2005) had a positive impact on the climate for learning within the study schools, most especially those with a traditionally high proportion of working class children such as in Oakleaf.   This gave rise to the following comment by Mr Robinson, the principal:

Our feeling, our intuition is that their parents [of migrant children] want the best and it’s coming through…and it has a positive effect on the existing children. 
There were also children however whose families were struggling to cope: lone parents, or both parents working long hours or not at all, or having little English and being stretched in catering for their children’s needs: 

Kamaria [Kurdish] and her sisters are at a disadvantage because their mother has no English and their father is working all the time, so there isn’t a lot of work being done with them at home (Ms Macken, Oakleaf)

She was very sulky when she came first.  It’s like she can’t deal with it…her aunt is posing as her mother, she doesn’t know where her father is, her mother is still in Ghana (Ms Gregory, Principal, Seaview)

Such circumstances applied in the main to families who had come through the asylum process (mainly African
), but also others (from Eastern Europe – Latvia, Lithuania, Romania) who were working in lower paid jobs and struggling to make ends meet.   Access to a community of support was highly significant to successful transition to Ireland. Some of the children were rich in social capital within their own ethnic community, most notable where immigrant communities clustered in particular geographic areas.  This was especially evident in the narratives of children in the Muslim community, as well as those from Poland, Nigeria and the Philippines, all of whom spoke of attendance at structured religious and social activities at weekends - ‘occasions, places or practices’ that were key in bringing together ‘individuals as homogenous as possible in all the pertinent respects in terms of the existence and persistence of the group’ (Bourdieu, 1986, 250).  Mirroring Lareau’s (2003) identification of the ‘grapevine’ as a key element in the activation of capitals, through such social networks information was shared about schools (best teachers, enrolment policies at primary and second level
, extra curricular activities), an emphasis was placed on working and praying hard for success and prosperity (especially in the Nigerian Pentecostal church). These spaces also provided a rich resource for the reproduction of cultural norms and friendships within a distinctive cultural/ethnic tradition.  

The children were not however mere receptors of their parents cultural and social activity, but were also key contributors to processes of capital accumulation by the family. Older siblings spent time doing homework with younger siblings – especially helping with Irish, and were also actively involved in caring and minding younger children when parents for example worked in the afternoons and evenings. Where parents were not fluent in English, or had difficulty accessing their own social networks, it was the children who acted as mediators –teaching their parents English, acting as translators or introducing them to Irish parents:    

She saying words not properly so I help her because in her job she only needs to speak Russian or Lithuanian (George, Oakleaf)  

My friend’s parents get involved with my parents and I tell them about my mam and then they say they want to meet them (Ivan, Seaview)

While social class differences were identified within migrant communities as well as between them
 access to distinct social networks was important in mediating experiences of belonging and sense of place/opportunity in Ireland.   There were also others at the margins of Irish society, uncertain of their long term status, positioned in low paying jobs where they worked long hours, or not at all.  Against this backdrop, we can consider children’s experiences, and how they both drew upon specific capitals, as well as contributed to processes of capital accumulation, through their experience of school.

Negotiating the inter-change between ‘home’ and ‘school’: the importance of social and cultural capitals
Friendships are important sources of social capital, facilitating access to networks that provide relief from the demands of formal learning, as well as support and knowledge when challenges emerge.  Friendships have their own rules of governance however, predicated on forms of recognition that are mediated by gender, as well as social class, ability and ethnic identity.  In this sense participation in valued social networks derives from the ability to present oneself as ‘competent’ in the norms governing the social group.  Reay (2006) notes the ambiguous positioning of children born elsewhere in the field of peer relations, that is mediated not only by their ethnic identities but also their class and gendered positions.  As ‘newcomer children
’, migrant children in this research walked a delicate line between recognition versus rejection that was predicated on the extent to which they accommodated to dominant ways of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ among their indigenous Irish peers.  The children rarely spoke about their ethnic identities as being a positive attribute in their relations with Irish peers - in Bourdieu’s terms it had little exchange value and did not convert readily into social capital in the classroom (with the exception of doing project work as we will see later). Indigenous Irish children when referring to specific ethnic groups (especially those from Africa and the Middle East) spoke of their difference in deficit terms, as aberrations from the ‘norm’:

Patricia:Muslims are different

Shona: they go on fasts

Patricia: That’s all that’s wrong with them 

(Indigenous Irish girls, Oakleaf)

For migrant children, positioned as the ethnic ‘other’, their coping strategies involved a considerable degree of ethnic self monitoring, that centred on minimising embodied aspects of cultural difference related to accent, dress, and diet especially:

I like to use an Irish accent…if you speak normally they don’t slag you (Paul, Nigerian, Oakleaf)

Whenever my friends come over we don’t eat traditional Zimbabwean food (Suanne, Seaview)

The children’s capacities to cope with the ambiguity of both their social and cultural status was reflected in how well they could integrate themselves into existing social networks or create new ones of their own.  Some did so more successfully than others. For boys, alignment with high status masculinities (Reay 2006) centred on being good at sport especially eased the transition giving rise to Aftab’s advice: ‘Pick up some sport or you get slagged.  You have to be good at sport’. For girls, initial acceptance into female peer groups seemed to give way to shifting patterns, that related not only to the loss of ‘novelty’ status of the new arrival, but also to gendered expectations for girls that differed across ethnic groups:
First I didn’t know where I belong …now I only like to be friends with Arabs cos I tried to be friends with Irish but it just didn’t work…they have really different stuff they do that we don’t do [especially for girls] (Salma, Palestine, Oakleaf)

Skin colour could also be a symbolic marker of recognition, with clear norms among the girls centred on gradations in skin colour and certain types of hair style, while for boys, racial abuse on the sports field created additional challenges for children of African origin. When inter-ethnic friendships developed, cultural/ethnic difference was something to be overcome as the children’s relations evolved around shared dispositions and interests
.  We see this in the friendship which developed between Karina and her Indigenous Irish friend,  Claire, who stated  that she ‘forgets’ Karina’s ethnic difference, the only tell-tale sign being the darker colour of her skin:

It’s all about fitting in. When I look at Karina, I don’t see a black person from somewhere else. I just see my friend. I don’t notice the colour of you

Originally from Somalia, Karina made very explicit efforts to integrate that derived from her initial feeling of isolation (‘the hardest thing was nothing in common. No other children from Somalia’). While this caused some tension between her and other Muslim girls, she justified her positioning on the grounds that she was Irish (‘I have an Irish passport…I am Irish now’), legitimated in dispositions which were more in keeping with traditional Irish ways of being and doing:

Muslims jeer me because I’m not like them. Sometimes I wear scarves when I go to the Mosque. I have to quit because I’m in a Gaelic [football] team after school. I’m allowed to go swimming and show my body, I’m allowed wear string tops and dresses and the others aren’t. 
In her effort to secure her status in school, Karina aligned herself to high status forms of femininity (Reay 2006/2001) through active participation in Gaelic football as well as a willingess to engage in the romance and fashion talk of her female peers. Underpinning her positioning however was also a sense of place (Lareau 2003) that derived from her middle class position, her ‘posh’ background providing her with increased symbolic status among her female peers:

There are certain parts in Dublin …places that are common and some are more posh. Where you live [Karina] is grand
 …it’s private and it’s really clean…I don’t think you’d get jeered a lot.

Active participation in extra-curricular activities that were distinctly Irish (such as GAA
 clubs for hurling, football and camogie, as well as Irish dancing) was evident among children who had multi-ethnic friendships, their competence in these activities a form of symbolic capital which signified their ‘Irishness’ and willingness to be the same.   These children accumulated social capital through an ‘unceasing effort at sociability in which recognition is affirmed and reaffirmed’ (Bourdieu 1986: 250): 

[to belong you have to] Make friends with the class and be nice to everyone…get more involved in athletics (Suanne, Zimbabwe, Seaview)

Such activity was clearly cultivated by the children’s parents (Lareau 2003), Vivian’s mother for example determined that her daughter would participate in activities that confirmed her ‘Irishness’: 

Vivian is learning Irish culture…she does Irish dancing, she was in the St Patrick’s day parade. The children are getting to be Irish. (Nigerian Parent, Riverside)

Schools had an important role to play in securing interest and knowledge about these social spaces, with Oakleaf primary for example fielding teams for inter-school competitions (for boys and girls) in football and hurling/camogie during school hours. Where these activities took place outside of school hours, they often required payment as well as availability of time by parents, ensuring that  it was only those who had access to sufficient economic resources, as well as social capital in terms of sharing lifts to lessons, games etc. that could avail of them:

I like to [Irish] dance…it is difficult…my mam cannot take me (Alexandria, Ghana, Seaview)
While the friendships the children developed had an immediate use value in terms of providing feelings of inclusion and belonging, its exchange value was evident in providing the children with a sense of the ‘feel’ for ‘going on’ and ‘getting on’ in their everyday lives in school.  This applied to friendships with indigenous Irish peers, as well as to those within the children’s own immigrant community – the latter most readily called upon, in the early phases of transition: 

He [older Lithuanian friend] explains everything to me when I came (George, Oakleaf)

‘Durable obligations’ (Bourdieu 1986, 249) built up through these social networks ensured that the children could draw on their friends to help them with school work, especially homework, as well as ‘defend’ them if they were being racially abused:

Anytime I get Irish homework, I go and ask my [Irish] friends so they do it with me (Ahmadou Congo, Seaview)

We stand up for each other.  They [Irish friends] told them [racist name callers] to leave me alone and stop bossing me around (Ava Nigerian girl, Riverside)

Mobilising cultural capital through learning in school

While children worked at building social capital through their friendships, their attitudes toward their learning in school was also strategic and pragmatic, oriented to the acquisition of cultural capital which consolidated their class trajectories in Ireland, as well as in their country of origin should they return ‘home’:

When you do school here its easier [to get a job] when you get a European certificate and you go to an Arab country. (Hamini, Egypt, Oakleaf)

I want to be a secondary school teacher so I need to learn hard. I like living in Ireland because I have adapted here (Sharon, Nigeria, Seaview) 

For those who did not have English as their mother tongue, acquiring fluency was considered central. Attitudes toward the possibility of learning through their native tongue were ambiguous, related not only to the children’s desire to improve their English, but also an awareness of the lack of currency and recognition of their native languages in the classroom.  This was reinforced through rules which discouraged them from speaking to each other in their mother tongues:

I want to learn to speak languages and know more, I wouldn’t really like it [learning Farsi] cos I want to learn English (Jacinta, Afghanistan, Oakleaf)

I can talk Arabic but if I am at school and I say in Arabic: ‘can I borrow your pencil they [(Irish peers] say you are not allowed [speak Arabic], and you get into huge trouble (Becky, Oakleaf)

An additional linquistic challenge for the children was learning the Irish language, which, as in the case of Gaelic sports and Irish dancing, was viewed as an important symbolic marker of national identity (‘being Irish’) and belonging:

I think it is really good – like English is from England so Irish comes from Ireland (Tara, Zimbabwe Seaview)

I don’t have to do it but it is my choice cos I want to be Irish (Sandra, Philipines, Riverside)

Teachers across the study were surprised by how quickly many of the migrant children ‘picked’ up Irish, often surpassing their indigenous Irish peers in their fluency.  This could inspire some jealousy in the jostling for status, as excellence in ‘Irish’ potentially subverted the positioning of the migrant child as ethnic ‘other’, and challenged normative understandings of what being ‘Irish’ meant.  This is reflected in the following comment about Ava, a Nigerian girl in Riverside who was top of the class:

She [Ava] thinks she’s all smart and all and great because she’s from a different country.  She knows her Irish the most.  She thinks she’s all popular. (Mark, indigenous Irish, Riverside)
Mark’s comment reflects the ‘forces of struggle’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 104) inherent in peer relationships, and the dynamics of power which position the children hierarchically with one another in school.  While Ava did not seem to mind being ‘teased’ for her excellence in Irish, comfortable in her alignment with the formal school code, other children, most especially boys in working class Oakleaf, monitored their academic positioning carefully. In an environment where hegemonic masculinity was the norm (Renold 2001), Mahmoud, who had lived previously in Saudi Arabia and Egypt consciously sought to balance the competing norms between those of his male peer group in school, and those of his parents who had high expectations for his performance: 
I used to do maths really fast but now I do it sort of slow… like not the first to finish…so I come in the middle… cos some children they say you are trying to show off just because you are from a different country. 

While such behaviour is not atypical of high achieving children, especially boys in working class schools (Archer and Francis 2007, Reay 2006), what is of interest is how the discourse of migration (sensitivity to being from another country) is drawn upon by Mahmoud in explaining his positioning in school – a pattern that was noted in comments by children across all of the schools.  While negotiating these dynamics of recognition within the peer group, the children also had to manage inter-generational dynamics, meeting the expectations of their parents for academic success, as well as safe-guarding the acquired social capital of their family within the public space of the school: 

Whenever I do something bad in school my mam she says ‘don’t do it again cos you are ruining your reputation in school’ (Suanne, Zimbabwe, Seaview)

Given the priority on education that was evident in the children’s families, it is not surprising that teachers generally spoke of migrant children in ‘ideal type’ terms, as hard working and anxious to please (Devine 2005).  However, from the children’s perspective, their positive behaviour could result in a lack of attention, not getting the help in class they needed
. The few critical comments the children made were inspired not only by their ambition to learn more, but also an assumption that teachers in Ireland were ‘less strict’ than what they (or their parents) had experienced in school in their home countries:

In Lithuania they make you do everything much stronger…the teachers are crosser (Ivan, Riverside)

The children’s strategic orientation was also reflected in their ambiguous comments on the incorporation of aspects of their culture, into their everyday learning in school.  Children from Africa and Asia appeared the most circumspect, concerned at being laughed at by their peers: 

I would [like to] tell them songs and the way we dance, but we dance funny dances and they might laugh at me. (Pamela, Nigerian, Seaview)

Children spoke more positively about the incorporation of aspects of their ethnic identity when it was given formal value as part of the general process of cultural/capital accumulation by all children in the class, rather than as an ‘extra’ for celebration and display
. This was evident in their discussions around project work, when knowledge and understanding about different countries could be exchanged between all children in the completion of group based learning goals: 

It’s good having Maya in the class cos she’s Egyptian and we are doing a project now on countries and she is helping us (David, indigenous Irish, Oakleaf)

The children’s uncertainty about the incorporation of their cultures into classroom life must also be considered in the context of the greater cultural recognition they experienced in their separate work with language support teachers, who were developing an expertise in embracing cultural diversity into their more specialised work with these children.  Paradoxically this could lead to a situation where mainstream classroom teachers did not have to focus especially on the interests of migrant children, believing they would be catered for by the language support provision.  

The desire for a more ‘formalised’ recognition of culture was also evident in Samuel’s comment about the employment of minority ethnic teachers in school: 

It would be better to get teachers from different countries …if the child speaks the same language as the teacher then they can help them better…also the African children would fit better 

The children’s relatively uncritical stance of their schooling can be understood in terms of their minority positioning, as ‘newcomers’ in the field. It must also be understood, however, in the context of their minority positioning as children (in this sense they have a double minority status) in the field of inter-generational relations. This is best exemplified in the comment of Sarah, in Oakleaf  who stated : you are the first lady who came to speak to us about this…it is good…nobody asks us’, reflecting the general absence of accessing  children’s voice on their experience of school (Arnot and Reay 2007, Devine 2002).

Concluding discussion:

This paper considered how migrant children contribute to processes of capital accumulation through their negotiation and positioning in school. Drawing on the concepts of social and cultural capital, as well as inter-generational analyses of the contribution of children to the structuring of everyday life, the paper highlighted the children’s strategic orientation to school, forging alliances and positioning themselves in a manner that enabled them to settle and cope with life in Irish society.   While all children recognised the long term value of education for mobility and opportunity, differences were identified in the volume of capitals they could draw upon.  For those who came from a professional/middle class  background, their priority was to work hard, and gain certification that would consolidate their class positioning, either in Ireland or on return to the sending country.  Within certain families and communities (especially Muslim children in Oakleaf, but also some Nigerian and Polish children) there was clear evidence of concerted cultivation (Lareau 2003) as the children engaged in additional study activities at weekends through organised Saturday and Sunday schools.  Children such as these typically drew upon distinct social networks, mostly within their own ethnic communities but also on occasion with Irish families (neighbours, work colleagues) that enhanced their knowledge about how to ‘get on’ and ‘go on’ in Ireland.   This latter was especially important in securing knowledge about policies in schools, as well as of social and cultural activities the children could access after school hours. Conversely there were also children in the research whose families were positioned at the margins of Irish society, those who had come through the asylum process, or whose parents/guardians were working in low paid employment and struggling to carve out a life for themselves. Notable was their absence of strong social/kinship supports, and often lack of personal time/energy, as well as cultural resources (especially fluency in English) to invest in building social capital in school and local community.  

The children were not mere receptors of their family’s capitals, however, but were active generators of such capital through their positioning and work orientation in home and school.  They played an active contribution to their families’ coping strategies, caring for younger siblings, extending their parents social networks, as well as teaching their parents English when this was required.  As recounted by teachers, migrant children were in general perceived to be hard working, and anxious to do well in school. While this ambition may be encouraged by parents, it is instantiated in practice (Giddens 1984) through the children’s own labour in school. As flexible negotiators of culture, they moved between often culturally disparate spaces of home and school, intent on proving their ‘Irishness’ by embracing Irish ways of being and doing, building valued cultural ‘tokens’ (Bourdieu 1993: 34) in the educational field.   They recognised the higher exchange value in doing so, and invested considerable time and energy, often overcoming shyness as well as lack of fluency in English.   Positioning oneself as hardworking and obedient can bring benefits in terms of positive relations with teachers, enhancing the ‘reputation’ of both the child and the family in the school. However such positioning could render some of the children ‘invisible’ as they recounted incidences where they did not get the attention they needed to learn effectively. As Skeggs (2004, 91) notes, self-making is class-making and a considerable degree of ethnic self monitoring underpinned the children’s positioning, reinforced by recognition of the minority status of their culture, language and traditions in school.  

Gender, ethnic status and social class influenced the children’s positioning with peers. As the ‘ethnic other’, migrant children in general minimised embodied aspects of difference (accent, dress, diet, language) with indigenous Irish peers, seeking recognition through their skills on the sports field (most evident, although not exclusively) among boys as well as Irish dancing (for girls).  Older Muslim girls were more likely to remain, when possible, within their own ethnic cluster during break-time, finding it difficult to participate in the romance and fashion talk of their Irish peers.  For both African boys and girls, slagging over skin colour provided an additional challenge to their social integration. Social capital is most effective when reinforced by other forms of capital however, and for those children who could also access community activities outside of school, and who were immersed in a middle class habitus and sense of entitlement (Reay 2006), their self efficacy was evident in the confident manner they spoke of their present as well as future well-being. 

While the children may actively mobilise capitals through their everyday practices, this should not eschew acknowledgement of the minority status of migrant children as a group, nor the significance of their class position (and how this can differ both within and between immigrant groups) to processes of capital accumulation in schools.  Neither should it undermine the key role which the State plays, through its immigration and welfare policies, in framing the rights of children in immigrant families,
 and the consequent implications for their experiences of belonging and acceptance in Irish society.  With respect to educational policy, questions need to be raised about the extent to which and how cultural difference is valued in schools. While a discourse of ‘care’ was consistently evident in teacher narratives about migrant children in this research, this should not undermine the provision of an education for all children, both indigenous and immigrant, that values difference and educates all children to embrace the diversity that arises from increasing human mobility and broader processes of globalisation. 
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� There are clear parallels here with the work of Foucault (1979), drawn upon in previous analyses of children’s experiences of racisms and friendships in school (Devine and Kelly 2006; Devine et al 2008).


� Over 90% of state funded  schools in the Republic of Ireland are Roman Catholic.


� In both Oakleaf and Riverside, many of the children’s parents worked in local hospitals.


� However they may have been unable to work in these fields in Ireland due to lack of recognition of qualifications and/or their ‘illegal’ status.


� This is not to downplay the role mothers play (O’Brien 2005) but, arising from certain ethnic norms mothers were often less ‘visible’ in the public space in certain instances. 


� Similar trends have been identified with the Polish community with ‘polish’ weekend schools established in a number of large urban centres.


� It is difficult to make generalisations across these groups. The census (2008) indicates considerable diversity among Nigerians for example, with over one third unemployed, while a further 25% are employed in the professional/managerial arena.  


� This has been a particularly controversial area given the denominational status of primary schools (with over 90% classified as Catholic), and the difficulties encountered by many immigrants in securing school places where they are not Catholic, or where the local school is already ‘full’.


� For example in the Muslim community in Oakleaf there were children whose parents worked as doctors, as well as those who were labourers, in the Nigerian community there were doctors as well as taxi drivers.


� This is now the term employed by schools in identifying migrant children, the changing terminology  having switched from ‘non-national’ to ‘foreign national’, to ‘international’ and ‘newcomer’ as schools attempt to be more inclusive in the discourses drawn upon.


� Detailed socio-metric analyses of patterns in Mr Reilly’s class in Oakleaf over a two year period indicated an increasing number of inter-ethnic friendships for boys as they negotiated their entry to friendship groups on the basis of academic interest/disposition and sporting prowess, while for girls there was a tendency to cluster in same ethnic groupings (Devine and Kelly 2006)..


�.That Karina did not feel she needed to hide her middle classness may be understood in the context of the increasing overall prosperity in Oakleaf estate– a working class estate that was now shifting from social to private housing and relatively full employment, creating opportunities for upward mobility in a rapidly expanding economic environment. Conversely it could be expected that with economic decline, a much more hostile attitude toward immigrant groups, and resentment toward their higher class positioning would be expected, especially in areas most likely to be hit by economic recession.





� There is a very strong tradition within Ireland of youth participation in ‘Irish’ based games, organised on a voluntary basis at community/parish level by the Gaelic Athletic Association. 


� Interviews with teachers indicated the tension teachers experienced between catering to the needs of ‘them’ and ‘our own’ (‘newcomer’ vs indigenous Irish children) in the allocation of classroom time (Devine 2005)


� This contrasted with the views of adults (teachers and parents) who relished for example the intercultural day which had become an annual event in Oakleaf and involved considerable co-operation between parents of diverse cultures in the school.





� While beyond this paper, this relates to the different citizenship rights of children, depending on the residential/legal status of their parents, significantly altered through a referendum in 2002 which changed automatic entitlement to citizenship for those born on the island of Ireland.
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