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110 NAVIGATING PATHWAYS IN MULTICULTURAL NATIONS

he big puzzle of inequality in education is not that children of immi-

grant parents with low levels of formal education do not succeed in

school; this is the expected outcome. More interesting is why some
of these children succeed against all odds, or how what Bourdieu (1990)
called cultural reproduction can be disrupted (Cooper et al., Chapter 5).
Some researchers have looked at parental, school, and teacher factors, while
others have emphasized systemic institutional educational factors. Much
less attention is spent on the impact of factors like culture, belonging, iden-
tity, and future orientation. Culture, both working-class culture and the cul-
ture migrants bring with them, is often regarded as impeding success when
the implicit (and often explicit) goal of schooling is cultural assimilation.
In this volume, however, the authors examine, with different types of of-
ten long-running ethnographic research, how immigrant cultures can be a
resource or under which conditions they can become one.

Several articles emphasize that culture plays a key role in positive ado-
lescent identity development that is crucial for feelings of belonging in ed-
ucational institutions and school success. On the other hand, experiencing
discrimination, whether from teachers, fellow students, or workplace col-
leagues, can have large negative impacts on feelings of belonging (Azmitia
etal., Chapter 6; Cooper et al., Chapter 5; Waldring et al., Chapter 3). Flum
and Buzukashvili (Chapter 1) use Erikson’s identity theory and concept of
uprootedness (1968) to show the importance of adolescents experiencing
some continuity between their identities formed through their family and
community immigrant histories and those they form in relation to school
or working careers.

Seginer and Mahajna (Chapter 2) introduce in relation to continuity
the importance of analyzing both hopes and fears in future orientations.
Many immigrant students struggle with carving out an identity that can
provide both feelings of belonging and an accepted path for the future. In
their adaptation process, young adolescents must often juggle competing
religious or culturally inspired family demands and those demands result-
ing from goals aimed at school and career building (Azmitia et al., Chapter
6; Seginer & Mahajna, Chapter 2). All authors in this volume stress, in one
way or another, that successful students must tap both family cultural cap-
ital and the social and cultural capital of school counselors, teachers, and
peers. This can only be done if students can somehow tie their family (and
sometimes marriage) narrative to the school narrative of success. This bal-
ancing act requires exceptional social skills from children, requiring them
navigating both worlds from a very young age onward. To do this success-
fully, they should not be forced in a position in-between two cultures, but
should be given space and support to use both cultures. Building such bi-
cultural capital (Seginer & Mahajna, Chapter 2; Waldring et al., Chapter
3) is an important resource for academic and career success. Furthermore,
Waldring et al. explain how bicultural capital can be used to claim a hybrid
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CULTURE, IDENTITY, BELONGING, AND SCHOOL SUCCESS 111

position which allows them to feel comfortable in both spaces (Ghorashi &
Sabelis, 2013).

In different ways, the contributions to this volume show that no zero-
sum choices between cultural repertoires are necessary (Waldring et al.,
Chapter 3). The successful second generation switches among different cul-
tural codes in different settings. This also implies sensitivity to cultural
boundaries and limitations. This often involves strategic thinking about
when to show people certain parts of your identity or when to question cer-
tain cultural repertoires both in the family setting as well as in a school or
work setting. It also involves a creative bricolage of different cultural values
into something new. Waldring et al. show how, for instance, this can become
anew competence for teachers in schools that are becoming increasingly di-
verse. Equally important, this capacity to navigate among different settings
and meaningfully tie cultural repertoires together is important for develop-
ing a healthy adolescent identity, in which people are not forced to deny or
do away with their own cultural baggage or to sever crucial ties with their
family or community.

For educational institutions, sensitivity to cultural differences should
ideally lead to what Cooper and coauthors (Chapter 5) call a cultural part-
nership. Such partnerships include outreach to parents, being sensitive to
different cultural repertoires, and holding high ambitions for disadvantaged
students, coupled with giving them the support needed to succeed. The
overall message of all the articles in this volume is that such partnerships
are the basis on which school success of children of immigrants is being
built. If such a partnership does not stand solid, it is hard for a student
to concentrate, feel a sense of belonging in school, and develop a healthy
identity.

Thus, for schooling of adolescents, there is an important role to play
for educational institutions. Schools with diverse student populations need
to train staff in being sensitive to different cultural repertoires and gaining
some understanding of the family project of migration. This does not mean
that all cultural values brought to school by students and families should be
considered helpful. For example, female students from communities with
strong traditional gender roles can be held back in school by these values
(Flum & Buzukashvili, Chapter 1; Seginer & Mahajna, Chapter 2). Girls are
sometimes forced into a traditional gender role of little schooling and early
marriage. However, some contributions in this volume show when girls
have more opportunities, while traditional gender roles for boys hold them
back, as Seginer and Mahajna note about ultra-Orthodox Jewish boys in Is-
rael, for whom the path of higher education and work is sometimes blocked
because of their religious duties. Interestingly, in some cases, girls see ed-
ucation as a way to escape traditional gender patterns. Success in school,
especially in higher education, offers a strong argument for girls’ negotiating
with parents to postpone marriage by providing good prospects for financial
independence through a profession that also provides girls the opportunity
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112 NAVIGATING PATHWAYS IN MULTICULTURAL NATIONS

to break away from traditional gender patterns (Crul, Keskiner, & Lelie,
2017).

Although cultural reproduction in education has been both theoreti-
cally and empirically well-described, this is far less the case for steep social
mobility through education. The articles describe ingredients needed for
children of low-educated immigrant parents to succeed in school. Azmi-
tia, Sumabat-Estrada, Cheong, and Covarrubias (Chapter 6); Cooper et al.
(Chapter 5); and Flum and Buzukashvili (Chapter 1) all highlight the im-
portance of parents, whose valuing of education must be translated into
concrete actions. In my own work, I have shown how low-educated im-
migrants may not be able to provide practical help with homework or ad-
vice on school choices or tracking, but they can provide emotional support,
stress the importance of doing homework, and provide a home environ-
ment where school comes first (Crul, 2000; Crul et al., 2017; Rezai, Crul,
Severiens, & Keskiner (2015).

In my own work (Crul, 1999), I have also stressed, next to parents,
the importance of older siblings, who sometimes take over parts of parents’
roles. They are often better able to help with homework and advise study
choices. Social capital beyond the family is also crucial, but here too, par-
ents’ roles remain important: they must be open to support from people
outside the family and trust them. Several articles in this volume document
the importance of resources from peers, teachers, and school staff, but their
support will be effective only if parents allow other people to help and sup-
port their children.

Also mentioned in a number of articles (e.g., Cooper et al., Chapter
5) is the importance of alternative pathways or “second chance” options
provided by educational institutions. These opportunities make it possible
for students to gain access to higher education later in their school careers.
These alternative paths usually take more time but provide an important
part of access to higher education (Crul et al., 2017).

How can we bring all these factors for fostering success into a unified
explanatory model that transcends a particular group or national context?
We recently tried to formulate the first building blocks for such a model
in what we coined the multiplier effect (Crul et al., 2017). We agree with
Bourdieu (1990) and others that cultural and social capital is conditional
for educational success. So how can we explain school success among chil-
dren whose parents lack the social and cultural capital needed to succeed in
school? Alternatively, we argue that successful students gain social and cul-
tural capital over time. With each successful step up the educational ladder,
they acquire new social and cultural capital that in turn helps them make
the next step. This requires personal effort, resilience, and perseverance. A
number of authors have pointed to immigrant optimism or the immigrant
bargain as an important resource in immigrant families (Louie, 2012). The
group that immigrates is self-selected and often driven by strong motivation
for a better life for themselves and their children. If the pioneer generation
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CULTURE, IDENTITY, BELONGING, AND SCHOOL SUCCESS 113

cannot fully succeed, the immigration project is transferred to the children.
The initial spark of the multiplier effect is therefore often rooted in the im-
portance parents attribute to education. Their pro-school attitude, if taken
up by children, often sets them apart from other children in disadvantaged
neighborhood schools.

Some teachers appreciate and nurture this pro-school attitude. Their
help and support are often the first social and cultural capital students gain
that families do not possess. Early school success can lead students to be-
ing tracked into programs for gifted children or selective academic tracks
in upper secondary school. This step can lead to dramatic changes in stu-
dents’ school climate and the composition of their peer cohort. From the
moment they are tracked into academic classes, the quality of the school
or track as well as the school climate improves for them. Their peers more
often come from middle-class families, a setting that opens access to social
and cultural capital their families do not possess. With each consecutive
step up the school career, their social and cultural capital multiplies. Some-
times, peer convoys (Cooper et al., Chapter 5) are formed among upwardly
mobile immigrant children who together navigate the educational pipeline.
Students in such convoys share similar educational aspirations and often
come from similar socioeconomic and immigrant backgrounds. They study
together and provide one another social and emotional support.

Resilience is maybe the other important explaining factor for success
against all odds. Not one successful student did so without overcoming ma-
jor setbacks along the educational pipeline. What distinguishes them from
less successful ones are their resilience and ability to find help and support
at crucial moments in their school career (Azmitia et al., Chapter 6; Cooper
et al., Chapter 5).

What makes the multiplier effect work? Partly, as discussed, it depends
on students and parents’ willingness to invest in education. But partly, and
this makes it fragile, it depends on outside help and support. So next to
the cognitive skills that disadvantaged pupils need, success also requires
(cultural) partnerships with teachers and other school staff. Teachers and
staff must be willing to invest extra time and effort to understand and sup-
port these children and their families. This volume makes clear that much of
what makes the multiplier effect function, or not, is based on the willingness
of school staff to learn about and work with the different cultural repertoires
of students and their families and as a result, students’ abilities to develop
healthy adolescent identities. Based on interviews in the ELITES project
(Crul et al., 2017) with more than 180 successful second-generation pro-
fessionals in four European countries, we concluded that those who made
it showed an incredible ability to switch between different cultural codes,
feeling comfortable moving around in different settings without losing the
cultural repertoires with which they had grown up. That they were able
to bring continuity in their identities and narratives is one of the striking
things they held in common.
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114 NAVIGATING PATHWAYS IN MULTICULTURAL NATIONS

This volume addresses several new issues that will change the land-
scape of education in diverse settings drastically. I will briefly mention the
three most important. Increasingly, urban schools have staff with migrant
backgrounds (Schneider, Chapter 4; Waldring et al., Chapter 3). Students’
identification with these teachers (and the other way around) is a big new
resource. Waldring et al. explain the important ways these teachers can act
as go-betweens: they can more easily bridge the gap with parents because
they understand parents’ realities, with colleagues in educating them about
cultural sensitivity, and with pupils, for whom they are often a role model.

Second, schools in large cities are becoming more experienced in work-
ing with children of immigrants. In some cases, schools have up to 50 years
of such experiences (Schneider, Chapter 4); they have established ways of
teaching the second language, communicating with immigrant parents, and
dealing with issues requiring culturally sensitive approaches. This can es-
pecially benefit newcomer families in these schools because their needs are
thus more easily recognized and acknowledged.

Third, Schneider (Chapter 4) points to an interesting demographic de-
velopment in many inner-city schools. In the past, identities were formed
in opposition to the majority identity. However, in many cases, children of
immigrants now grow up with other immigrant children. Children of native
descent are often one of the many numerical minorities in the classroom.
Diversity has become the norm (Waldring et al., Chapter 3). This often en-
ables more open attitudes to diversity and climates in which there are less
obvious dominance of the national culture.
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